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Human infants are born with full access to perceptual modalities, but are 
severely limited in their ability to act on the world directly. 	

Instead they learn to coordinate their actions with others, priming them 
towards others’ perspectives and the foundations of intersubjectivity.
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Perceptual systems develop in 
the same order across many 
different species: tactile, 
vestibular, chemical, auditory 
and then visual. Modifying these 
systems affects perceptual 
development. 

Evolution shapes 
phenotypes by modifying 
the order that perceptual 
systems get access to 
information - e.g. timing 
of birth or keeping eyes 
shut after birth. 

For example, in ducks, providing 
overearly visual information by 
opening the shell allows the visual 
system to develop at the expense 
of the auditory system, reducing 
sensitivity to the maternal call.

Differences in the timing and 
onset of key developmental 
events determine the 
pheno-typic expression of 
behaviour, including 
precocial and altricial 
developmental trajectories. 
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Chimpanzees start 
walking between 3-4 
months of age, allowing 
them to interact with 
objects directly

Great apes and humans share 
an ontogenetic trajectory in 
which a long period of 
altriciality is combined with 
precocial features.

COMPARATIVE 
PERSPECTIVE

NEURAL DEVELOPMENTMOTOR & PERCEPTUAL
Understanding timing of 
motor areas in cerebellum, 
red nucleus and motor 
and premotor cortices in 
relation to motor skills is 
crucial for understanding 
learning.

Prolonged period of dependency 
provides the experience to 
develop a mirror neuron system 
that is focussed on joint action.

Different 
developmental 
trajectories affect 
how the developing 
organism engages 
with its respective 
environments and 
what it will learn.

SOCIAL 

Decoupling of own and others’ actions by 6 months.

Shared & flexible representation of own 
and others’ actions during joint action 
and communication 

Flexible use of alter- and egocentric 
cognition depending on task and 
context - providing foundation for 
interactive Theory of Mind by 4 years

Infants start walking 
around 12 months, 
finally providing 
distal exploration.

Children have learned 
the affordances of 
communication and 
interacting with others. 

Children learn to 
coordinate vision 
and grasping. 

Children engage in 
joint attention by 9m

Infants have access to auditory 
modality already and learn features 
of there maternal language.

Children learn to 
coordinate actions 
with others.

Period of dependency establishes social 
signals as behaviourally relevant signals.


