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Learning objectives 

u  To understand the role of early experience in brain 
development  

u  To identify strategies to promote brain integration 

u  To discuss different types of stress and their associated 
impact on child and adult outcomes 

u  To explore ways to mitigate the transmission of ACES from 
one generation to the next 



Early Experiences and Brain 
Development 



The Role of Early Experience 

  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VNNsN9IJkws 



“The idea that the environment shapes brain development is a very 
straightforward one, even if the details are immeasurably complex. 
Think of a kernel of wheat. No matter how genetically sound a seed 
may be, factors such as sunlight, soil, quality, and irrigation must act 
on it properly if it is to germinate and grow into a healthy adult 
plant. Two identical seeds, cultivated under opposing conditions, 
would yield two different plants: one tall, robust, and fertile; the 
other stunted, wilted and unproductive. The second plant is not 
diseased: it only lacked the conditions required to reach its full 
potential. Moreover, if it does develop some sort of plant ailment in 
the course of its life, it would be easy to see how a deprived 
environment contributed to its weakness and susceptibility. The 
same principals apply to the human brain.”  

– Gabor Mate 

 



Early relationships and the brain 

u  Early relationships ARE the primary 
environment for infants  

u  The brain is a social organ 

u  The infant’s brain gets “wired” 
through their interactions with 
those who care for them 

 



Nurturing relationships are key 



Key Brain Areas & Strategies to 
Promote Integration 
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Executive Functions Predict 
Success in Life and School! 



UPSTAIRS BRAIN 
Abstract Thought 
Logic/Planning 
Reasoning/Problem-solving 
Impulse Control 
Emotional regulation 
 
DOWNSTAIRS BRAIN 
Attachment 
Contextual Memory 
Emotional Expression 
Emotional Reactivity 
 
 
Motor Regulation 
Balance 
Heart Rate 
Breathing 
Blood Pressure 
Body Temperature 

Prefrontal 
Cortex  

 “Executive Center” 

 
Limbic  
System 

“Emotional Center” 

Cerebellum & 
Brainstem 

“Alarm Center” 

Adapted from Lally, R. Brain Development in Infants and Toddlers 

 Hierarchy of Brain Development 



 Left Brain – Right Brain 

Right Brain 

Non-verbal 

Emotional 

Intuitive 

Holistic 

Symbolic 

Social 

 

 

 

Source: Heather Clemons Photography: http://heatherclemons.com 

Left Brain 

Verbal 

Analytical 

Explicit 

Concrete 

Linear 

 

 



Connected or Disconnected? 

² Connected ² Disconnected 

²  Prefrontal cortex is connected to 
the limbic system and brainstem  

² What does this look like 
behaviorally? 

² Regulated state 
² Connected to others and self 
² Cool, calm, collected 

²  Prefrontal cortex is disconnected 
from limbic system and brainstem 

² What does this look like 
behaviorally? 

² Dysregulated state 
² Disconnected from others and self 
² Tantrums, feeling out of control 



Strategies to promote brain 
integration 

u  Integrate the left and right 
brain: 
u  Name it to tame it 

ª  Naming the emotion to 
help calm the limbic 
brain 

u  Connect, then re-direct 

ª  Connect with the 
emotional brain before 
jumping into problem 
solving  

 

 
Strategies from Daniel Siegel and Tina Payne Bryson’s book - The Whole Brain Child 

u  Integrating the upstairs and 
downstairs brain: 
u  Use it or lose it 

ª  Support children in 
making decisions 

u  Move it or lose it 

ª  Move to help child focus 
on a request or task 

 

 



Identify strategies used to support 
brain integration 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kPRuQKs--CY 
 



Identify strategies used to support 
brain integration 

Move it or Lose it 



Take a moment… 

  What is one strategy you would you recommend to 
parents or child care providers? 
Ø  Use it or lose it 

Ø  Move it or lose it 

Ø  Name it to tame it 

Ø  Connect, then redirect 

 



What about the Role of Stress? 
THE IMPORTANCE OF EARLY RELATIONSHIPS  



Relationships Buffer Stressful 
Experiences for Young Children 
u With the support of caring 

adults, and in the context of 
warm, supportive relationships, 
children can manage stressful 
experiences 

u  Supportive relationships with 
caring adults often buffer 
stressful experiences and allow 
the brain to recover from any 
potentially damaging effects 

National Scientific Council on the Developing Child (2005). Working Paper #3. Excessive Stress Disrupts 
the Architecture of the Brain. 



How do you know when a young 
child might be experiencing 
stress or dysregulation? 

u  Has difficulty paying attention or taking in subtle cues 

u  Displays physiological changes (e.g., changes in 
breathing and skin color, hiccupping, or sweating) 

u Motor movements become less steady/smooth 

u  Demonstrates difficulty engaging in social interactions 

 
 
 

 Refer to Handout: “Taking a Closer Look”  



Types of Stress  

u  Positive Stress 

u  Tolerable Stress 

u  Toxic Stress 

National Scientific Council on the Developing Child (2005). Working Paper #3. Excessive Stress Disrupts the 
Architecture of the Brain. 



Toxic Stress 

http://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/multimedia/
videos/three_core_concepts/toxic_stress/ 

Source:Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University 



Tolerable and Toxic Stress 

Relaxation Relaxation 

Relaxation 

Tolerable Stress 

Toxic Stress 



Toxic stress  =    Cortisol 

u  Reduction in number of synaptic connections 

u  Brain cell death 

ª  Specifically in areas of hippocampus (related to memory) 

u  Impairment of selective attention and thinking 

u More anxious behavior 



Brain areas activated in response 
to stress 

Prefrontal 
cortex 
disengaged 

Fight or Flight 
System 
activated 

http://developingchild.harvard.edu/key_concepts/toxic_stress_response/ 



Adverse Early Childhood Experiences 
(ACEs) that last a lifetime 

u  Abuse (physical, 
emotional, sexual) 

u  Neglect 

u  Substance use at home 

u Chronically depressed 
parent at home 

u Witnessing DV or IPV 

ACES Study: Felletti, 1998 

u  Depression  

u  Post-traumatic stress 
disorders 

u  Alcoholism/alcohol 
abuse 

u  Risk for IPV 

u  Poor health (COPD, IHD, 
Obesity) 



How do we protect against 
transmission of ACES from one 
generation to the next? 

 



Building Adult Capabilities 

http://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/building-adult-
capabilities-to-improve-child-outcomes-a-theory-of-change/ 

 



To build adult capabilities we need to 
focus on… 



Taking it home 

u From our time together this afternoon, 
what is one thing you will commit to 
exploring in the context of your own 
work? 

u What do you need to make it happen? 



Our work is about holding HOPE 
that things can and do change 
from one generation to the next 
with persistence and great care. 

- Elita Amini Virmani 


