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A Quick Poll

How familiar are you with the science of early childhood 
development?

(not at all familiar, somewhat familiar or very familiar)



Experiences Build 
Brain Architecture



Brain Plasticity is Greatest in the Early Years



Source: Heckman (2007)
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Pair and Share

How is the fact that early experience shapes brain 
architecture relevant to the topic you're focused on in 

the fellowship?



Children 
Develop in an 

Environment of 
Relationships



Pair and Share

What opportunities are there to support the quality of 
relationships in the context of the issue you're focused 

on in the fellowship?



Toxic Stress Can 
Derail Healthy 
Development



Brain & Autonomic 
Nervous System: 

manage and respond

Stress Response: 
“fight or flight” Heart & 

Cardiovascular 
system: 

pump blood, 
distribute oxygen 

& glucose

Gut & Metabolic 
system:

turn food into 
energy

Immune system:
defend against 
infection & heal 

injury 

Neuroendocrine 
system: 

maintain hormonal 
balance

Stressors in the 
Environment

The Brain is Connected to All other Systems in the Body

Asthma
Heart Disease
Diabetes
Obesity
Depression
Autoimmune
Dementia…



The Effects of Toxic Stress



Pair and Share 

What are the common sources of stress in the 
community you serve? How do those stressors 
affect young children, youth, young adults and 

families?
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Reduce Sources 
of Stress

Strengthen Core Skills

Build 
Responsive 

Relationships

3 Science-Informed Design Principles Can Improve the 
Impacts of Policies and Services on Children & Families



Support Responsive Relationships

• Early experience builds brain architecture
and lifelong health

• Serve & Return interaction is key
• Provides a double benefit—promoting 

development and buffering stress



Strengthen Core Life Skills

• The essential skills we all need to manage 
life, work and relationships successfully

• Include executive functioning and self-
regulation

• Develop over time with coaching and 
practice



How Children and Adults Can Build Core 
Capabilities for Life



Reduce Sources of Stress

• Not all stress is bad but unrelenting, severe 
stress can be toxic

• Reducing toxic stress protects children 
directly by decreasing activation of the 
stress response system

• And indirectly because the adults they 
depend on are better able to support them



Systems and Structures that Impose Disproportionate 
Burdens on Families of Color

ECONOMIC BARRIERS

IMMIGRATION POLICIESENVIRONMENTAL TOXINS

INCARCERATIONRESIDENTIAL SEGREGATION



Guiding Questions

1) What are policies, systems and 
practices doing to address each 
principle?

2) What could be done to address 
them better?

3) What barriers prevent addressing 
them more effectively?
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