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These are just half of the story …
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What is our half of the story?
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Early

Relational

Health
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Decades of research about resilience… the  

single most common finding is that children 

who end up doing well have had at least one 

stable and committed relationship with a 

supportive parent, caregiver, or other adult. 
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Dr. Beverly Falk, 
Professor and Director of the 
Graduate Programs in Early 

Childhood Education
City College of New York

Meryl Feigenberg
Art Educator and Film Maker
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"tolerable" stress

“toxic” stress
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Chronic or traumatic experiences in the 
absence of caring, stable relationships with 
adults, especially during sensitive periods of 
early development, can be toxic to brain 
architecture and other developing organ 
systems.
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Research shows that, even under stressful 
conditions, supportive, responsive 
relationships with caring adults as early in 
life as possible can prevent or reverse the 
damaging effects of toxic stress response.
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Early

Relational

Health
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Aztil (2012), Feldman (2017), Kim et. al. (2011)
Abraham (2014), Riem et. al. (2021), Welch (2012, 2016)

Caregiving
Interactions

Caregiving 
Brain
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Promoting early relational health starts 
with both understanding the relational 
needs of the child and respecting and 
supporting the relational caregiving 
capacity of the adults.
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Be as invested in the families and professionals 

as they are in our children. We cannot make a 

lasting impact on children by skipping over 

the adults in the middle.

Care for the Caregivers

Nonie Lesaux
Stephanie Jones
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"Safe, Stable, and Nurturing Relationships (SSNRs) are 
promoted in safe, stable, and nurturing families that 
have access to safe, stable, and nurturing 
communities with a wide range of resources and 
services."

Andrew Garner, MD, PhD, FAAP, Michael Yogman, MD, FAAP

Preventing Childhood Toxic Stress: Partnering With Families and
Communities to Promote Relational Health

American Academy of Pediatrics 2021 Policy Statement
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But how do you quantify relational health?
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What counts cannot always 
be counted,

What can be counted does 
not always count.

Attributed to Albert Einstein
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What really counts?
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Healthy human development depends on
healthy human relationships.
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The power of human relationships comes 
from simple, everyday interactions
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Our early childhood practices, programs, 

or policies can help children and families 

grow if and only if we encourage, enrich, 

and empower the human interactions 

around them.
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Positive 
Childhood 
Experiences 
(PCEs)

Adverse
Childhood 

Experiences
(ACEs)
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The Resilience Scale

Positive Childhood 
Experiences (PCEs)

Adverse Childhood 
Experiences(ACEs)

Adapted and 
modified by 
presenter. Original 
Illustration credit to
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Adverse Childhood Experiences 
(ACEs)

Positive Childhood Experiences 
(PCEs)
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Positive Childhood Experiences (PCEs)

Bethell, C., Jones, J., Gombojav, N., Linkenbach, J., & Sege, R. (2019). Positive childhood experiences and adult mental and relational health 
in a statewide sample: Associations across adverse childhood experiences levels. JAMA Pediatrics, 173(11), e193007–e193007.

• safe and protected by an adult in their home;
• able to talk to their family about feelings;
• their family stood by them during difficult times;
• enjoyed participating in community traditions;
• a sense of belonging in school
• supported by friends
• had at least 2 nonparent adults who took genuine 

interest in them
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Early Relational Health can be
our half of the story.
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Just Released 10.2023
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The foundation of human development begins in 
early childhood.

The foundation of physical, behavioral, and 
mental health is relational health.

Childcare providers are early childhood + 
relational health professionals.

Therefore, childcare providers are foundational.
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