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Leveraging Science for a New Era in 
Early Childhood Policy and Practice



Early brain development 

in an environment of 

relationships

Connecting the brain to 

the rest of the body in a 

broader ecosystem

ECD 1.0 ECD 2.0
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The time is ripe for a mindset shift in science-informed policy and practice.



Stress Response: 
“fight or flight” Heart & 

Cardiovascular 
system: 

pump blood, 
distribute oxygen 

& glucose

Gut & Metabolic 
system:

turn food into energy

Immune system:
defend against 

infection & heal injury 

Neuroendocrine 
system: 

maintain hormonal 
balance

Stressors in the 
Environment

Interactive Development of Multiple Biological Systems

Take-Home:
Supporting families with 
young children is as much 
about building a strong 
foundation for lifelong 
health as it is about early 
learning, social-emotional 
development, and school 
readiness.

Brain & Autonomic 
Nervous System: 

manage and respond



Place Matters: 
What Surrounds 
Us Shapes Us

How the environment we create 

shapes the foundations of early 

childhood development



Social Environment

The presence or absence of key 

influences in a child’s social 

environment plays an important role in 

their development.

Responsive 
relationships

Significant stress
and adversity

Caregiver 
well-being

Social 
connectedness

Community
supports

Faith and 
cultural traditions



Built & Natural Environments

The accessibility and exposure to various 

influences in a child’s built and natural 

environments shape their development directly, 

by influencing their developing biological 

systems, and indirectly, by interacting with their 

environment of relationships. 

Air quality and 
temperature

Clean water 
supply

Safe green 
space

Safe, healthy
housing

Exposure to toxins 
and hazards

Economic
opportunities

Nutritious 
food

Neighborhood 
infrastructure



Systemic Influences

Broader systemic influences such as the 

ones listed here shape children’s 

development directly, while also shaping 

their environment of relationships and 

their built and natural environments.

Current and historic 
public policies 

Systemic 
racism

Structural 
inequities

Intergenerational 
poverty

Healthcare system 
disparities

Access to quality 
childcare and education 



There is an Unequal Distribution of Positive & Negative 
Influences



I T ’S  STI L L  A BOUT A N D I T ’S  A L SO  A BOUT

Envisioning a Bold Early Childhood Agenda in a 

World of Inequality and Uncertainty

ECD 1.0 ECD 2.0

Caregiver-child 

relationships

Communities, business, and 

government working together to 

assure a supportive and healthy 

environment for all families 

raising young children



www.developingchild.harvard.edu


