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What is Infant & Early Childhood Mental Health
(I-ECMH)
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The Foundation for I-ECMH is Laid in the Beginning

What is I-ECMH?

Infant & Early Childhood Mental Health is synonymous
with healthy social & emotional development.
It is developing capacity of the child from birth to age 5 to:
◉ form close & secure interpersonal relationships
◉ experience, regulate & express emotions; and
◉ explore the environment & learn in the context of family,

community, & cultural expectations from young children.
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What is Important to focus on for I-ECMH?

1.

Responsive Relationships
Development of secure attachment

2.

Co-Regulation
Development of regulating &
expressing emotions

3.

Exploring the Environment
Capacity to Learn

1.
Responsive Relationships in Early Childhood
How Caregivers affect brain development.
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Responsive Care

What are Responsive Relationships?

◉ Caregivers who are responsive to a
child’s cues.

◉ Understand the meaning of the cue.
◉ Reciprocal interactions that are
sensitive to the child and are
supportive and encouraging.

◉ Infants and young children are
completely dependent on their
caregiver for safety, survival, and
socialization.
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◉ Responsive relationships help
children regulate.
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Circle of Security Parenting (COSP)

◉

Secure attachment allows the child to
feel safe about exploring, knowing
the caregiver can soothe any distress.

◉

The more it is repeated the stronger
the connection.

◉

What kinds of things take a parent off
the circle to read and meet the child’s
cues?

Responsive Relationships Need Attunement

◉ Attunement/Match
◉ Misattunement/Mismatch
◉ Repair
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Serve and Return
"At its core, serve and return is about responsive interactions between
children and the people who care for them, and how those interactions
help children grow and reach their full potential."

Serve & Return Shapes Brain Circuitry

◉ The basic architecture of the brain is
constructed through an ongoing
process that begins at birth and
continues into adulthood.

◉ More than 1 million neural
connections are formed every
second in the first few years of life.

◉ Pruning eliminate the neural
connections that are not being used.

◉ The brain is more flexible or
"plastic" early in life
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Serve & Return Shapes Brain Circuitry

◉ 80% of the structure of the brain is developed
by age 4 (Dr. Bruce Perry)

◉ Stimulation and Experiences develop the brain.
◉ Early childhood responsive relationships lay the
foundation for virtually all aspects of
development.

◉ Caregivers are creating this environment early
in development because the child is completely
dependent on the caregiver.

Responsive Caregiving the 1st Year

•
•
•

Reflexive Communication – Involuntary and in response to a stimulus

•

Joint Attention – 10-12 months – Sharing interests with another person at the same
time

Cues and Communication – Unique cue to hunger, sleep, interactions
Communication with Intention- 8-9 months – Communication to stop something, do
something, give me something, etc.

Babies need us to be:
• Sensitive to their needs and messages
• Timely in responding (especially to
messages of distress)
• Accurate in the reading of their cues
• Understanding of appropriate levels of
stimulation
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Responsive Caregiving for Toddlers

◉ Exploring increases as motor skills emerge.
◉ They can understand more than they can verbalize.
Language emerges.

○
○
○

12-18 months first words used
18-24 months 50+ words
24-36 months 300-1000 words

◉ Start to take in what they are communicating and developing

connections. Memory increases (remembering names, routines,
gestures when giving a choice).

◉ Understand development to make empathetic responses.

How Do Relationships Impact Executive
Functioning?

Cognitive Development (Peaks at Age 5) – The process of growth and change
in intellectual/mental abilities such as thinking, reasoning, and understanding.
Executive Functioning – “Air Traffic Controller of the Mind”
◉ Inhibitory Control - The ability to control impulses and filter out distractions.
◉ Sustained Attention- The ability to focus and maintain attention even in the face of distractions.
◉ Working Memory -The capacity to temporarily hold and manipulate information necessary to complete a task.
◉ Cognitive Flexibility - The ability to adjust when we acquire new information, allowing us to think creatively, catch
mistakes and fix them, and gain a new perspective.
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All Caregivers are Important

○

Young children can benefit from secure relationships with multiple caregivers
(within or outside the family), while their attachments to their primary caregivers
remains primary

○

Responsive Relationships in childcare settings impact the child’s social
competence, behaviors, and thinking and reasoning skills. They benefit from
cognitively stimulating activities and developing positive relationships with
peers.

○

Prolonged separations from familiar caregivers and repeated “detaching” and
“re-attaching” to people who matter are emotionally distressing and cannot be
disregarded in all environments

What questions or observations do you see in
Caregivers?

◉
◉
◉
◉

◉

Is the caregiver attuned to the child’s needs?
How do they respond to needs?
Is the caregiver understanding likes and dislikes?
How does the caregiver understand behavior and
emotions being expressed? Is it developmentally
appropriate?
Think about each caregiving relationships. Do they
need support in becoming a responsive caregiver?

9

6/28/2022

2.
Co-Regulation
Warm and responsive interactions that provide the support to understand, express,
and modulate their thoughts, feelings, and behaviors.

What is Co-Regulation?
◉ Dr. Stephen Porges says that coregulation is a biological imperative,
we need to feel safe to move into
connection
◉ One nervous system calms the other
through:
Body
Tone and Pitch of their Voice
Breath
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Co-Regulation the First Year
◉ By 4-6 months babies notice differences in your facial expression &
◉
◉
◉
◉

tone of voice.
As early as 3-5 months babies experience a whole range emotions.
When you engage your baby to show & tell them something
important it helps them to learn.
Babies figure out what is going on in the world by watching your
reaction.
Babies can detect danger & needs the caregiver to keep them safe.

What is Co-Regulation?
◉ First you must be regulated to
regulate.
◉ Moving outside of your window
of tolerance removes you from
responsive caregiving.
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Caregiver Reflection
◉ Caregiver Reflection is one of the most powerful ways in becoming

a Responsive Caregiver who co-regulates with their child well.
◉ We learned to parent by being parented so we must tune into our

own positive and negative experiences and how this impacts
parenting.
◉ What feelings were not organized for you may be most difficult for

you to organize for your child.

What happens in the brain when a parent or child is emotionally
dysregulated or experience survival responses?

◉ Upstairs Brain (under construction
until mid-twenties)

○
○

Decision Making
Balances Emotion

◉ Downstairs Brain (intact at birth)

○
○
○

Hijacks the upstairs brain in high
emotional situations
Do not expect your children to make
good decisions all the time, or to
remain in control of their emotions
and actions.
Connect through conflict – This is
an opportunity to teach and repair.
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Responsive Caregiving and Co-Regulation

◉ Responsive Caregiving and CoRegulation go hand in hand.

◉ As babies experience responses
from their caregivers, their brain
starts to form expectations of how
they will be treated and how they
should respond.

◉ Development of secure attachment
lays the foundation for countless
positive outcomes, including selfregulation.

Children Develop Self-Regulation through
Co-Regulation

◉ Children learn to self-regulate through co-regulation.
◉ Self-Regulation is the conscious control of thoughts, feelings, and
behaviors. The ability to think and to plan before acting.

○
○
○
○

Develops at birth in small ways.
Around 2-3 years of age internal regulation starts to develop.
In preschool years self-regulation increases as brain growth develops.
Many do not develop these skills consistently by kindergarten.
Most children do not develop self-regulation until 8-9.
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Self-Regulation
◉ Self-regulation and executive functioning are two critical areas of

cognitive development. These are the skills that allow children to:
○ Pay Attention
○ Plan
○ Follow Directions
○ Control Impulses

 Be careful not to ask the child to stop, calm down, think, and
then follow through with action when they are dysregulated.
This also requires executive functioning.

Self-Regulation is Impacted by Temperament

◉ Self-regulation is influenced by external factors like the environment and
interactions with others and by internal factors such as temperament.
◉ Temperament impacts how children are able to develop the ability to
regulate themselves and how they experience the world and interact with
others. It is the collection of characteristics that make each of us unique
genetically.

○
○
○
○
○

Emotional Insensitivity
Sensory Reactivity
Activity Level
Adaptability
Persistence
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Responsive Caregiving & Co-Regulation

◉ Responsive Caregivers who are sensitive and
responsive to children’s individual differences
are more likely to adapt their caregiving in
ways that fit the needs of the child.

◉ Research shows that meeting a baby’s cries
promptly they are more likely to cry less as a
toddler. Children under 3 are driven by
emotion not logic.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-ND

◉ Co-regulation increases the child’s confidence
in self-regulation.

3.
What do we need to integrate into our work?
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Support Caregivers

◉

Recognize when Caregivers need help with being a Responsive Caregiver and Self-Regulation
to be able to Co-Regulate.

◉

Responsive Caregiving is an essential protective factor to shield children from ACE’s.

◉

Responsive Caregiving develops effective coping skills that are essential building blocks
for strengthening the capacity to face ACE’s.

What Can We Look For?

How is the caregiver attuning to and regulating the child? Can they:

◉ Name the emotion for them and that it is normal
◉ Avoid minimizing or talking children out of their feelings
◉ Model and teach emotional reactions so that they will learn
◉ Read their cues accurately
◉ Sensitive to their needs and messages
◉ Timely in responding (especially to messages of distress)
◉ Understanding of appropriate levels of stimulation (we can misattune to our child’s
capacity for stimulation)
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The 3 R's from Dr. Bruce Perry

◉

When we think about
how the brain is built
this impacts how we
respond.

Help Parents Learn Won’t vs Can’t Behavior

Is behavior always within willful control?
◉

Behavior management strategies that consequence bad
behavior implies that behavior is in willful or conscious
control. (Top Down)

◉

Are we consequencing or reacting to behavior that is
not in their control? (Bottom Up)
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Play Builds Social-Emotional and Cognitive Skills

Play is essential for learning.
◉

Different types of play
○ Free Play
○ Guided Play
○ Direct Instruction
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY
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The Power of Showing Up
Dr. Daniel Siegal & Tina Payne Bryson

◉ Safe

○

Physical & Emotionally Safety

◉ Seen

○
○

Being there physically
Attunement

◉ Soothed

○

Co-Regulate

◉ Secure

○

"Security will come when they believe that you'll do all you can do to keep
them safe, that you'll work hard to help them feel seen when they come to
you, and that when things don't go their way, you'll be there to sooth
them."

Making Referrals to Therapists trained in I-ECMH
Evidenced-Based Practices
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Thanks!

ANY QUESTIONS?
You can find me at:
Lindsey.Ondrak@unl.edu
Or visit us at:
Nebraskababies.com
Follow us on Twitter: @Nebraksababies
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