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Introduction

• Me

• Us
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The Big “Why”

I believe that if you understand 
development and know what happened 
to a child and when, you can help repair 

most troubled functions.

I also believe that this requires close 
personal relationships to aid the 
IMPLICIT and EXPLICIT learning

Development in the first 5 years 
of life
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We are very lucky

• Lots of knowledge about development

• Better integration of this knowledge across 
different fields

Some insight into development

• In utero development is controlled by our DNA and 
our mother’s body’s environment

• Early childhood development is controlled by our 
DNA and our experiences

• We are terrifically responsive beings

– Whatever experiences are stimulated in us in a repetitive 
manner and what ever functions are exercised in a 
rhythmic and repeated way stimulate the formation and 
strengthen of nerve connections and brain circuits
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Baby’s neurodevelopment

• 1st year of life

– Eat, sleep, and make brain connections

• Start with billions of brain cells, each with few 
connections

– By age 3, each cell can have thousands of 
connections with other cells

Neurodevelopmental Processes

• If a cell is not stimulated, it will likely be 
reabsorbed

• The connections that are stimulated, grow 
more connections

– These connections start to integrate parts of the 
brain (excitement in one area excites another)

• Motor function

• Sensory experiences

• Emotional experiences
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Integration leads to Influence

Influence becomes mutual 
regulation*

In a “good enough” environment…

• Sensitive responsiveness

• Mutually confirming interactions

• Brain size is normal

• “Wires” connect to the right spots

• Each circuit has the right “dial” to turn it up or 
down as needed



9th Annual Early Childhood Mental Health 
Conference – We Can’t Wait!

Saturday Keynote ‐ Jeff Rowe, MD © 2018 6

EARLY RISKS LEAD TO 
INTERRUPTION OF 
DEVELOPMENT*

First 6 years of life “build the foundation” for the 
functions we need to do well.

Interruptions in development impair these basic 
functions and this leads to problems

Some of the functions can be restored, some cannot

The Functions 
we need by age 

6 to be 
successful

Eat

Relate to 
others

Sleep

Use 
toilet Deal with 

emotions

Pay 
attention

Try hard

Deal with 
frustration

Delay 
gratification

Share
Speak 
and 
listen

Handle 
aggression

Learn from 
experience

Be 
responsible 
for our 
behavior

Set goals 
and 

achieve 
them

Write 
with a 
crayon

Feel like 
you 

belong to 
a family

Know 
right from 
wrong

Sense of 
moral 

direction

Object 
constancy
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THE FUNCTIONS WE NEED BY AGE 6 TO 
DO WELL AT SCHOOL, AT HOME, AND 

IN THE NEIGHBORHOOD CAN BE 
“CHUNKED” INTO 3 BASIC CATEGORIES*

Self-Regulation 

Mastery (+Executive Function) 

Wellbeing

Self 
Regulation

Mastery

Wellbeing

These 3 
FUNCTIONS are 
necessary for 
Mental Health 

and can be seen by 
the age of 5

14
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Self 
Regulation

This set of FUNCTIONS is 
necessary for Mental Health and 

can be seen by the age of 5

Sleep
Appetite

Mood

Attention

Impulses

Aggressio
n

Relationships Sensory 
input

15

Mastery

This set of FUNCTIONS 
is necessary for Mental 
Health and can be seen 

by the age of 5

Cognitive 
tasks

Physical 
tasks

Problem 
solving

Communication

Peer 
interactions

16

Executive 
Functions
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Wellbeing

This set of 
FUNCTIONS is 

necessary for Mental 
Health and can be 

seen by the age of 5
Feel 

physically 
healthy

Feel 
emotionally 
healthy

Spirituality

Purpose, 
meaning to 

life

Belonging

Morality

17

WHAT CAN HAPPEN, BEFORE AGE 5, 
TO INTERFERE WITH THESE 3 

FUNCTIONS?*
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Self 
Regulation

Mastery

Wellbeing

Neglect

Abuse

Temperamental 
Problems

Physical Injury, 
Illness

Genetic 
vulnerability

Loss of 
continuity of 

affectionate care

Developmental 
abnormality

Excessive stress

Functions we need by 5
Early childhood
experiences

19

There are even things that can 
happen before we are born, that 
impact our MH FUNCTIONS*
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Self 
Regulation

Mastery

Wellbeing

Neglect

Abuse

Temperamental 
Problems

Physical Injury, 
Illness

Genetic 
vulnerability

Loss of continuity 
of affectionate 

care

Developmental 
abnormality

Birth 
trauma

Exposure 
to drugs, 
infections

Genetic 
abnormal-

ities

Excessive stress

Prenatal
Risk

Early childhood
risk

Functions we need by 5 years

21

Parental 
Trauma

Maternal 
illness, 

infection

Most of the troubles children have 
by the age of 5 have to do with 

difficulties related to these areas.*

What are the specific functions that get 
disrupted?
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Self Regulation

Mastery

Wellbeing

Prenatal Risk

Neglect

Abuse

Temperamental 
Problems

Physical Injury, 
Illness

Genetic 
vulnerability

Loss of 
continuity of 

affectionate care

Developmental 
abnormality

Birth 
trauma

Exposure 
to drugs, 
infections

Genetic 
abnorm‐
alities

Sleep, appetite, 
moods, aggression, 

impulsivity, 
attention, 
relationship 

formation, ability to 
handle sensory input

Cognitive tasks, 
physical tasks, 
communication, 
problem solving, 
relationships with 

peers

Physical health, 
emotional health, 

spirituality, morality, 
meaning, purpose

Excessive stress

Early childhood risk Functions we need by 5 
years

23

Parental 
trauma

Behavioral Health 
Problems

Maternal 
illness, 
infection

What is our role when there are 
problems?

• Essential elements

– Relationship formation

– Sensitive responsiveness

– Mutually confirming interactions

– Accurate understanding of the abilities and 
disabilities of the child

– Specific inteventions focused on the targets
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An Example

• Strabismus, poor vision

• Difficulties sleeping, picky eater, always on the 
“go”

– Tired his parents out

• Aggressive when frustrated

• Poor articulation

• Anxious

The Help We Can Each Give

• Early care providers

• Early education providers

• Clinical intervention

• Pediatric intervention

• Speech and Language Therapist

• Occupational Therapist
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How can we work together to help a 
child grow and develop normally?

Working together

• None of us has all the answers

• None of us can do all of the interventions

• Each of us is an expert at what we do

• Each of us can learn from the other

• Sensitive responsiveness to each other

• Mutually confirming interactions with each 
other


