
 
 
 
Interventions 
 
There are some interventions that 
have been shown to be 
successful in improving early 
childhood emotional and 
behavioral health.  These include: 
 
Child Care Programs 
 
62% of children under the age of 
6 have working parents and 
spend up to 50 hours a week in 
care outside of the home.ii 
Unfortunately, many child care 
professionals are ill-prepared to 
deal with children with emotional 
and behavior problems.  
Teachers should be trained to 
work with families to seek 
appropriate interventions when 
emotional and behavioral 
problems are demonstrated in the 
child care setting.  Providers can 
also offer mental health 
consultation services, parenting 
classes and support, and high 
quality care in non-traditional 
hours, including sick child care 
and inclusive therapeutic child 
care for children with disabilities.   
 
Home Visitation Programs 
 
High quality home visitation 
programs effectively address 
social and emotional risk factors 
in families.  Services and 
supports include assessment and 
evaluation, crisis intervention, 
education and support for families 
in the context of their homes and 
communities, and developmental 
and preventive approaches to 
care.  
 
 
 

Early Childhood Mental Health -- Ensuring Healthy  
Social-Emotional Development of Infants, Toddlers and 
Pre-School Age Children 
 
The years between birth and age five are crucial for the well-being of 
children.  Without positive early emotional development, young children 
risk academic and social failure.  They may enter school unprepared to 
listen to teachers, to interact with others, and to follow instructions.  All 
young children are at risk if their early needs are not met. 
 
What Children Need 
 

 Secure attachment to primary caregivers 
 Nurturing relationships 
 A positive and unique sense of self 
 Ability to communicate wants and needs 
 A sense of safety 
 Increasing ability to regulate and express emotions 
 Growing ability to control impulses 
 Ability to engage in positive social interactions 

 
It is essential to support children and families by providing and promoting 
healthy, stimulating, stable and safe environments, both at home and in 
child care and pre-school education settings.   
 
Emotional and Behavioral Health 
 
Some children may experience emotional problems due primarily to risk 
factors in their environment.  Research shows that over 32% of young 
children are affected by at least one risk factor such as family poverty, low 
maternal education or single parent status and 16% are in families with 
two or more socio-demographic risks.i 
 

Other children have biological and environmental (such as lead poisoning) 
circumstances that further add to their need for early and comprehensive 
treatment.  
 
Helping families to nurture effectively and designing interventions that 
build on their strengths and abilities are important to achieving success. 
 
Assessment 
 
Often, children are not assessed for emotional problems until they are in 
school – and then, only if they exhibit deep and persistent problems.  
Without consistently used assessment tools and an interagency system of 
care to strengthen early childhood emotional development, we will 
continue to see children in need of more complex and expensive 
interventions in later years. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Opportunities for Advocacy and Change 
 
Local Strategies 

• Develop interagency systems of care that are essential for the 
healthy emotional development of young children.   

• Educate the public on the importance of early social and emotional 
development. 

• Develop and support culturally competent services that are 
accessible to families including parenting classes, parent hotlines, 
public libraries with parenting centers and provide other resources 
and training for parents.  

• Use multiple strategies to fully engage all families in increasing 
their ability to promote strong social-emotional development and 
relationships between young children and their families, teacher 
and caregivers.    

• Build on parent and family skills, support their natural relationships 
and respect and value their cultures and communities.  Assess 
progress and track indicators of social-emotional development and 
its relation to school readiness and academic success. 

 
State Level Public Policies 

• Provide opportunities for early childhood teachers to get the 
training and resources they need to maintain emotionally 
positive and cognitively enriching classrooms. 

• Teach parents and childcare providers skills necessary to 
provide safe, emotional and cognitively enriching 
environments.   

• Develop a state-wide assessment program to screen young 
children for emotional and behavior problems. 

• Utilize mental health and child development consultants who 
can help children, families and teachers implement evidence-
based preventative and early intervention strategies. 

• Focus special attention on children and families experiencing 
cumulative and multiple risk factors. 

• Invest at state and community levels in strategies to ensure 
the timely dissemination of “research to practice” knowledge 
about how to promote social and emotional resilience in 
young children.   

• Provide resources for funding and training in early mental 
health to develop capacity of programs and to increase the 
supply of trained personnel (e.g., child psychiatrists and 
counselors) to address these needs. 

• Improve the quality of child care and increase compensation 
and benefits to the child care workforce so that children 
experience sustained relationships with caregivers. 

• Reassess income support policies to ensure that no child 
suffers from deep and persistent poverty. iii 

 
In Conclusion 
There is a need for rigorous evaluation, strength-based early intervention, 
and increased use of assessment tools in early childhood mental health.   
Community and family partners can work together to engage in planning 
and training for service providers; build family partnerships; collaborate 
across systems; identify and use evidence-based models of treatment; 
and change policies and systems.  All children are at risk if we do not. 
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For Further Information 
 
National Technical Assistance Center 
for Children's Mental Health, 
Georgetown University Center for 
Child and Human Development:   
3307 M. Street, NW, Suite 401, 
Washington, DC  20007, (202) 687-
5000; e-mail 
childrensmh@georgetown.edu;  web 
site:  www.gucchd.georgetown.edu. 
 
National Center for Children in 
Poverty (NCCIP), 215 W. 125th 
Street, 3rd Floor, New York, NY 
10027, (646) 284-9600; e-mail 
info@nccp.org ; web site:  
www.nccp.org. 

ZERO TO THREE, National Center 
for Infants, Toddlers and Families, 
Infant Mental Health Resource 
Center, 
2000 M Street, NW, Suite 200, 
Washington, DC 20036,  (202) 638-
1144; web site: www.zerotothree.org. 

Voices for Virginia’s Children, 701 
East Franklin Street, Suite 807, 
Richmond, VA 23219, (804) 649-
0184; web site:  www.vakids.org
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