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The	Effects	Continue	to	Accumulate	Throughout	
Childhood	and	Adolescence	

Vocabulary
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graduation
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stress



Three kinds of stress

Positive

Tolerable

Toxic

Common, manageable, limited in time and severity 

Serious, potentially overwhelming, buffered by social support

Serious, sometimes prolonged, social support absent 
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Less	than	100%	Federal	
Poverty	Level

100%-200%	Federal	
Poverty	Level

Above	200%	Federal	
Poverty	Level

25%

23%
52%

National	Center	for	Children	in	Poverty,	2015





Hippocampus

Frontal Lobes

Temporal Lobes









The emotional lives of young children 
are deep, rich – and vulnerable



Can Preschoolers Be Depressed?
August 25, 2010
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Data from Duke Early Childhood Study, courtesy Dr. Helen Egger, Duke University Medical Center



Cumulative Stressors in Childhood 
and Psychiatric Disorders

Data from Duke Early Childhood Study, courtesy Dr. Helen Egger, Duke University Medical Center



Early childhood mental health:
The new frontier

§ Preschoolers do not display mental health as older children and 
adults do.  Their understanding and regulation of emotions and stress 
are more limited, and how they express emotional problems differs.

§ The environment of relationships for young children means that 
relationships are crucial to understanding the origins, prevention,   
and treatment of early disorders.

§ Many early emotional and behavioral problems are transient, facing 
parents and practitioners with the problem of “when to worry”.

§ Disruptive behavioral and emotional problems sometimes result in 
school expulsions, which undermines children's academic progress.

§ Promising prevention and therapeutic strategies are being developed 
that are especially suited to young children. 



How can we support young children 
who experience chronic stress?



Practices of trauma-informed care

• Don't ask "What's wrong with this child?"  Ask "What might have 
happened to this child?".

• Create a safe, responsive child-centered classroom environment that is 
helpfully structured to be predictable and secure.

• Be aware of classroom challenges: unexpected transitions, 
confrontations, a child feeling vulnerable or frustrated, failure, sensory 
overload.  Anticipation can contribute to preventing problems before 
they occur or redirecting the child in more positive ways.

• Ensure that children have at least one reliable primary caregiving 
relationship to draw on.  Assume this relationship will be tested by the child.

• Use your words to clarify what is happening at a moment of difficulty, 
and why.  Encourage children to use their words to regain self-control.

• Use casual conversation to open avenues for the child to talk about his 
or her experiences within and outside the classroom.



more . . . 

• Provide an individual safe haven where a child can regain self-control.  
Help the child learn strategies of stress management.

• Ensure that behavioral expectations are communicated clearly and 
enforced consistently, fairly, and with more communication.

• Try to find ways to engage children constructively in the classroom, 
especially with peers, and in activities that build self-confidence.

• Try to build bridges to the family (including extended family) for two-
way communication and assistance for the child.

• Enlist professional networks to enable consultation with early 
childhood mental health experts, pedatric practitioners, special 
education, and/or other service providers.  Have referral resources.

• Work as providers of care to colleagues as well as to children, and 
take care of yourself.  Learn how to reduce your own stress.



Early childhood mental health consultation



Two generational strategies



Two generational strategies

Home visitation



Two generational strategies

High quality child care



Two generational strategies

Attachment-based programs



Integrated services

Transforming the 
Workforce for 

Children 
Birth Through Age 8:
A Unifying Foundation



The system of early childhood services is fractionated

Third Grade

First Grade

Kindergarten
Transitional K

Pre K

Preschool

Child care

FFN care

Home 
visitation

Health care     Early intervention     Education               Social services   Mental Health   Community agencies          

Family 
Engagement



Strengthen the safety net

SNAP (food stamps)
EITC
WIC

child tax credit (refundable)
child care subsidy

expanding low income housing tax credits
minimum wage

What amount of income support would be 
enough to make a difference?



Children develop in an environment of relationships

Social support for families



Provide support
to those who are
providing support



Thanks !

Ross A. Thompson, Ph.D.
Department of Psychology
rathompson@ucdavis.edu



What are the challenges that young children in your 
experience are trying to cope with?

How does it affect them?

What kinds of things are helpful to them?
(What kinds of things make their lives more difficult?)

_______________________________

What resources exist in your community to help 
children like this?

What resources exist to help families?

What more is needed?


