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EARLY CHILDHOOD DEVELOPMENT 

Statement 
HON LINDA SAVAGE (East Metropolitan) [5.19 pm]: I want to speak about an aspect of early childhood. As 
members know, I have spoken on numerous occasions about policy and funding for early childhood. I have also 
spoken about the development that occurs in those years, particularly brain development. Some members may 
recall that earlier this year I brought into the chamber the Brain Box, created by members of the Midland Early 
Years Action Group, which had been designed to reflect the changing size of a child’s brain. The first brain is 
the size of a child’s brain at birth; when children are born the brain is very small; the next brain reflects the size 
of a child’s brain at age three, because it is between zero and three that the most rapid change and growth occurs; 
and then the adult brain, which is not much bigger than a three-year-old’s brain. I used the Brain Box to illustrate 
just how critical that period is. I am sure many members are aware of the neuroscience we have to inform us 
about those years. We actually know that, by the age of three, 85 per cent of the brain structure is organised. 
Something that I have really come to understand and appreciate only in recent years is that in those first three 
years, the very immature human brain that we are all born with goes through an explosion in development of the 
connections in the brain. That process occurs in the first three years and, as members can imagine, a newborn 
infant is a complete captive to the environment into which it is born, in every aspect. The growth of the 
connections in the brain at such an astonishing rate in those first three years is critically influenced and shaped 
by the environment the child finds itself in. It is not just the physical environment; it is all the other cues that the 
brain experiences. There is now evidence to show that the care-giving experience, particularly in the first three 
years, actually changes the expression of the genes. It is quite extraordinary, because an MRI can now be done 
on the brain of a three-year-old who has developed in a normal, good environment, and compare it with an MRI 
of the brain of a very neglected child, to show a marked difference. That is because the actual wiring of the brain 
occurs directly and personalises in response to the environment in which the child finds itself. 

I heard Professor Susan Greenfield speak last year; many members will know who she is. She is a neuroscientist 
from Oxford and was Thinker in Residence at the University of Adelaide a couple of years ago. I found her talk 
extremely interesting and it really helped me understand the impact of what we are talking about in that period of 
life. She was talking about the brain, which she described as the essence of being human. It is the one thing that 
is unique to each of us. More than being unique, the brain, our own thought processes and how we interact with 
the world, are things that, no matter how close we are to another human being, we can never actually give to 
them; no-one can actually get inside another person’s mind and thoughts. She provided some amazing evidence. 
She was talking primarily about how children’s brains are being affected by using computer screens. In regard to 
the effect of our environment on our brains, she said that that research showed that in some cases thinking and 
imagining things affect the brain just as much as actual experience does. The research was the result of a large 
study of brain scans that showed that people who were taught the piano and people who were told to imagine 
playing the piano while they were being scanned showed neural connection development of the same magnitude 
in a way that people who were just told to sit and do nothing while they were scanned did not. It is quite 
extraordinary; it is because the brain is so sensitive to the environment.  

From the moment a baby is born, the child begins to take in the stimulus of everything around it—the heat, the 
cold, the hugs, the faces, the pain. All those interactions with the environment lead to the cognitive development 
of how we then interact with the brain. Obviously, those primary-care relationships with a parent or a carer are 
absolutely critical, and they in fact largely determine how we navigate the world. That is attachment theory, 
which again is something that I have found fascinating to really understand. I think it is something that many of 
us would understand intuitively because we would be aware of sayings like, “Give me the child until they are 
seven”, or because we just know from having had a child or having been around them and seen a totally 
vulnerable newborn infant, and seeing in those early years the staggering growth of not just the physical body, 
but also the brain. That is the period of the most extraordinary opportunity in the child’s development, but also 
the period of the most extraordinary vulnerability.  

I just thought that I would say a few things about attachment theory because I think it is important, certainly for 
me, in understanding the development of policy, where we can actually make a difference to a child’s life and to 
outcomes for children, and why so much of our policy, which is biased towards late intervention when there is a 
problem, does not make very much difference. That is why we are, year after year, time after time, talking about 
the same problems and yet not having any effect on them. It is largely because we cannot undo things in that 
later stage of childhood; we might mitigate to an extent, we do make some differences, but we do not undo what 
was experienced in the early years. The easiest example to give is that of a child who is malnourished or has 
poor diet and that affects their teeth; or a child who is badly fed so they become overweight, and that is 
something they carry with them.  

Hon Giz Watson: Or bad hearing. 
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Hon LINDA SAVAGE: Yes, hearing. As I said, with bad nutrition, we cannot undo the effects of very poor 
nutrition on a child. In the olden days they might have got rickets or something. We now understand how crucial 
attachment theory is. I will just read a quote, because as I said earlier, I understand from neuroscientists, 
psychiatrists and all the experts in this field that understanding what attachment is about is very important, 
because attachment is the origin of our own capacity to regulate. I will read this quote from John Bowlby, who is 
considered to be, I suppose, the father of attachment theory. He states — 

… intimate attachments to other human beings are the hub around which a person’s life revolves, not 
only as an infant or toddler or a schoolchild but through adolescence and years of maturity as well and 
onto old age. From these intimate attachments a person draws strength and enjoyment of life and 
through what s/he contributes, gives strength and enjoyment to others.  

Attachment theory is based on the understanding that when a child is born, their goal is to maintain proximity to 
that caregiver. Depending on that care-giving experience, that in itself will affect the development of the brain 
and how they learn to regulate. That is why now there is irrefutable evidence that if relationships have been 
unstable and disorganised up until the age of 18 months, that is the biggest predictor of mental health problems 
in a teenager. I will talk more about that because I intend now—obviously I will have to finish in the weeks to 
come—to try to speak more about this area and the attempts I have made over the past few months to actually 
ascertain what governments spend on children between zero and three years of age. I first of all want to paint a 
picture of why we talk about zero to three as such a distinctive period in a person’s life.  
 


