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Learning Objectives

1. Understand infant and early childhood mental health (IECMH)

2. Understand IECMH services



What is infant and early 
childhood mental health 

(IECMH)?



Definitions
• IECMH is the ability of children “to 

develop physically, cognitively, and 
socially in a manner which allows 
them to master the primary 
emotional tasks of early childhood 
without serious disruption caused 
by harmful life events. Because 
infants grow in a context of 
nurturing environments, infant 
mental health involves the 
psychological balance of the infant-
family system.” (World Association 
for Infant Mental Health, 2012)

• IECMH “is the developing capacity of 
the child from birth to 5 years old to 
form close and secure adult and 
peer relationships; experience, 
manage, and express a full range of 
emotions; and explore the 
environment and learn—all in the 
context of family, community, and 
culture.” (Zero to Three)



What influences IECMH?

• Temperament

• Attachment

• Parental/Situational Stress

• Maternal Depression



Temperament and Attachment

• Temperament – the way a child 
approaches and responds to 
his/her environment

• Attachment – the quality of 
relationships that young children 
develop with their caregivers

Gleason & Trigg, 2020



Parental/situational Stress and Maternal Depression

• Parental/situational stress - Influenced by 
child and parent characteristics, family 
situation, and family perception of their 
quality as a caregiver

• Impact of stress on child development well 
documented

McKelvey et al., 2015; Goodman, 2019

• Maternal depression may be one of the 
earliest adverse environmental 
exposures a child can experience 
because of the risks to fetal and infant 
development associated with it

• Impact includes attachment insecurity; impaired 
cognitive, social, and emotional development; 
and long-term behavioral problems



Teacher Depression and Preschool Expulsion
• N = 97 early childhood teachers in the Chicago areas

• Early childhood teachers in centers serving children 3-5

• Centers were not affiliated with Head Start or with Chicago Public 
Schools

• Results – Bad News: “the odds of a teacher requesting at least one 
child’s permanent removal from their classroom was significantly 
and positively related to teachers’ depressive symptoms” 

• Results – Good News: the relationship “between teacher 
depression and their requests for student expulsion were 
moderated by their center’s use of mental health consultation” 

Silver, H. C., & Zinsser, K. M. (2020). The interplay among early childhood 
teachers’ social and emotional well-being, mental health consultation, and 
preschool expulsion. Early Education and Development, 31(7), 1133-1150. 



What are signs and symptoms of mental health 
concerns in infants, toddlers, and preschoolers?

Infants and Toddlers (Birth to 3 Years Old)

• Chronic eating or sleeping difficulties

• Inconsolable “fussiness” or irritability

• Incessant crying with little ability to be 
consoled

• Extreme upset when left with another adult

• Inability to adapt to new situations

• Easily startled or alarmed by routine events

• Inability to establish relationships with other 
children or adults

• Excessive hitting, biting, and pushing of other 
children or very withdrawn behavior

• Flat affect (shows little to no emotion at all)

ZERO TO THREE, 2016a; 
Cohen & Stark, 2014



What are signs and symptoms of mental health 
concerns in infants, toddlers, and preschoolers?

Infants and Toddlers (Birth to 3 Years Old)

• Chronic eating or sleeping difficulties

• Inconsolable “fussiness” or irritability

• Incessant crying with little ability to be 
consoled

• Extreme upset when left with another adult

• Inability to adapt to new situations

• Easily startled or alarmed by routine events

• Inability to establish relationships with other 
children or adults

• Excessive hitting, biting, and pushing of other 
children or very withdrawn behavior

• Flat affect (shows little to no emotion at all)

Preschoolers (3 to 5 Years Old)

• Engages in compulsive activities (e.g., play 
enacted in a specific order, hand washing, 
repeating words silently)

• Throws wild, despairing tantrums

• Withdrawn; shows little interest in social 
interaction

• Displays repeated aggressive or impulsive 
behavior

• Difficulty playing with others

• Little or no communication; lack of language

• Loss of earlier developmental achievements

• Anxious and fearful in most situations

ZERO TO THREE, 2016a; 
Cohen & Stark, 2014



What are 
IECMH services?



Multidisciplinary Field

• Promotion/Prevention: May occur at the policy level or at the 
individual program level. 

• Early Intervention: Address an emerging infant-parent challenge or 
provide initial service after a challenge or delay is suspected

• Treatment: Assessment, diagnosis, consultation, and/or therapy 
aimed at optimizing individual/dyadic functioning



Early Head Start Home-Based Infant Mental 
Health and Parent Stress
• N = 152 low-income families with child younger than 1 year of age

• n = 75 families randomly assigned to receive the IMH home visiting services

• IMH home visiting services involved home visitors supporting the 
development and maintenance of healthy relationships in the family 
and building families’ capacity to advocate for themselves and their 
children.

• Longitudinal Results: When children were between 3 – 7 years of 
age, mothers reported healthier family functioning and 
relationships, better coping skills needed to advocate for their 
families, and less stress in the parenting role than families in the 
comparison condition. 

McKelvey et al., 2015



Identifying the focus of IECMH work
• Infant and early childhood mental health and well-being are seen as 

dependent on wellness in four areas:
• Child

• Caregiver

• Environment

• Relationship

• Any professional working with the child or the caregiver will address 
the overall health of the relationship

• Examples: Occupational therapist; early childhood educator; home visitor

Brandt, 2014



Why are IECMH 
services important?



Preventing the effects of trauma & Promoting 
positive youth and adult mental health 

Brandt, 2014; Cohen & Stark, 
2017; Gleason & Trigg, 2020

• Young children are especially vulnerable to 
trauma exposure because their brains are 
rapidly developing in the first few years of life

• Trauma exposure and “toxic stress” can disrupt 
brain development and is associated with a 
range of developmental concerns 

• Trauma can impair attachment, cognitive 
abilities, language, and emotional regulation, 
resulting in problems with behavior, learning, 
and social–emotional development. 
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Infant and Early Childhood 
Mental Health in Georgia 

Laura Lucas, MS 

Infant & Early Childhood Mental Health Director 



Establish IECMH State Level Leadership 

• IECMH Director Position, housed at DECAL –
Completed November 2020 

• IECMH Task Force with all child serving state 
agencies represented is convening monthly as of 
February 2021 

Workforce Development

• Working with GEEARS and the Alliance for the 
Advancement of IECMH to bring Endorsement 
Program to Georgia and establish core competencies 
for the IECMH workforce - Mtgs began in February 
2021 

• Work with the Technical College and University 
Systems of Georgia to embed IECMH education into 
all child serving education programs

• Identify opportunities to train the current Georgia 
mental health workforce on IECMH best practices 

• Embed IECMH in the Quality Rated Program for 
Childcare Centers in Georgia

Infant and Toddler Social and Emotional Health 
House Study Committee Recommendations 



Determine potential pathways for Medicaid 
reimbursement

• Interagency Directors Team (IDT) IECMH 
Workgroup is supporting this work.   

• Working with DBHDD and DCH to better 
understand the current Medicaid system 
serving young children in Georgia. 

• Reviewing the work of other states 

Work with obstetricians, pediatricians and 
hospitals to improve screening, early 
identification and resource linkages 

Seek and apply for early childhood mental 
health grants that can be utilized to train 
and expand the workforce and strengthen 
the IECMH system

Infant and Toddler Social and Emotional Health 
House Study Committee Recommendations 



Role of DECAL Infant Early Childhood Mental Health Director 



to build and sustain a 
comprehensive and collaborative  

Early Childhood System of Care in 
Georgia 

An Early Childhood System 
of Care promotes 

coordinated policy and 
collaborative service 

delivery to support the 
many young children with 

(or at risk for) social, 
emotional and behavioral 

health needs.

Role of IECMH Task Force 



IECMH Task Force
Convened by DECAL 

HR 421 Infant and 
Toddler Social 

Emotional Health 
Legislative Study 

Committee 

IECMH Workgroup 
Interagency 

Director’s Team 
(IDT)

• Infant -Toddler Coalition 

• Alliance for the 
Advancement of Infant 
Mental Health Association 
Board 

Georgia Early
Education Alliance 

for Ready 
Students 
(GEEARS)

Working to implement the 
legislative study committee’s 

recommendations around IECMH 
and sustain a IECMH system 

Working to implement the System of 
Care State Plan recommendations 

around IECMH

Current Infant & Early Childhood Mental Health (IECMH) Work in Georgia 

• Seeking to advance the health, social, 
intellectual, and emotional well-being 
of infants and toddlers across Georgia. 

• Exploring Competency 
Guidelines® and/or Endorsement for 
Culturally Sensitive, Relationship-
Focused Practice Promoting Infant & 
Early Childhood Mental Health®



Building Georgia’s Early 
Childhood System of 

Care Together!

zerotothree.org



If you have questions or want to 
connect, please contact:  

Laura.Lucas@decal.ga.gov

470-396-1662

mailto:Laura.Lucas@decal.ga.gov


Take Action
Engaging your community, organization, and self to support 
the social-emotional well being of young children.



Learn more about brain development

Better Brains for Babies

• www.bbbgeorgia.org

Build My Brain

• www.coxcampus.org/build-my-brain

Zero to Three

• www.zerotothree.org



Refer Families To Programs that Support Healthy Development

Babies Can’t Wait provides 
early intervention and 

screening for children with 
developmental disabilities 

and chronic health 
conditions. 

Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families (TANF) is a cash assistance 

program that provides benefits to 
very low-income families who meet 

certain eligibility and activity 
requirements.

Children 1st is the single point of 
entry for all DPH Child Health 

programs and services for children 
birth-5 years old. Referrals can 

come from medical professionals, 
families, and schools. After being 

screened, children are referred for 
appropriate programs.

Home Visiting provides evidence-
based strategies to support the 

health and well-being of children 
and families. This voluntary 

program aims to be strength-based 
and parent centered. Currently 
only available in 20 of Georgia’s 

counties.

Medicaid & CHIP are the health 
care programs for low and 
moderate income children. 
Federally funded and state 

administered, these programs 
provide health care coverage to 
over 50% of Georgia’s children.

Food Assistance Programs
include WIC: Women, Infants, and 
Children and SNAP: Supplemental 

Nutritional Assistance Program. 
These programs provide monthly 
benefits that can be used only on 

food.



Refer Families To Programs that Support Healthy Development

Babies Can’t Wait provides 
early intervention and 

screening for children with 
developmental disabilities 

and chronic health 
conditions. 

Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families (TANF) is a cash assistance 

program that provides benefits to 
very low-income families who meet 

certain eligibility and activity 
requirements.

Children 1st is the single point of 
entry for all DPH Child Health 

programs and services for children 
birth-5 years old. Referrals can 

come from medical professionals, 
families, and schools. After being 

screened, children are referred for 
appropriate programs.

Home Visiting provides evidence-
based strategies to support the 

health and well-being of children 
and families. This voluntary 

program aims to be strength-based 
and parent centered. Currently 
only available in 20 of Georgia’s 

counties.

Medicaid & CHIP are the health 
care programs for low and 
moderate income children. 
Federally funded and state 

administered, these programs 
provide health care coverage to 
over 50% of Georgia’s children.

Children 1st Referral
Call 1-800-300-9003

Food Assistance Programs
include WIC: Women, Infants, and 
Children and SNAP: Supplemental 

Nutritional Assistance Program. 
These programs provide monthly 
benefits that can be used only on 

food.

Caretaker will apply through 
www.gateway.ga.gov 

Caretaker will call 
1-877-707-8277



Other Referrals

• DECAL’s SEEDS Helpline: (833)354-4357

• Healthy Mothers, Healthy Babies: (800)300-9003

• DPH’s Help Me Grow: (888)457-4769



Engage with partners and parents

• Invite stakeholders from child-serving organizations in your 
community to consider a cross-discipline collaboration on early 
childhood

• Consider including child care, Head Start, pediatricians, home 
visiting programs, early intervention, behavioral health, judges, 
policymakers, etc.

• Engage parents and caregivers as partners



Advocate for little ones

• Be an advocate for

• access to high-quality, affordable 
child care; 

• social-emotional screening and 
treatment for young children and 
their caregivers;

• paid parental and medical leave; 

• access to family supports such as 
Home Visiting and Early 
Intervention;

• and young children whenever the 
chance arises!



What was your favorite book as a 0-5 year old? 

Or a book that you and a 0-5 year old in your life love reading together?











• Support for and 
celebration of home 
languages

• Two-generation 
approach

• Home visits and family 
support

• Staff comes from 
children’s communities 
and collaborates in 
developing strategies 
for engaging children



Refugee Family Literacy Program
refugeefamilyliteracy.com    

Friends of Refugees        



Community Impact 
Grant 

Opportunities

Jill O’Meara
Community Partnerships and Projects Manager 



• In 2019, Georgia was awarded an 
$11.2 million Preschool Development 
Grant Birth through Five (PDG B-5) 
Renewal Grant. 

• PDG provides the state with a unique 
opportunity to strengthen system-
level framework and better align 
critical B-5 services. 

PDG is the funding source for these 
grant opportunities.

Funded and Aligned with Georgia’s PDG Grant



• Provide community-level supports for Georgia’s 

children birth to five and their families. 

• Increase opportunities for sustainable 

community collaboration. 

• Create new opportunities for communities to 

innovate at the local level to address critical 

needs.

• Support additional research and evaluation for 

how these grants can provide measurable and 

hard to measure impacts.

• Develop “blueprints” for activities that can be 

expanded or taken to scale. 

Purposes of the Community 
Impact Grants



• 3 Distinct Opportunities:
1. 2Gen Innovation Grants

• Capacity Building (up to $10,000)

• Implementation Funding (up to $25,000)

2. Trauma-Responsive Care Grants 
(up to $10,000)

3.   Community Transformation Grants 
(up to $75,000)

• Each grant opportunity requires the creation 
of a collaborative team that will implement 
the work.

• Each grant requires a 30% in-kind match of 
funding and/or services.

Community Impact Grants Overview



Community Transformation 
Grants



• Communities may receive up to $75,000 to design and implement their project.

• Grant duration is 18 months: July 1, 2021 to December 31, 2022.

• Faculty from Carl Vinson Institute of Government will be providing technical support 

from the application process through project implementation. 

• Potential grantees will submit a Letter of Interest (LOI). Based on the LOIs received, 

DECAL will invite up to 12 communities to submit a formal application. 

• Communities will select 1 of 9 needs to address with their proposed project. 

Community Transformation Grants: The Basics

Brand new grant opportunity designed to support communities in creating 

projects that will address local needs related to their B-5 population. 



Community Transformation Grants Logistics

Eligibility: Government entities, local 

school systems, and non-profits (501(c)(3)) 

are eligible to apply. 

Timeline

• March 15, 2021: LOI due

• April 15, 2021: Communities invited to 

apply

• May 14, 2021: Applications due

• June 9, 2021: Grantees notified

• July 1, 2021: Grants begin

• December 1, 2022: Grants conclude

Applications and LOI guidance are posted at: 
http://www.decal.ga.gov/QualityInitiatives/Grants.aspx

http://www.decal.ga.gov/QualityInitiatives/Grants.aspx


Building Community 

Resilience to Early 

Childhood Trauma

2019-2020 
Early Learning 

Leadership Collaboratives 



• Host a community (virtual) event to promote your vision for becoming a 
trauma-responsive community.

• Support opportunities to connect families impacted by trauma with 
community-based services. 

• Distribute trauma-informed resources and books for teachers and young 
children.

• Offer Mindfulness trainings for parents, home visiting partners, and teachers 
in child care programs, Head Start and Early Head Start, and school systems.

• Collaborate with organizations to offer trainings that will prepare teachers 
to work with children impacted by trauma.

Early Learning Leadership Collaboratives in Action 

https://www.decal.ga.gov/BftS/PreschoolDevelopmentGrant.aspx

https://www.decal.ga.gov/BftS/PreschoolDevelopmentGrant.aspx


• Department of Early Care and Learning (DECAL)
• Child Care Programs in Georgia 

(http://qualityrated.org/) 
• Childcare and Parent Services (CAPS) 

(https://caps.decal.ga.gov/en/)
• Cross-Agency Child Data System (CACDS 

(http://www.gacacds.com/) 

• Georgia Early Education Alliance for Ready Students 
(GEEARS) (https://geears.org/) 

• Get Georgia Reading (https://getgeorgiareading.org/) 

• Kids Count Data Center 
(https://datacenter.kidscount.org/) 

• Voices for Georgia’s Children 
(https://georgiavoices.org/) 

Early Childhood Resources

http://qualityrated.org/
https://caps.decal.ga.gov/en/
http://www.gacacds.com/
https://geears.org/
https://getgeorgiareading.org/
https://datacenter.kidscount.org/
https://georgiavoices.org/


Thank you!

Communityimpactgrants@decal.ga.gov
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NEW GENERATION INFANT EARLY 
CHILDHOOD MENTAL HEALTH 

PROJECT 

Kathy Bragg, MSW, LCSW, MAC
Project Director 



SAFETY

ROUTINES, RITUALS & TRANSITIONS

Transitions can activate the 
stress response in all 
children, but even more so 
for children who have been 
traumatized.

It helps if the child knows what 
to expect and that a 
transition will be happening. 

Visual timers and schedules 
help the child know change 
is coming.



SAFETY

ESSENTIALS FOR CREATING A SAFE ENVIRONMENT

• Create an overall school culture that is safe and predictable, 

and children feel safe from harm

• Discuss school rules

• Discuss and create classroom rules

• It’s important to note that the environment can be “safe”, but the 

child does not feel safe.

• Students must feel physically safe before they can feel 

emotionally safe



CALM DOWN CORNERS



Try these strategies

• Mistakes are opportunities for teaching
• Practice what you want the child to do

• Give the child a chance for a “do over” until they are successful

• Give visual cues
• Trauma “kills” cells of the hippocampus, help them remember what to do



• Ignore and do not engage the “no” and give two options for them to 
pick from. This gives them the opportunity to say yes and have a 
sense of control and choice

• Focus on problem solving

• Offer a drink or healthy snack



What you can do

Children want to be seen, heard and 
understood.

• What is their behavior telling you?

• Ask: “Do you have any hurts today?”
• Hurts can be inside or outside

• Give a band aid 




