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Toward Equity: 
Changing Our Mindset

Early Childhood Mental Health Conference
September 24, 2021

Today’s Focus

• Understanding the Root Causes 
of Childhood Adversity

• Examining The Role of Narratives

• Rethinking Resilience
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Understanding the Root 
Causes of Childhood Adversity

The context (community & family environment) plays a key role in how 
an individual ‘bounces back’ from adversity. 

Framing the Issue

Outcomes

Long-term effect 
on health

Systemic Drivers

Policy & Practice
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Applying the Pair of ACEs

• What is the problem we’re trying to solve?
• What program, practice, or policy changes are needed?
• What will success look like?
• What indicators can help measure success?

• What community strengths can we draw upon?
• What assets are in place?
• Who should be at the table? 
• How can policies support our communities?

CLIENT ISSUES DESIRED OUTCOMES 

STRUCTURAL AND SYSTEMIC BARRIERS TO 
MENTAL WELLNESS

STRUCTURAL AND SYSTEMIC SUPPORTS 
FOR MENTAL WELLNESS

The Role of Narratives: 
The Stories We Tell
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• Narrative – collection 
or system of related 
stories that represent a 
central idea or belief

• Public Narrative –
shared systems of 
meaning about the 
world and our place in 
it

Public Narratives

Public 
Narratives

Public 
Narratives

Explain 
group 

experience

Explain 
group 

experience

Reflect 
dominant 
interests

Reflect 
dominant 
interests

Exist in 
policy, 

media, and 
corporate 

culture 

Exist in 
policy, 

media, and 
corporate 

culture 

Often go 
unnoticed
Often go 

unnoticed

Individualism

Meritocracy

Dominant Public Narratives in the U.S.

White 
Supremacy
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Defining White 
Supremacy

• “A political, economic and cultural system
in which:

• whites overwhelmingly control power 
and material resources, 

• conscious and unconscious ideas of 
white superiority and entitlement are 
widespread, and 

• relations of white dominance and non-
white subordination are daily reenacted 
across a broad array of institutions and 
social settings.”

– Frances Lee Ansley, Professor Emeritus, University of 
Tennessee–Knoxville

Source: The Atlantic

Narrative in Action

Source: The New Yorker (artist featured is Alexandra Bell)
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Tracing the Roots: White Supremacy Narrative in Mental Health

1848

1851

Pathologizing & Infantilizing Blackness for Racial Control 

Samuel Cartwright “discovers” two 
new diseases: drapetomania, the 

uncontrollable urge to escape slavery, 
and dysaethesia aethiopica; 

the cure = whipping

Census says free Black 
people in North experienced 
significantly higher rates of 

mental illness than enslaved 
Black people in the South

1840

1950s

C. Carothers & WHO publish a 
study stating “that in many 

ways the African resembles a 
European 8- or 9-year-old 
child in his reaction to the 

environment.”

John Galt claims 
enslaved Black 

people are immune 
to mental illness

1960s-70s

Characterization of Civil Rights-era 
uprisings as “protest psychosis;” NIMH-

funded violence initiative use Black 
youth as young as 5 to study if Black 

people had a violence gene

Brutal experimentation 
(e.g., lobotomies, 

electrode implantation, 
drug-induced mind 

control)  

1992

NIMH Executive Director 
compares Black youth in 

inner cities to “hyper-
aggressive” and “hyper-

sexual” monkeys in a jungle.

Benjamin Rush, 
“Father of American 
Psychiatry,” claims 

Black skin is a form of 
leprosy; calls it 

“negritude”

Late 
1700s

What’s the Difference?
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What’s the Difference?

9-year old Black girl handcuffed and pepper sprayed
Peaceful arrest of mass murderer Dylann Roof

Why 
Does 
This 

Matter?
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• From the 1970s to the 2010s, 
only 5% of psychology 
publications highlighted race 
(1,511 of 26,380) 

• Of publications highlighting 
race, 87% of editors and 63% 
of lead authors were white

(Roberts, Bareket-Shavit, Dollins, 
Goldie, & Mortenson, 2020)

• Ethnoracial minorities 
continue to be 
underrepresented in mental 
health research

(Williams, Tellawi, Wetterneck, & 
Chapman. 2013)

• Racially nonrepresentative 
and under-representative 
research is generalized as 
applicable to children of 
color (Kollins, 2021)

Impacts 
on 

Research

• White adults who work with 
children rated Black, Native, 
and Hispanic kids to be twice 
as unintelligent or violence-
prone as white youth
(Priest et al, 2018)

• Underdiagnosis of ADHD 
(Coker et al., 2016) and 
overdiagnosis of ODD and 
CD in Black and Latino 
Youth (Mizock & Harkins, 
2011; Feisthamel &, 
Schwartz, 2009)

• Black and brown youth are 
disproportionately 
referred into the justice/ 
carceral system (Hovey, 
Zolkoski & Bullock, 2017)

Impacts 
on 

Practice
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Rethinking Resilience: 
We Are Not Saviors
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“The 
power is 
already 

there 
with the 
people.”

“I’m 
working 
with… 

and I’m 
here to 
learn.”
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Getting to Resilience

© Center for Community Resilience (2021)

You Are 
Here
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