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A Caring Relationship

Connections Buffer Stress and Build Healthy Brains
Stress is not just for adults who have a hard
day at work. It occurs any time there is a
threat to a person’s wellbeing. It is the body
and/or mind’s attempt to defend itself from
that threat. There are three types of ways
that children experience stress:

Emotion and relationships play fundamental
roles in shaping the brain’s development
from birth. Young children build their brains
through “serve and return” interactions.
When an infant cries, babbles, or gestures
and an adult responds in a caring way, the
brain creates connections. Throughout
the first five years of a child’s life, each
positive interaction strengthens these
connections. They support the development
of communication and social skills. Without
positive interactions a child’s brain is not
stimulated to develop fully.
As children age they experience stress.
Supportive relationships and guidance help
them cope with stress. An early educator
can be that meaningful source of positive
response, support and comfort each day.
This is a particularly significant role in the
life of a child experiencing stress at home.
A relationship can
be built by taking
a few minutes to
speak or play with
a child each day.
Greeting a child by
name with a genuine
smile or wave can
be very powerful.
As time goes on
an early educator
might become that
one special person who makes life a little
bit easier, who helps the child feel safe and
loved even in the most stressful times.

• P
 ositive Stress describes every day
stress responses that are moderate
and short lived. These responses
can happen when a child meets new
people or struggles to learn a new skill.
Stress is a normal, necessary part of
children’s lives when they have stable,
loving relationships with adults. Adults
can help children build and use the
skills they need to deal with negative
emotions.
• Tolerable stress occurs when a child
has extreme stress responses that can
cause disruptive behavior. Events like
an injury, death or illness of a loved
one, or parents getting divorced are
examples of tolerable stress. Generally
this stress fades over time. Supportive
relationships buffer tolerable stress and
help a child cope.
• T
 oxic Stress responses occur when a
child experiences prolonged physical
and/or psychological threats to his or
her wellbeing in the absence of a stable,
caring adult who can lessen the impact.
Things that could cause this level of
stress are abuse, neglect, exposure
to violence in the family, or extreme
poverty in which survival needs are
not met. Toxic stress affects the child’s
health and development, including
brain development.
Early educators cannot fix everything for
children living with toxic stress. While
children are in their care, early educators
can be someone these children feel safe
with. This bulletin explores how toxic stress
negatively impacts brain development and
how trusting, caring relationships support
healthy growth.

Buffering Toxic Stress and Building
Toxic stress is a level of stress that is intense, frequent or takes
place over a long period of time. For young children toxic
stress is particularly harmful. Their developing brains are in the
process of building what is called brain architecture, the ability
of neurons to make connections. Toxic stress can impair the
brain’s physical growth and make it more difficult for the neurons
to make connections. It might lead to permanent emotional or
developmental damage. Health problems that might occur later
in life include anxiety, obesity, diabetes, high blood pressure and
heart disease.
When a person
experiences stress, the adrenal
glands secrete the hormone cortisol.
When cortisol levels go up and stay up,
they are chemically toxic to the brain.
They interfere with the development of
connections in the brain that are important
for learning and memory.

The first step in helping children who live with toxic stress is
recognizing and understanding what they are going through.
Potential causes of toxic stress include extreme poverty, abuse,
chronic neglect, parental depression or substance use, and family
violence. Studies show that preschoolers from low-income families
are more likely to have abnormal cortisol patterns. Poverty and
high stress levels are sometimes linked to a harsh, demanding
parenting style, which causes more stress in a child’s life.
Closely watch children known to be dealing with one or more
stressors, or other difficult circumstances, for symptoms of toxic
stress. These children are likely to be extremely irritable.
The stress response system in their brains may react to daily
conflicts as major threats. Something that may seem totally
normal to a child with average levels of stress may frighten or
anger one suffering from toxic stress. In addition, toxic stress may
impair brain structures responsible for attention, self-control, and
memory formation. This can affect the child’s ability to learn and
to self-regulate behavior. Such prolonged stress can compromise
a child’s immune system, sometimes permanently.
Early educators may be unaware
that a child who is struggling
and/or creating problems could
have toxic stress in his or her
life. Talking with the families
about what is observed at child
care could encourage them to
share some of what is happening
at home.
Early educators can reduce toxic stress for a child by providing
structure, protection, comfort, and coaching.
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Structure

To create a sense of wellbeing and reduce stress, structure
children’s days around goals and purposes, such as learning about
new things, making friends, being healthy and safe.

Routines and rituals Routines help children stay calm and
build mental strength because they can predict what will happen
next. This is especially helpful for children who live with toxic
stress and may not have any predictable structure at home.
Daily routines should be built around three basic, biological
elements of a healthy lifestyle:

Sleep

Activity

Nutrition

Follow a schedule each day that includes time for active play,
naps, meals and snacks. Continue to use routines that work well.
Change routines only if they no longer work or developmental
needs have changed. For example if the children are tired during
the time scheduled for physically active play, schedule outdoor
play early in the day and after nap.
Establish rituals with a group and with individual children. A
ritual is something done repeatedly in a particular situation in
the same way each time. For example a preschool class might
sing a certain song every morning or always shake hands before
leaving. Bonding rituals like these can help build strong, healthy
relationships.

Limits Early educators create structure by setting clear,

developmentally appropriate guidelines for behavior. Be calm and
consistent when guiding children. Reassure them that everything
is all right, even when they make mistakes. Avoid yelling or using
threats and sarcasm. Though young children may not understand
sarcasm, they will likely hear criticism in the tone. Children
respond fearfully to angry voices, even as infants. Threats of any
kind can cause stress responses. Rules and limits are there to keep
children safe, not punish them. Early educators guide children as
they learn to follow rules and manage their behavior.

Protection and Comfort

Child care should be a safe space for children, especially those
experiencing toxic stress. Early educators help establish this
sense of safety by getting to know each child. They can learn to
recognize each child’s danger signals and provide unique safety signals.
Danger signals alert the primitive brain to a threat. They shut
down higher level thought processes so that children are no longer
responsive to rules and limits. For some children sensing negative
emotion in adults can be a danger signal. When danger signals “set

Brains Through Supportive Relationships
off” stress responses, children need to feel protected and safe,
with a sense of calm.
Safety signals have the opposite effect on the brain as danger
signals. They help slow down or prevent stress responses. A
safety signal could be a friendly touch, a hug, a smile, or a
favorite toy. Children recognize positive tones of voice as well
as negative ones. A calm, even tone of voice and other forms of
communication can act as safety signals.
When caring for children with toxic
stress, provide comfort often, even when
they do not seek it or seem upset. Be
aware that expressions of annoyance or
anger can easily trigger stress responses.
Offer a child with toxic stress special
support throughout the day. This can
be as simple as a pat on the shoulder or
expressions of encouragement, like “You
built such a tall tower in the block area!”

Coaching

Early educators can work with children to solve problems rather
than tell them what to and not to do. Adults have fully developed
brains, which they can “loan” to children to help them understand
and cope with emotionally difficult situations. Emotions like fear
are often at the root of aggressive behavior. The frontal cortex,
which is the center for controlling emotions in the brain, grows
most rapidly between eight months and five years of age. This
growth is influenced by positive guidance from caring adults.
When conflicts occur with toddlers and preschoolers, try the
“FLIP it” approach to guidance.

FLIP
Feelings

Help the child identify exactly what she is feeling
at this moment. Empathize with the child. “You feel
frustrated because you wanted to play with that toy
and Joshua took it instead. I would be frustrated, too!”

Limits

Set limits for how the child can appropriately
respond to the situation, along with any
consequences for her behavior. State the limit
calmly and with kindness. “We should not hit
people. Hitting hurts. You can use your words. Tell
Joshua you would like to play with the toy when he
is finished. When you hit someone you stay with me
until you are ready to play with other children.”

Inquiry

Ask the child “What do think could help you feel
better right now? Is there another toy you would
like to play with?”

Prompts

If the child is developmentally ready, problem
solve together. Ask, “How should we handle this
the next time it happens?” Listen to the child’s
ideas. Suggest creative ways to manage feelings.

Web Resources
Building Adult Capabilities to Improve Child Outcomes:
A Theory of Change
http://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/multimedia/
videos/theory_of_change/
How Brains are Built:
The Core Story of Brain Development
www.albertafamilywellness.org/resources/video/how-brainsare-built-core-story-brain-development
Saving Brains, A Grand Challenge
www.youtube.com/watch?v=vw0TkwjjpZU&feature=youtu.be
Three Core Concepts in Early Development
http://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/multimedia/
videos/three_core_concepts/

Stories are another way to coach children and help them make
sense of what they feel. Stories can give children a sense of order,
meaning and hope. If children understand events in their lives as
stories, they learn that there is a beginning, a middle and an end.
If they are in the middle of a real life story, things could get better,
sometimes based on children’s actions.
Read picture books about related situations.
Talk about stories together. Act out stories with
dolls or puppets. Early educators can write down
children’s words as the children tell stories about
their day. Children can then add illustrations.
Helping children with toxic stress starts
with simple acts of kindness. Early
educators can help change children’s
lives by showing that they care. Even
under stressful conditions, supportive,
responsive relationships with a caring
person, one special person, as early in
life as possible, can prevent or reverse
damaging effects of toxic stress.

References for pages 1-3:
Bailey, Becky. Connection and I Love You Rituals™ - Conscious Discipline Skills. Retrieved
September 9, 2014 from www.youtube.com/watch?v=9VnuRcMuKtI
Harvard University. Center on the Developing Child. Key concepts: Toxic stress.
Retrieved September 8, 2014 from http://developingchild.harvard.edu/
key_concepts/toxic_stress_response
Rintoul, Betty. Nurturing the brain. Toxic Stress and Early Brain Development.
Presented by Nicola Finch, Natalie Tackitt, and Joy Herrera

Sperry, R. W. (2011) FLIP It: Transforming Challenging Behavior
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Healthy Weight Week is
January 20-24, 2015!
To reach and stay at a healthy weight,
encourage children and adults to focus on
getting the nutrition and physical activity their
bodies need rather than on dieting. Dieting
is usually associated with eating specific
quantities and making certain foods “off limits.”
It emphasizes numbers on a scale. When people
diet or worry about losing weight, they often
eat too little. They forget to enjoy food. They
get very hungry and crave foods that may
be low in nutritional value. This can lead to
discouragement and eating in an unhealthy way.
One way to reach and maintain a healthy
weight is to focus less on weight and start
thinking about a general sense of physical
wellbeing. Make exercise enjoyable. Grab a
hula-hoop! Eat a bowl of strawberries for dessert
instead of forbidding ice cream. Try roasted
beets instead of eliminating potatoes.
Early
educators
can help
create an
environment
of healthy
eating.
I ntroduce children to healthy foods at
meals and snacks. Children may need to
try certain foods 5-10 times to develop
a taste for the food.
 ncourage children to follow their
E
natural cues of hunger and fullness.
Ask preschoolers, “What does it feel like
when you are hungry? How about when
you are full?”
 odel a healthy attitude toward food.
M
Sit together, talk and enjoy eating. Let
children know it is fine to eat all foods
in moderation. Learning healthy eating
habits early can help children maintain
a healthy weight throughout life.
Visit www.choosemyplate.gov for resources
on healthy eating.
References:
FitWoman.com. Healthy Weight Week Retrieved September
17, 2014 from www.fitwoman.com/healthy-weight-week/
Hudnall, Marsha. Surprising Reason Behind Weight Gain: Diet
Mentality. Retrieved September 17, 2014 from www.fitwoman.com/
fitbriefing/is-the-diet-mentality/
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October is
National Down Syndrome
Awareness Month
Health Literacy Month

December is
g
tin
Ea ell
W

Tomato and Winter
Squash Month

Safe Toys and Gifts Month
1-7: N
 ational
Handwashing
Awareness Week

Eye Injury Prevention Month

November is
American Diabetes Month

Greens and Plantains Month
National Epilepsy
Awareness Month

7-13: National Influenza
Vaccination Week

January is
Oatmeal Month

20: Great American
Smokeout

National Birth Defects
Prevention Month

Bulletin Board
Replace Smoke Detector Batteries!
Daylight Saving Time ends on November 2nd. When clocks
are being adjusted is the perfect time to replace the batteries
in smoke detectors.

National Young Readers Week is November 10-14.
Read early and read often with young children! Building skills
and a love of books in the early years establishes a lifetime of
reading pleasure. Visit http://kidshealth.org/parent/positive/
all_reading/milestones.html to learn about milestones on a
young child’s path toward reading.

2014 Annual License Fees Due December 15th!
In early November, child care centers
and homes will receive an invoice
for their annual license fees. The
invoice comes from the Division
of Child Development and
Early Education (DCDEE)
and the Department of Health
and Human Services (DHHS)
Controller’s Office. The fee is
based on the capacity listed on
the license. Current enrollment
may be different from what is
on the license. If so, let the local
licensing consultant know about
the change in capacity as soon as
possible. For more information
call 1-800-859-0829.

Rates for 2014 Annual License Fee
Licensed Capacity

Fee

Child Care Centers
12 or fewer children

$52.00

13-50 children

$187.00

51-100 children

$375.00

101 or more children

$600.00

Family Child Care Homes

$52.00

Especially for Families

Please

copy and send home.

Helping Children Learn to Cope with Stress
caring adult in a child’s life makes it easier to recover from
difficult situations.

Children thrive in stable and nurturing environments. They
benefit from having routines and knowing what to expect during
the day. They generally cope with changes in their daily lives
that are short lived. Some change, such as the birth of a baby
or a grandparent coming to live with the family, can be difficult
at first. Once the family establishes new routines, a sense of
belonging and security returns.
Sudden and dramatic changes can affect children’s feeling of
security and lead to stress. When adults are under stress, they
may find caring for their children more difficult. Job and money
problems, changes in living situations, violence, relationship
concerns and illness can create toxic stress for families. Toxic
stress can affect a child’s physical health and ability to learn.
Families can buffer stress for young children by providing
a sense of connection and helping them develop the emotional
skills needed to cope with stress. The presence of a consistent,

Parents can help children learn how to name feelings and suggest
positive ways to feel better. “You look sad. What if we took a
walk outside in the sunshine?” Being able to express feelings will
help children cope with problems and regulate their emotions.
It may not be possible to make the source of stress go away. By
responding to children in a consistently calm and kind manner,
it is possible to minimize the impact of stress.

Families and Early Educators
Supporting Children with Stress
Open lines of communication between families and early
educators can help them reduce the effects of stress on
children and find ways to help the children feel safe.
Families can:
• share what is happening at home that is stressful,
such as: a new baby, loss of a job, etc.
• provide strategies they use that seem to help
their child cope
• bring in a favorite toy, book or other comfort item
• ask about the child’s behavior during the day and
what strategies the early educators use that have
helped the child.

Simple Steps to Reduce the Impact of Stress
Create special time together.
Simple routines provide structure and
help children predict what comes next.
This sense of knowing the routine
helps children feel secure. During
stressful times it may not be possible
to have a completely predictable
schedule. Families can use every day
activities to maintain the sense of
predictability. These times can be “short and sweet.” Bath
time, tooth brushing, story time or sharing a meal can
become opportunities to interact positively.

Shield children from stress.
Limit children’s exposure to scary and
stressful media coverage. Try to have
heated discussions and arguments where
children cannot hear them. Respond to
children’s questions about stressful situations
in language they can understand. Give
children only the information they need.

Maintain physical care.
Being well nourished with healthy
foods and well rested makes it easier
to cope with stress. Being physically
active is a way to release pent
up stress in a positive way. Being
outdoors is calming for children.
Like children, adults cope with stress
better when they get exercise, spend time outdoors, and are
well nourished and rested.

Seek support. Friends, family or
community resources can provide support
during stressful times. Friends or family
may help care for the children, provide
meals, and be an extra pair of hands or a
listening ear when needed. Counseling
could help a family through difficult times.
Reference:
Brooks R., Goldstein S. Raising Resilient Children: Fostering Strength, Hope, and
Optimism in Your Child. McGraw-Hill: 2001.
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One Special Person
Think back to a time when you
were young. Who stands out in
your memory as a special person
in your life? Many of you may
identify a parent or family
member as a special person.
Others may mention a coach,
neighbor, caring acquaintance, or,
most often, an early educator or teacher
that made a difference in your life.
Young children often spend six to eight hours, or more, in
child care settings. It makes sense that early educators have
the potential to be that special person and make a positive
impact in a child’s life. Many children do not receive the
emotional supports they need from those in their home
environments. Additionally, some children may live in
environments filled with toxic stress, the kind of stress
that stunts a child’s emotional and cognitive development.
These children may need to form a caring relationship with
someone outside of the home. Who better than an early
educator to fill this role?
Brain development research shows that children who
experience toxic stress desperately need at least one special
person. This person can be the “stress-busting” caregiver
that offers protection, structure, comfort, and coaching.
Providing a sense of structure, protection, and comfort can
be simple. Early educators can
shield children from danger
signals. Stern facial expressions,
harsh tone of voice, and
negative interactions can be
frightening. Early educators
should use a non-threatening,
calm manner to remind children what is expected of them
and why. Structure limits to match the child’s abilities.
Routines and structure provide comforting predictability.
They are two of the safety signals that build a child’s sense
of competence and security. Other safety signals include
loving rituals, touch, music,
pleasant tone of voice, rocking,
blankets, pacifiers, and above
all the presence of one special
person. Strengthening a child’s
daily habits also helps to reduce
toxic stress levels. Children
need time outdoors in calming
green spaces. They need time
for physical activity, plenty of
sleep and nourishing foods.
Being physically healthy makes
it easier to deal with stress.
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Students who are loved at home, come to school to learn,
and students who aren’t, come to school to be loved.
~ Nicholas A. Ferroni
Children’s brains grow in
response to their experiences.
A child who has negative
experiences with adults
develops a protective barrier.
It may take time for an early
educator to break through
the child’s protective barrier.
Provide comfort before a
“meltdown” and as often as needed, even when a child seems
to reject it. Some children will readily respond to efforts to
comfort and coach them through the day. Take the time to
build the relationship. Eventually, the child will rely on the
nurturing and begin to trust that one special person.
Children will need
coaching to help them
learn to self-regulate and
develop coping skills.
Children experiencing
toxic stress may behave
“inappropriately.” They
have feelings of fear when
their brains alert them to
threats. Coach children
by being empathetic.
Look for positive solutions together. Demonstrate appropriate
reactions. Acknowledge what is difficult. Discuss and label
feelings of all kinds. Let children know it is okay to feel angry
or sad. Help them find ways to express those feelings without
hurting other people or damaging things.
That one special person in a child’s life could be you.
Provide protection, structure, comfort, and coaching.

Be a safe haven - Stronger, Wiser, Calm, and KIND!
Joy Herrera
Early Childhood Specialist,
Bringing out the Best
UNC-G Center for Youth,
Family & Community Partnerships

Get That Vitamin ‘N’
Spend Time in Nature Daily!
A growing body of evidence suggests that when children and adults
spend time in nature every day it reduces negative stress, obesity
and other health problems. Being in touch with nature may also
stimulate learning abilities and reduce stress and the symptoms
of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). Being active
outdoors and engaging in physical exercise in the natural world
contribute to an overall sense of well-being. Touch Nature……
Get some Vitamin ‘N’ daily!

I go to nature to be
soothed and healed,
and to have my senses
put in tune once more.
~John Burroughs

Sun and shadow The sun’s position in the sky changes from

dawn to sunset as well as from one season to the next. The summer
sun is high in the sky; the winter sun lies low on the southern horizon. Go outdoors
at different times of the day. Mark the sun’s path and the changes in shadows. Outline
shadows on the ground. Take photos. Write down the children’s observations. Use the
photos and the children’s observations to create a sun and shadow book.

Record nature sounds Fill the indoor child care
environment by playing the recording. Listen carefully. Tweet! Tweet!
“What did you hear?” Birds singing, leaves rustling, children laughing?
‘N’ is for nature soup Encourage children to

forage outdoors to gather ingredients. Families can participate by
finding objects and bring in their ingredients for nature “soup.”
Flower petals
Peanut shells
Grass
Leaves

There is something
infinitely healing
in the repeated
refrains of nature –
the assurance that
dawn comes after
night, and spring
after the winter.
~Rachel Carson

Sticks and twigs
Rocks
Moss
Water

• G
 ather kitchen tools: small and large bowls and cups,
measuring cups, ladles, and spoons. Try sticks for stirring!
What about a tea dispenser to fill their cups and mix the brew?

Children’s Books
on Nature

• E
 ncourage children to create their soup using the ingredients and tools they
gather. What a concoction of beautiful textures, colors and shapes to explore.
• “ Is the soup too hot? Time to blow on it to cool it down! Do you need a little
bit more? Let me share some with you. Yum! Yum! That is so good!”

Fletcher and the Falling Leaves
by Julia Rawlinson 2008

Create a fall leaf journal Talk about botanists and why they keep
journals. Find a deciduous tree in the outdoor learning environment or neighborhood
to observe on a weekly basis. Encourage the preschoolers to keep a journal of their
observations. Have them draw and color pictures of the leaves. Write down what the
children say about the changes. If a camera is available, add photos to the journal.

Mockingbird Song
by Carol Thompson 2013
Nature Spy
by Ken Kreisler 1992
Swirl by Swirl: Spirals in Nature
by Joyce Sidman 2011

Explore Nature: Facts About Fall Leaves
• Plants make their own food. They take water from the ground through their
roots. They take a gas called carbon dioxide from the air. They use sunlight and
something called chlorophyll to turn water and carbon dioxide into food.

Winter Is Coming
by Tony Johnston 2014
Infant/Toddler

Preschool – School-age

• Chlorophyll is green. It gives leaves their green color.
• Many plants stop making food in the autumn (fall). The chlorophyll goes away.
• The orange, red and yellow colors start to show in autumn.
• These colors were in the leaves all summer, but the green covered them up.
• Visit: kidzone.ws/plants/autumn1.htm to learn Why Leaves Change Color in Fall!

Reference:
Children and Nature Network, “Vitamin N” and the
American Academy of Pediatrics, Retrieved September 1,
2014 from http://blog.childrenandnature.org/2012/
02/02/%e2%80%9cvitamin-n%e2%80%9d-andthe-american-academy-of-pediatrics/
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Ask the Resource Center
Q. I have been trained about “back-to-sleep” measures and
how they reduce the risk of SIDS. Unless a medical or
parent waiver is on file, I always place infants on their
backs to sleep. I am nervous when they start to roll
over! Is it really okay to leave them on their stomachs?
A. Yes - once infants can roll over it is safe
for them stay in the position they settle into.
Typically infants begin to roll over onto their
stomachs between 2-5 months of age. It is a significant developmental milestone.
Rolling over indicates infants have gained the muscle and head control to turn
their heads to breathe more deeply and get additional oxygen if needed.
Daily, supervised tummy time supports infant muscle development and head control.
They begin pushing up using hand, arm and neck muscles. This helps build
strength. During tummy time shake toys just out of reach while making encouraging
sounds. Infants are likely to turn their heads and bodies to reach for a toy and
respond to you. Offering toys when infants are lying on their backs also promotes
reaching and rolling to their sides and then their stomachs.
Families and caregiver/teachers should tell each other when they notice that an
infant is starting to move, reach, and roll over from back to stomach. Post a sign
by the infant’s crib to note when the infant is first able to roll over. Contact the
Resource Center at 1-800-367-2229 for a sample sign.
You might be interested to know that in 2012, the American Academy of
Pediatrics (AAP) changed their Back to Sleep campaign to the Safe to Sleep®
campaign. They are promoting safe sleep environments to reduce the risk of SIDS
and all other sleep-related infant deaths. The Safe to Sleep® campaign recommends
the use of a firm sleep surface without soft bedding, room-sharing without bedsharing, breastfeeding, and avoiding exposure to tobacco smoke and other drugs.
The ITS-SIDS training also promotes a safe sleep environment. Questions from
infant caregivers like you encourage others to reflect on their safe sleep practices
and environment.

A good-bye to Jackie Quirk
From October 2003 through June of 2014 Jackie Quirk was the editor for the
NC Child Care Health and Safety Bulletin. Recently Jackie retired. We so appreciate
Jackie’s many and unique contributions over the years. She will be missed!
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We’d like to hear from you!

Call us at 1-800-367-2229,
choose 1 then 2. Share your
comments and request articles
or information.

