Impaired Voluntary Movement Control
and Its Rehabilitation in Cerebral Palsy

Andrew M. Gordon

Abstract Cerebral palsy is caused by early damage to the developing brain, as the
most common pediatric neurological disorder. Hemiplegia (unilateral spastic
cerebral palsy) is the most common subtype, and the resulting impairments, later-
alized to one body side, especially affect the upper extremity, limiting daily func-
tion. This chapter first describes the pathophysiology and mechanisms underlying
impaired upper extremity control of cerebral palsy. It will be shown that the severity
of impaired hand function closely relates to the integrity of the corticospinal tract
innervating the affected hand. It will also shown that the developing corticospinal
tract can reorganize its connectivity depending on the timing and location of CNS
injury, which also has implications for the severity of hand impairments and
rehabilitation. The mechanisms underlying impaired motor function will be high-
lighted, including deficits in movement execution and planning and sensorimotor
integration. It will be shown that despite having unimanual hand impairments,
bimanual movement control deficits and mirror movements also impact function.
Evidence for motor learning-based therapies including Constraint-Induced
Movement Therapy and Bimanual Training, and the possible pathophysiological
predictors of treatment outcome and plasticity will be described. Finally, future
directions for rehabilitations will be presented.
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Introduction

Cerebral palsy (CP) is the most common pediatric neurological disorder. CP is
caused by damage to the brain during early development. Unilateral spastic cerebral
palsy (USCP) (often referred to as hemiplegic CP), with motor impairments mainly
lateralized to one body side, is the most common subtype, accounting for 30-40 %
of newly diagnosed cases (Himmelmann et al. 2005). In this chapter, the patho-
physiology and mechanisms underlying impaired upper extremity (UE) control of
USCP will be reviewed. The specific pathophysiology will be related to the severity
of UE impairments, where clear relationships between the type and the extent of
early brain damage and/or the resulting reorganization of the developing nervous
system will be demonstrated. The evidence for motor-learning based therapies will
be discussed, including possible pathophysiological predictors of treatment out-
come and the associated neuroplasticity.

Pathophysiology of Unilateral Spastic CP

Corticospinal (CST) pathways from motor areas, especially the primary motor
cortex (M1), develop in a corticofugal manner, approaching the spinal cord by the
20th week of gestation during typical development (see Staudt 2010). Thereafter
these pathways undergo synaptogenesis, with targeted projections to the spinal—
segmental level. The motor cortices are initially believed to develop bilateral pro-
jections (i.e., projections to both the contralateral and ipsilateral UEs) (Eyre et al.
2001). There is a gradual weakening of ipsilateral projections, and strengthening of
contralateral projections via synaptic competition during continuing development
(Staudt 2010), which is driven by M1 activity (see Friel et al. 2013). This is
evidenced by studies of the developing CST in kittens, whereby blockade of M1
activity either by injection of a GABA-agonist or restraint of a forelimb, prevents
the CST from establishing spinal connectivity, and results in permanent motor
impairments (Friel et al. 2013). In humans, this intricate process is susceptible to
prenatal and perinatal brain damage. Since the CST directly innervate hand
motoneurons, which provide the capacity for selective UE movement control
(Lawrence and Kuypers 1968), permanent impairments in manual dexterity may
occur following damage to this developing system.

USCP is often the result of periventricular lesions, middle cerebral artery infarct,
hemi-brain atrophy, brain malformation or posthemorrhagic porencephaly (e.g.,
Uvebrandt 1988; Cioni et al. 1999). As described above, motor areas and CST
integrity are often compromised (e.g., Staudt et al. 2004; Bleyenheuft et al. 2007).
The specific etiology may drastically influence subsequent development of CST
pathways (Staudt 2010). The severity of upper extremity impairments largely
depends on the extent of damage to the CST (e.g., Bleyenheuft et al. 2007; Scheck
et al. 2012). The damage can be approximated using both conventional MRIs and
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diffusion tensor imaging, by measuring the asymmetry in the cross-sectional area of
the cerebral peduncles through which the CST passes through (e.g., Bleyenheuft
et al. 2007; Friel et al. 2014), or measuring the fractional anisotropy (Bleyenheuft
et al. 2007). The asymmetry in the CST innervating each hand is strongly related to
severity of manual dexterity impairments. This can be seen in Fig. 1A, where the
index of asymmetry (ratio of the affected to unaffected peduncle size) is highly
correlated to manual dexterity, as measured by the time to complete the
Jebsen-Taylor Test of Hand Function (Friel et al. 2014). The timing of CST damage
is also predictive of outcome. Cortical malformation in the first two trimesters
typically results in less severe upper extremity impairments than periventricular
lesions in the early, and MCA later, in the third trimester (Fig. 1b, Staudt et al.
2004). Disruptions during the intrauterine period can reduce or abolish neuronal
activity in CST projections originating in the affected hemisphere. The altered
activity can result in ipsilateral being maintained and strengthened during further
development, with contralateral projections being partly or completely eliminated
(Staudt et al. 2004; Eyre et al. 2007; see Staudt 2010) (Fig. 1c). On average,
individuals who undergo such ipsilateral reorganization have more severely affected
upper extremity function Fig. 1d, Holmstrom et al. (2010) and often the persistence
of mirror movements. This reorganization may represent functional compensation
of the affected hemisphere by the unaffected hemisphere. The extent to which this
ipsilateral reorganization is able to compensate for the absent contralateral pro-
jections decreases with age at the time of damage (Staudt et al. 2004). CST pro-
jections from M1 to spinal interneurons, thus indirectly innervating hand muscles,
are also impaired, further affecting coordination and reflex control (Harrison 1988).
The net result of the early brain damage is impairments in movement execution,
movement planning, sensorimotor control and the ability to coordinate the two
hands together (bimanual control). These impairments are described below in
relation to the pathophysiology of CP.

Movement Execution Impairments

As a result of damage to the developing motor pathways, there are impairments in
the execution of upper extremity movements. For example, the upper extremity is
often weak, and the lack of selective finger movements, limits the ability to achieve
many grasp forms (e.g., precision grip). Thus movements are unskilled, slow and
clumsy (Brown et al. 1987).

Manual motor control has been quantified for more than three decades via the
examination of fingertip forces during precision grasping. Fingertip coordination in
typically developing (TD) children reaches near adult-like coordination by 6-
8 years of age (see Gordon 2001). Conversely, children with CP at this age often
have infantile-like force coordination, with prolonged delays between movement
phases (e.g., between grasp contact and force initiation) and reduced coupling of
grip and load force (Eliasson et al. 1991; Prabhu et al. 2011). While most children
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Fig. 1 a Peduncle asymmetry predicts baseline unimanual dexterity (Jebsen-Taylor Test). Inset
tl-weighted MRI showing cerebral peduncles, outlined. Modified from Friel et al. (2014).
b Comparison of hand motor dysfunction scores among patients with congenital brain injuries
acquired during the trimesters of gestation (malformations of cortical development [MCD], first
and second trimester of pregnancy; periventricular [PV] lesions, early third trimester of pregnancy;
middle cerebral artery [MCA] infarctions, late third trimester of pregnancy). Open circles,
individuals with preserved crossed corticospinal projections from the affected hemispheres; filled
circles, individuals with reorganized ipsilateral projections from the contralesional hemispheres;
half-filled circles, individuals with both preserved contralateral and reorganized ipsilateral
corticospinal projections to the more affected hand. Modified from Staudt et al. (2004). ¢ Relation
between box and blocks score (higher score represents greater dexterity) using the more affected
hand and the CST motor projection pattern to the hand, assessed using transcranial magnetic
stimulation (TMS). Modified from Holmstrom et al. (2010)

with CP are capable of adjusting their fingertip forces to the object’s weight and
texture, their forces are often excessive and variable, with reduced adaptation to the
object’s weight and texture compared to TD children (Eliasson et al. 1992). Object
release coordination is also impaired (Eliasson and Gordon 2000), which is exac-
erbated when speed and accuracy constraints are imposed (Gordon et al. 2003).
Fortunately, precision grip in children with CP does improve with development
(Eliasson et al. 2006) and extensive practice (Gordon and Duff 1999a), which has
helped inspired the development of intensive rehabilitation protocols (e.g.,
constraint-induced movement therapy; CIMT) (Gordon 2011, 2014).
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Motor Planning Impairments

Perhaps an unappreciated aspect of the motor control deficits is that individuals
with unilateral spastic CP also have higher level impairments in motor planning
(see Steenbergen et al. 2013). These impairments can impact precision grasping.
Due to delays in feedback, the development of fingertip forces during grasp must be
planned before initiation. Furthermore, sensory information about some object
properties (e.g., weight) is not available until after lift off. Motor planning for grasp
control involves the formation and utilization of internal models of objects based on
previous experience manipulating the object (see Gordon and Duff 1999a). Children
with unilateral spastic CP have an impaired ability to scale the amplitude of the
force development to the known object properties in their more affected hand
(Gordon et al. 1999). The impairments in force planning are reduced following
extensive practice (Gordon and Duff 1999a), providing a template for intensive
rehabilitation training. The planning deficits may partially reflect impaired motor
learning, involving extracting appropriate sensory information to form internal
models, and integrating it with motor commands during subsequent actions.

Children with unilateral spastic CP often demonstrate ‘global planning’
impairments that are independent of the effector used (see Steenbergen et al. 2013).
Oddly, the force scaling deficits during object lifting (Eliasson et al. 1992; Gordon
and Duff 1999a) and grip force coupling (Gordon et al. 2006a, b) are effector
dependent, where deficits are solely seen in the more affected, and not the less
affected UE. A similar finding during load force perturbations has been observed,
with participants unable to anticipate the consequences of a dynamic perturbations
(Bleyenheuft and Thonnard 2010). An interesting, and potentially transformative,
finding is that following several lifts with the less affected hand, anticipatory
planning, reflected by the rate of force development matching the object’s weight, is
immediately present in the more affected hand; i.e., there is a transfer of sensori-
motor information and improvement in motor function (Gordon et al. 1999). In a
subsequent study (Gordon et al. 2006a, b), we found that despite the normal of
anticipatory force scaling during successive lifts with the more affected hand,
anticipatory force scaling is transferred from the more affected to the less affected
hand. Thus, the lack of anticipatory control during normal use of the more affected
hand is not due to impaired sensation, yielding insufficient internal models. Instead,
these findings suggest that the impaired planning may be due to an inability to
integrate sensory information with the motor output in the more affected hand.
Simultaneous grasp and lift of an object in each hand improved some aspects of
grip performance as well (Steenbergen et al. 2008), although the grip-lift move-
ments became slower, likely due to the requirement to divide attention between the
two hands. These findings helped motivate the development of intensive bimanual
training approaches (e.g., Hand-arm bimanual intensive therapy; HABIT) described
below (Gordon 2011, 2014).
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Sensorimotor Impairments

Thalamocortical somatosensory projections achieve connectivity in their cortical
termination sites during the third trimester. These connections normally are not
damaged by PVL, or they may circumvent the lesion to terminate in the postcentral
gyrus (see Staudt 2010). In contrast, MCA lesions, occurring later and in many
instances affecting the postcentral gyrus, are more likely to affect the somatosensory
system (Staudt 2010). Thus, children with USCP, especially of MCA origin, often
have accompanying sensory impairments, which may further compromise fine
motor coordination (Brown et al. 1987; Moberg 1962). Tactile perception and
discrimination, stereognosis and proprioception are often disturbed (e.g., Gordon
and Duff 1999b, Bleyenheuft and Thonnard 2011) with the amount of impairment
related to the integrity of afferent pathways (see Scheck et al. 2012). These sensory
impairments may contribute to precision grip impairments found in CP (Gordon
and Duff 1999b) as they resemble precision grip impairments following digital
anesthesia in healthy adults; i.e., higher and more variable grasping forces (e.g.,
Johansson and Westling 1984). Although there appears to be improvements in both
sensory acuity and motor function following training, the relationship between
sensory and motor abilities is not fixed. Such relationships have been established
between stereognosis and motor function (Gordon and Duff 1999b), but conflicting
results are reported for other modalities.

Bimanual Coordination Impairments

Children with unilateral spastic CP have deficits in bimanual coordination above and
beyond unimanual dexterity deficits (e.g., Steenbergen et al. 1996, 2000; see Gordon
and Steenbergen 2008). Similar to motor planning, the relation between the type and
timing of the lesion and bimanual coordination impairments are not known. During
symmetrical, bimanual reaching tasks, children with unilateral spastic CP do coordinate
their bimanual movements by compensating with their noninvolved hand, as long as
the accuracy demands or task complexity are not increased. In one recent study,
participants were instructed to hold a grip device in each hand and place one device on
top of the other while the grip and load force were recorded in each hand (Islam et al.
2011). Children with USCP initiated the task by decreasing grip force in the releasing
hand before increasing the grip force in the holding hand during the preparation phase,
with the subsequent grip force increase in the holding hand being reduced and
occurring later (transition phase) than that of TD children. The impairments were
unrelated to presence of mirror movements, and the impairment was greater when the
less affected hand served as the holding hand.

In another series of studies (Hung et al. 2004, 2010), children were asked to open
a drawer with one hand and manipulate its contents with the other hand. Children
with USCP were less coordinated, with reduced movement overlap of the drawer
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Fig. 2 Tractography of the corpus callosum (genu blue, midbody orange, splenium red) in a a TD
child and b a child with unilateral CP. ¢ Relationship between # of fibres in the splenium of the
corpus callosum and Assisting Hand Assessment scores. Modified from Weinstein et al. (2013)

opening hand and manipulating hand (and sequential completion of opening the
drawer and manipulating its contents (Hung et al. 2010). Interestingly, as described
later in this chapter, bimanual training improved some aspects of this coordination
more than unimanual training (Hung et al. 2011).

While emphasis has been placed on CST connectivity to the affected hands in
relation hand function (e.g., Bleyenheuft et al. 2007; Friel et al. 2014). However,
the cause of hand impairments may not be as simple. For example, one study
showed that reduced structural integrity of the corpus callosum in USCP was
associated with reduced function of both the more- and less affected hands (Green
et al. 2013). Interestingly, the corpus callosum integrity was also related to the
quality of bimanual hand use (Fig. 2), which as described below, may be func-
tionally more important.

Mirror Movements

Many individuals with USCP have unintentional imitation of voluntary movement
of the contralateral limb, known as mirror movements (Woods and Teuber, 1978).
Conceivably, mirror movements could negatively impact effective performance of
asymmetrical bimanual activities (e.g., tying shoes). They are believed to be caused
by the ipsilateral CST projecting from the less affected M1 that innervates bilateral
UEs (e.g., Carr et al. 1993; Farmer et al. 1991; Staudt et al. 2004) as described
above, and/or impaired interhemispheric inhibition between the two Ml1s (Koerte
et al. 2011).

Early studies examined the relationship between the timing of the brain injury,
CST and mirror movements, quantifying mirror movements using various measures
(Woods and Teuber 1978; Carr et al. 1993; Farmer et al. 1991). More recent studies
demonstrated a negative impact on unimanual and bimanual hand function (Islam
et al. 2011; Sukal-Moulton et al. 2013; Klingels et al. 2016; Kuhtz-Buschbeck et al.
2000; Adler et al. 2015). While individuals are able to voluntarily reduce the
amplitude of mirror movements with attention (Kuhtz-Buschbeck et al. 2000), it is
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unknown whether mirror movements impact the ability to treat impaired hand
function, or whether treatments can diminish their impact on function.

Rehabilitation of Upper Extremity Function

Motor Learning Approaches to Rehabilitation

A recent review of evidence supporting the clinical implementation of various thera-
peutic approaches identified only six approaches with sufficient evidence of efficacy
(Novak et al. 2013). These were Constraint-induced movement therapy (CIMT),
Intensive bimanual training, Goal-directed training, Context-specific training,
Occupational therapy post botoxulinum toxin injections, and Home training. There
were two commonalities across these approaches: all involved active movement of the
participant using principles of motor learning, and all involved intensive practice.
Motor learning approaches to rehabilitation (often referred to as task-oriented or goal
training) focuses on the effectiveness and efficiency of motor performance in specific
actions, with activity limitations being an important aspect of CP (Bax et al. 2005)
rather than on normalization of movement patterns or prevention of compensations
(Carr and Shepherd 1989; Trombly 1995; Winstein and Wolf 2009). This approach is
based on integrated models of motor learning and control and behavioral neuroscience.
The focus is on participation and acquisition of skills and involves targeted physical
and mental activity. The late eminent scholar, Ann Gentile, noted that: “The behaviour
that dominates our daily lives is directed toward the accomplishment of goals. It is
aimed at a specific purpose or end that we are trying to achieve” (Gentile 2000; p. 112).
The approach recognizes task performance as being influenced by the person, the task
and the environment (Gordon and Magill 2012). Problem solving is a key component,
with the notion that the brain selects movement patterns that are available based on the
constraints of the patient (Latash and Anson 1996). The associated behavioral demands
of the tasks and motor skill training may be used to “shape” the desired movement
pattern, and results in cortical reorganization (Plautz et al. 2000) underlying concurrent
functional outcomes. For maximal efficacy, the training must be challenging, with
progressively increasing behavioral demands, and involve active participation and
problem solving. Skilled training in animals shows increased plasticity of UE cortical
representations, whereas unskilled training did not (Kleim et al. 1998; Friel et al. 2012).

Constraint-Induced Movement Therapy

CIMT is an obvious choice for eliciting intensive unimanual practice. There was a
strong scientific rationale based on animal models underlying the application of
intensive practice-based approaches to human upper extremity (UE) rehabilitation
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(Tower 1940; Taub and Shee 1980). Starting with ‘forced use’ in adult stroke
patients, in which the less affected UE was physically restrained to incentivize
practice of the more affected UE (Wolf et al. 1989), subsequent efforts incorporated
principles of behavioral psychology (shaping) and motor learning to elicit active
practice of the affected UE. This active training approach along with the restraint
become known as ‘Constraint-induced movement therapy’ (CIMT) (Taub and Wolf
1997). The first adaptation of the approach for the pediatric population leading to a
case study was published more 15 years ago (Charles et al. 2001). Since then there
have been many studies of CIMT to date, including more than 30 RCTs, with
nearly all studies providing evidence of efficacy (see Dong et al. 2013; Eliasson
et al. 2014).

The best age to conduct CIMT is unknown. Most studies include children from 2
to 7 years, although CIMT studies have included infants as young as 7 months
(e.g., Lowes et al. 2014) to adolescence (Eliasson et al. 2003; Gordon et al. 2006a,
b; Sakzewski et al. 2011a). Given the very early age in which brain damage occurs
in children with CP, we could surmise that there is tremendous potential for
recovery (Kennard 1936) and that “earlier treatment is better”. However, the rela-
tionship is not as clear as one might hope (Eliasson et al. 2005; Hoare et al. 2013;
Gordon et al. 2006a, b; Sakzewski et al. 2011a). Nevertheless, the studies to date
indicate that children of all ages may benefit.

Animal models suggest that the best time to start treatments eliciting movements
of the more affected UE, such as CIMT, may well be during the first few months of
life. The as described above (Martin et al. 2011; Eyre 2007). Development of the
CST requires activity-dependent competition between the two sides of the devel-
oping motor system. Transcranial magnetic stimulation studies in human infants
(Eyre 2003, 2007; Eyre et al. 2001; Staudt et al. 2004) are consistent with these
findings. Pharmacologically inhibiting activity of the contralesional side, thus
balancing activity of the two hemispheres, immediately after unilateral brain injury
in the kitten, restores motor function, normal anatomical connectivity of the CST
and the motor representational map in primary motor cortex (Martin et al. 2011).
A feline model of CIMT (Friel et al. 2012) examined the effects of CIMT at age 8 to
13 weeks and 20-24 weeks (Fig. 3). The earlier training restored motor function,
CST connections in the spinal cord and the motor cortical representation of the
forelimb, and increased cholinergic spinal interneuron density on the contralateral
side. The later training (age 20-24 weeks) did not restore motor function or con-
tralateral spinal cholinergic neuronal density, although it did increase CST con-
nectivity and the motor cortical representation of the forelimb. Restraint alone
(forced use without specific, skilled training) only restored CST connectivity (Friel
et al. 2012). This alludes to the importance of increasing skilled activity of the
involved UE, a principle embedded in both CIMT and bimanual training (see
below), to balance the neural activity between the two hemispheres before the less
affected CST “outcompetes” the affected CST (i.e., at an early age).



300 A.M. Gordon

CST M1 motor Cholinergic Motor
plasticity map INs recovery

No treatment

Constraint only

Constraint +
late reach training

Constraint +
early reach training

Fig. 3 Summary of effects constraint only (forced use), constraint plus motor training in a in a
feline model of unilateral spastic cerebral palsy induced by inactivation of the motor cortex. Early
training was in a kitten age 8—13 weeks, late training 20-24 weeks. Gray rectangles, conditions in
which an effect was noted. Corticospinal tract (CST) plasticity is defined as the presence of
axons/varicosities within the spinal intermediate gray matter or more ventrally. An effect of
treatment on the M1 motor map is defined as an increase in the number of sites from which
stimulation evoked a limb motor response. A filled light gray rectangle in the cholinergic
interneuron (INs) column indicates the presence of robust increases in the ratio of spinal
cholinergic interneurons on the affected and unaffected sides. The dark rectangle in the motor
recovery column indicates am improvement in stepping accuracy while walking over a horizontal
ladder. From Friel et al. (2013)

Intensive Bimanual Training

The efficacy CIMT lead to the obvious question of whether similar improvements
could be achieved without physically restraining the less affected upper extremity.
Bimanual training is developmentally focused and takes into account principles of
motor learning (Thorndike 1914) (practice specificity) to train use of the more affected
hand as a functional (nondominant) assist rather than as a dominant hand as done in
CIMT. It uses the environment (task) to “force use the more affected hand”. One
child-friendly form of intensive bimanual training was developed, “Hand-arm bimanual
intensive therapy” (HABIT) (Charles and Gordon 2006), with the focus improving the
amount and quality of involved UE use during bimanual tasks. HABIT retains the
intensive structured practice of CIMT and typically it is provided in a day camp
environment 6 h/day for 10-15 days (i.e., 60-90 h). A small randomized control trial
of HABIT was initially conducted (Gordon et al. 2007) demonstrating that children
who received HABIT had improved quality of affected hand use during bimanual
activities and frequency of UE use. HABIT has also been shown to be effective using a
themed (learning magic tricks) approach (Green et al. 2013).

Bimanual training and CIMT result in similar improvements in both unimanual
capacity and bimanual performance outcomes in CP populations (Sakzewski et al.
2011a, b; Hoare et al. 2013; Gordon et al. 2008, 2011; Facchin et al. 2011; Deppe
et al. 2013; Dong et al. 2013) (Fig. 4). Bimanual training has been shown to result
in better improvement in functional activities and play goals meaningful to par-
ticipants and caregivers (Gordon et al. 2011; Brandao et al. 2012) largely since most
goals are bimanual (Gordon et al. 2011). During a bimanual task where children are
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asked to open a drawer with one hand and manipulate its contents with the other
hand, improvements in both the CIMT and HABIT groups were observed despite
not being practiced during the training (Hung et al. 2011). However greater
improvements in movement overlap (the percentage of time with both hands
engaged in the task) and goal synchronization (reduced time between each hand
completing the task goals) were found for the HABIT group. Together these
findings are in agreement with the principle of practice specificity.

Despite the advantages and disadvantages of each approach, CIMT and HABIT
are not mutually exclusive. They can be performed concurrently with sufficient
intensity (Aarts et al. 2010; Cohen-Holzer et al. 2011; Taub et al. 2007) or CIMT
could be followed with a bimanual training program (i.e., sequentially) where gains
in unimanual capacity are translated into bimanual activities (Case-Smith et al.
2012; Taub et al. 2007). These might combine the benefits of both approaches,
although comparison studies to either isolated approach have not been conducted
(but see Gordon 2011).

Neurophysiological Predictors and Responses to Training

Although the above intensive training protocols have demonstrated great promise, a
major limitation is that the neurological damage and subsequent recovery in cere-
bral palsy is extremely diverse. Studies of these approaches have largely ignored
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scores represent better performance. Abbreviations: CIMT Constraint-induced movement therapy;
HABIT Hand-arm intensive bimanual therapy; AHA Assisting hand assessment. From Gordon
et al. (2011)
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this issue and tend to lump participants together and look at the group effects. There
has been large variability in the response to treatment as well (e.g., Sakzewski et al.
2011b). It may be that depending on the specific lesions and brain reorganization,
one approach may be more efficacious than another. For example, Staudt and
colleagues (Kuhnke et al. 2008) showed that children with a contralateral CST
increased manual dexterity after CIMT, whereas children with an ipsilateral CST
did not. The two groups also showed differences in neuroplasticity associated with
the training (Juenger et al. 2013). In contrast, Islam et al. (2014) concluded that
improvements in hand use after CIMT were present in all participants, irrespective
of their CST connectivity pattern. Only one case study of two children with USCP
has examined the effect of CST connectivity pattern on efficacy of bimanual
therapy, with improvements seen regardless of CST organization (Bleyenheuft et al.
2015) (Fig. 5).

A recent study of the neural predictors of bimanual training showed that children
with greater overall severity of brain injury at baseline (higher radiological score)
and decreased cortical activation of the lesional hemisphere on fMRI, showed
greater improvement on bilateral hand function but less improvement on unimanual
function (Schertz et al. 2016). Similarly, greater white matter damage (DTI of the
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Fig. 5 Determinist diffusion tensor imaging tracking was made from the 3 mm spheres (123
voxels) created symmetrically in both CST tracts, with their middle centered on the CST fibers as
visualized in a transversal plane passing through the middle cerebellar peduncle. a child 1 with
ipsilateral connectivity, b child 2 with contralateral connectivity. Pretest and posttest data for each
child for the ¢ Jebsen-Taylor test of hand function JTTHF), d ABILHAND-Kids and e Canadian
occupational performance measure (COPM) performance rating. Modified from Bleyenheuft et al.
(2015)
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posterior limb of the internal capsule and the CST were also associated with greater
improvement on bimanual function but no improvement on unimanual assessment.
However, the amount of damage to the CSTs alone did not relate improvement after
CIMT (Rickards et al. 2014) or bimanual training (Friel et al. 2014).

One study showed increases in activation and size of the motor areas controlling
the affected hand using TMS, DTI and fMRI (Bleyenheuft et al. 2015). The later
study found increased activation in cortical areas involved in reward circuits,
suggesting an intriguing possibility that the training may engage circuits involved
with achieving self-efficacy. Another study showed that changes in DTI and fMRI
parameters were seen when comparing pre- and post intervention following
bimanual training. Despite variable patterns of brain plasticity, a change toward a
more unilateral brain activation pattern was consistently associated with greater
motor improvements. Another (TMS) study showed that the map size and ampli-
tude of motor evoked potential (MEP) amplitudes of the affected hand motor map
increased significantly after bimanual training regardless of whether the represen-
tation was in the lesional or contralesional hemisphere (Friel et al. 2016) (Fig. 6).
The amount of change in these measures correlated with improvements in hand
function. Finally, one study examined differences in cortical reorganization fol-
lowing CIMT depending on CST organization (Juenger et al. 2013). Both groups
exhibited increases in sensorimotor cortical activation, which is consistent with a
report of better sensory function after intensive training (Kuo et al. 2016).
Interestingly TMS showed a decrease in M1 excitability in children with an ipsi-
lateral CST pattern, whereas it showed an increase in M1 excitability in children
with preserved contralateral CST organization.

Recently the question of training ingredients, specifically progressive skill train-
ing, was addressed. Skill progression has been shown to be important for inducing
plasticity in animal models of learning (Kleim et al. 2002; Nudo 2003). Furthermore,
in a feline model of unilateral CP, restriction of the nonparetic forelimb alone (anal-
ogous to forced use) did not drive CST development, cortical reorganization or
improvements in stepping accuracy, whereas the addition to active training (analo-
gous to CIMT) did. Children with USCP were either provided intensive bimanual
training (HABIT) that included progressive increases in the difficulty of activities as
hand function improved, or practice of the same activities without skill progression
(bimanual play). At first glance, it appeared that both approaches lead to equal
improvements in hand function as assessed with standard clinical assessments
(Brandao et al. 2014). However, upon examination of progress on functional and play
goals identified by caregivers, children in the skilled practice group had greater
improvements (Brandao et al. 2014) and improved their movement coordination
patterns as seen using kinematic analysis on the functional drawer opening task
described above. Furthermore, we used TMS to probe the hand representation plas-
ticity (Friel et al. 2016). It was shown that children in the skill progression group that
the size and motor evoked potential (MEP) amplitudes of the affected hand motor map
increased significantly after therapy, whereas training of the same activities without
skill progression did not (Fig. 6). Thus, skill progression appears to be an important
ingredient for changing motor patterns and inducing plasticity in M1.
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Pre-Training Post-Training

Front of head

Child A
Structured
Practice

Child B
Unstructured
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Fig. 6 Changes in magnitude of motor evoked potentials in TMS maps after structured training in
child A and unstructured practice in child B. Maps are of the affected hand located contralateral to
the affected hemisphere. Red color indicates stronger MEP response. Not that the maps indicate a
larger hand representation with stronger MEPS after structured practice only. Plotted from data in
Friel et al. 2016

Together these studies highlight the variations in CNS damage underlying CP. It
is essential to understand the underlying behavioral and neural mechanisms as to
better target them with interventions. However, the variability complicates story
and may limit the extent to which new treatments may be generalized across
individuals. In fact, they highlight the notion that there cannot be a “one-size-fits-all
approach” to rehabilitation.
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Brain Stimulation

As we begin to understand the activity-dependent reorganization of the brain fol-
lowing intensive training, the exciting prospect of stimulating the brain directly
using rTMS or transcranial direct current stimulation (tDCS). Stimulating the CST
after M1 inactivation in a feline model of hemiparesis has been shown stimulate its
normal development and improve motor function (Salimi et al. 2008). Stimulating
the brain using tDCS has been shown to enhance motor learning (Reis et al. 2009).
In hemiplegia due to adult stroke, short bouts of inhibitory, contralesional rTMS
improves hand function (Hsu et al. 2012; Lefaucheur et al. 2014). A preliminary
trial of contralesional inhibitory rTMS found the procedure to be safe and feasible
for patients with hemiplegia due to arterial ischaemic stroke (Kirton et al. 2008).
A recent trial of contralesional rTMS in participants with unilateral CP suggested
favorable tolerability and functional improvements as well (Gillick et al. 2014). In a
RCT of 45 participants with USCP due to perinatal stroke examined inhibitory
contralesional rTMS on hand function (Kirton et al. 2016). They found that par-
ticipating in intensive rehabilitation programs alone can result in sustained func-
tional gains. However the addition of CIMT and rTMS increases the chances of
significant improvement. An important caveat is that this study did not examine
CST organization in relation to the outcomes (see Staudt and Gordon 2016).

It should be noted that since almost all studies of intensive training or brain
stimulation have been conducted in children in children age 2 and above. This is
thought to be beyond the age in which normal contralateral CST organization is
established (i.e., within the first 6 months, Eyre et al. 2007). In fact while most
studies have demonstrated improvements in hand function, none have reported
“curing” the impaired hand. An important remaining question is whether early
treatment during this “critical period” can alter the development of CST connec-
tivity, and possibly thwart the emergence of CP. In this regards, given the limited
attention spans and movement repertoires of infants, brain stimulation may even-
tually hold considerable promise to this effect. Furthermore, given the potential
impact of tDCS on motor learning, a key question is whether the addition of this
technique in conjunction with intensive training can decrease the required dose, and
thus cost, associated with these programs.

Take Home Message

The pathophysiology and mechanisms underlying impaired upper extremity control
of USCP will be reviewed. It was shown that the integrity of the CST tract closely
relates to the extent of upper extremity impairments. It was also shown that the
developing CST tract can reorganize its connectivity depending on the timing and
locating of CNS injury. The reorganization is also predictive of the resulting
severity of impairments. Mechanisms underlying impaired motor function were
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highlighted, including movement execution, movement planning, sensorimotor
integration, bimanual movement control and mirror movements. Evidence for
motor-learning based therapies was presented, including Constraint-Induced
Movement Therapy and Bimanual Training, and possible pathophysiological pre-
dictors of treatment outcome were presented. Finally future possibilities of stimu-
lating the development of the nervous system were presented.
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