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The healthy development of children 
provides a strong foundation for healthy 
and competent adulthood, responsible 
citizenship, economic productivity, strong 
communities, and a sustainable society.



What Develops?

Brain Architecture:

§ Shaped by early 
experiences

§ Simple skills come first; 
complex skills build on 
them

§ Strong foundation 
improves odds for positive 
outcomes; a weak 
foundation increases the 
odds of problems later in 
life





Source: C.A. Nelson (2000) 
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Months Years

Sensory Pathways
(Vision, Hearing)

Language
Higher Cognitive Function

Neural Circuits are Wired in a 
Bottom-Up Sequence

(700 synapses formed per second in the early years) 



How?

Serve & Return Relationships

§ Key to forming strong brain 
architecture 

§ Back-and-forth process: children 
reach out for connections and 
communications with adults, and 
adults reciprocate

§ Wires the brain with the 
connections needed for healthy 
development





What Derails Development?

Toxic Stress
§ Unlike mild, short-lived stress that 

can be good for growth, certain 
types of stress can weaken the 
brain’s architecture. 

§ Experiences such as abuse, neglect 
or exposure to violence can cause 
toxic stress responses in the brain, 
with lifelong consequences in 
health, learning and behavior.
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Source: Barth et al. (2008)
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Childhood Abuse, Neglect, and Household Dysfunction and the Risk of Illicit Drug Use: The Adverse Childhood Experiences Study
Shanta R. Dube, Vincent J. Felitti, Maxia Dong, Daniel P. Chapman, Wayne H.Giles, Robert F. Anda
Pediatrics Mar 2003, 111 (3) 564-572
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How Can Children Overcome 
the Effects of Trauma?

Serve and Return Relationships
§ The key to forming strong brain architecture is the 

“serve and return” relationships young children 
have with supportive adults in their lives. 

§ When children reach out for connections and 
communications with adults, and adults 
reciprocate, this back-and-forth process continues, 
literally wiring the brain with the connections 
needed for healthy development.



How Do We Address ACEs & 
Trauma?

Prevention and Promotion
§ Highly specialized interventions with 

families as early as possible for 
children can decrease the effects of 
long-term toxic stress 

§ Put developmental and behavioral 
health at the forefront when talking 
about children

§ Ensure safe, supportive environments 
and programs for children to develop 
and learn

§ Mitigate toxic stress and health 
disparities by creating a shared vision 
and plan among community 
members and sectors



Access to Services?





Self-Care

•Take care of yourself
•Fill your bucket, put on your oxygen mask
•Address your own trauma history



Questions ?
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Resources

§ Center on the Developing Child (2010). The Foundations of Lifelong Health Are Built in Early Childhood. 
Retrieved from www.developingchild.harvard.edu.

§ Profile Number 48: Child Development-Community Policing (CDCP) Program – New Haven, CT. 
Retrieved from https://www.ojjdp.gov/pubs/gun_violence/profile48.html. 

§ Creating a Trauma-Informed Law Enforcement System. National Child Traumatic Stress Network 
(NCTSN), Service Systems Briefs v2 n1, April 2008. NCTSN.org

§ Helping Children Exposed to Domestic Violence: Law Enforcement and Community Partnerships. 
American Bar Association. 2000.

§ Murphy, R., Rosenheck, R., Berkowitz, S., and Marans, S. Acute Service Delivery in a Police-Mental 
Health Program for Children Exposed to Violence and Trauma. Psychiatric Quarterly, Vo. 76, No. 2, 
Summer 2005. DOI: 10.1007/s11089-005-2334-2.

§ National Scientific Council on the Developing Child (2005/2014). Excessive Stress Disrupts the 
Architecture of the Developing Brain: Working Paper No. 3. Updated Edition. Retrieved from 
www.developingchild.harvard.edu.

§ National Scientific Council on the Developing Child (2010). Persistent Fear and Anxiety Can Affect 
Young Children’s Learning and Development: Working Paper No. 9. Retrieved from 
www.developingchild.harvard.edu.

§ National Scientific Council on the Developing Child (2004). Young Children Develop in an Environment 
of Relationships: Working Paper No. 1. Retrieved from www.developingchild.harvard.edu.

§ The Truth About ACEs. Robert Wood Johnson Foundation. www.rwjf.org/aces.
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