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Today’s Agenda

1. Brain Development

2. Toxic Stress and ACES

3. Building Resilience in Young Children

Brain Development
Early Years Are Important

• The brain lays down the 

foundation for all future 

development during this time

• The human brain grows in 

response to human interactions 

and emotion
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Source:  A.N. Schore, Affect Regulation and the Origin of the Self , 1994.
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5Source: A.N. Schore, Affect Regulation and the Origin of the Self, 1994.

Developing Neuron

6Source: Healy, Your Child’s Growing Mind, 2004
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7
Source: Conel, JL. The postnatal development of the human cerebral cortex. 

Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1959.

Experiences Build the Brain

8Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University, 2011

Emotional Communication

9

Caregiver Infant

Schore, 2001

Emotional Communication

10Example: mother singing to baby, YouTube, 2017

Power of Responsiveness

11Tronick’s “Still Face” Paradigm, Mind in the Making, 2011

Brain “Rules”

• Repeated use strengthens brain connections

• If connections are not used, they are more likely 
to be “pruned” away

• The brain “grows itself” for the environment 
it experiences

• Emotion and relationships appear to play 
particularly important roles in shaping the 
brain’s development

12
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Relationships Matter

• Children with secure relationships 
show more confident exploration 
and mastery in new situations

• Caregivers who are more 
emotionally responsive and offer 
verbal and cognitive stimulation 
provide the best chance for optimal 
development

13Raver, 2002; Howes, 2002

Early Childhood Mental Health
Definition: Healthy social, emotional, and behavioral well-being, 
or the developing capacity to:

14

Form close, 
secure, 

meaningful 
relationships

Experience, 
regulate, and 

express emotions

Explore the 
environment 

and learn new 
skills

Toxic Stress and ACEs What is Stress?

Stress is experienced when we encounter a perceived threat to our 
well-being that challenges our emotional or physical resources.

16

Levels of Stress

POSITIVE

TOLERABLE

TOXIC

Moderate, short-lived stress response due to typical 
developmental challenges

Serious, but time-limited stress response, buffered by 
supportive relationships

Prolonged activation of stress response systems –
in the absence of protective relationships

17

Toxic Stress Derails Development

www.developingchild.harvard.edu 18
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How Brains are Built

Alberta Family Wellness, 2013 19

• Collaborative effort of CDC and Kaiser 
Permanente

• First major data collection was in 1995-1997, 
but CDC continues to collect health data

• Over 17,000 participants surveyed during 
routine physical at Kaiser HMO

• Asks participants about 10 categories of 
stressful childhood experiences

• Looks at a wide range of long-term health 
and behavior outcomes

Adverse Childhood Experiences Study

Findings of the ACEs Data

• The more adverse 
childhood events 
(ACEs) experienced, 
the higher the 
frequency of adult 
dysfunction, illness 
and premature death

• Experiencing more 
than 4 adverse events 
resulted in dramatic 
increases in poor 
health outcomes

Those with an ACE Score of 4 or More Were: 

• 2 times as likely to be smokers

• 4 times more likely to be 
depressed

• 7 times more likely to be 
alcoholic

• 7 times more likely to 
perpetrate domestic violence

• 10 times more likely to have 
injected street drugs

• 12 times more likely to have 
attempted suicide

ACE Scores Predicted 
Other Health Conditions

• Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease 

• Fetal death 

• Heart attack and stroke

• Severe obesity

• Liver disease 

• Risk for intimate partner violence 

• Sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) 

• Unintended pregnancies
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How Common are ACEs? In Summary

Adverse childhood experiences are the 
most basic and long-lasting cause of 
health risk behaviors, mental illness, 
social malfunction, disease, disability, 
and healthcare costs.

AND

These experiences are not uncommon 
– they affect millions of us and lead to 
enormous personal and societal cost.

Anda & Felitti, National Council Webinar, 2012

What is Needed to Reduce ACEs and Buffer Toxic Stress?
1. Prevention of household dysfunction and child maltreatment

2. Presence of warm, nurturing and responsive adults – in homes, in child care, 
and in school

3. Public policies that support healthy families

4. Early intervention focused on building positive parent-child relationships

5. High quality child care and preschool with educated, well-paid teachers

Building Resilience in Young Children The Science of Resilience

30Center on the Developing Child (2015)
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Social Emotional Skills that Lead to Resiliency and 
School Readiness

• Recognizing and expressing emotion 

• Emotional and behavioral self-regulation

• Empathy and perspective-taking

• Functional language 

• Maintaining optimism and motivation

Encouraging Connections™
31

Social-Emotional Factors Predict School Achievement

• Even after controlling for child’s 
memory, language, and motor 
skill development 

• Even after family resources and 
parents’ cognitive skills are 
accounted for 

32Agostin & Bain (1997) Ladd, Birch, & Buhs (1999)

What Do Resiliency Skills Have In Common?

• They are learned in the context of social 
relationships

• The child needs a caregiver who models 
and encourages these skills

• Emotion is a central component—
managing negative emotion and 
maintaining positive emotion

33And you can’t teach these skills on a worksheet or an I-Pad Encouraging Connections™

Aspects of Relationship with Caregiver that...

34

Promote Child’s Potential Create Developmental Risk

 Gentle, responsive nurturing  Neglect of physical or 
emotional needs 

 Clear, consistent 
expectations & supervision

 Harsh or inconsistent 
punishment

 Positive & responsive verbal 
interaction

 Little expressive speech;  
excessive prohibitions

 Stable environment and 
caregiver

 Frequent changes in 
caregiver, routines 

Serve and Return Interactions

35
Center on the Developing Child (2011)

Building A Resilient Brain

• Resiliency begins with security and 
attachment in infancy (through the 
emotional brain)

• The toddler uses these supportive 
relationships to build connections 
between the emotional brain (limbic) and 
the thinking brain (cortex)

• At EVERY age, having at least one loving 
and supportive relationship is the best 
predictor of a person’s resilience

36
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A Wide World of Relationships

• Parents are not the only ones who can provide 
attachment relationships

• A sensitive child care teacher or other substitute 
caregiver can build supportive brain-building 
relationships

• You can be this opportunity for the children in 
your life!

37Howes & Ritchie (2002)

3:1 Positivity Ratio 

Positive experiences vs. stressful experiences

Research indicates that a 3 to 1 ratio is needed 

for health and emotional well-being

38Frederickson (2009), Elkind (2007)

“The best preparation for a bad experience is a good experience”

Strengthening Brain & Human Connections

39Helping mom with a grocery list, YouTube (2017)

Plan Routines in Ways That Will Nourish Relationships

• Morning greeting

• Diapering

• Feeding

• Naps

• Group time

• Bathing

• Bedtime

40

Responsive Interaction 
• Really watch the child’s play and try to see the 

world from the child’s perspective

• Observe out loud, without questions or 
instructions

• “Hear” what the child says by repeating or 
elaborating his or her speech

• Imitate child’s constructive or curious actions

• “Notice” and comment when the child is being 
persistent, focusing attention, or being kind

41

Relationships Lead to Resilience

• Securely attached children show 
more confident exploration and 
mastery in new situations

• Caregivers who are more 
emotionally responsive and offer 
verbal and cognitive stimulation 
enhance children’s development

• Secure attachment buffers child 
stress

42Raver (2002), Nachmias, et al. (1996)
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Discussion


