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Infant and Toddler Mental Health
What Is It and Why Does It Matter

Michelle Rollyson
WV Infant Toddler Mental 

Health Association

Sheila Zickefoose
WV Early Childhood Training 
Connections and Resources

What it is not!

What is Infant Toddler Mental Health?

Infant toddler mental health is the developing capacity of 
the child from birth to three to: 

• Experience, regulate, and express emotions; 

• Form close and secure interpersonal relationships; 

• And explore the environment and learn all in the 
context of family, community, and cultural expectations 
for young children. Infant mental health is synonymous 
with healthy social and emotional development.

Zero to Three, the National Center on Infants 
and Toddlers, 2001 
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Keep this in mind to help every baby 
have good infant mental health

The birth of a baby offers the hopefulness of a new 
relationship and the promise for growth and change

-Michigan Association for Infant Mental Health, mi-aimh.org

Keep this in mind to help every baby 
have good infant mental health

Babies have something to say…it is up to the adults in their 
world to learn the language.

-Michigan Association for Infant Mental Health, mi-aimh.org

Keep this in mind to help every baby 
have good infant mental health

Babies remember their earliest relationship experiences. 
These experiences become the prototypes for future 

relationships, influencing their trust of themselves, others, 
and the world.

-Michigan Association for Infant Mental Health, mi-aimh.org
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Keep this in mind to help every baby 
have good infant mental health

Babies are active partners in each relationship. They bring 
their own personalities, unique strengths, and vulnerabilities, 

to the relationship.

-Michigan Association for Infant Mental Health, mi-aimh.org

Keep this in mind to help every baby 
have good infant mental health

Babies need to be attended to, even when parents are 
overburdened.

-Michigan Association for Infant Mental Health, mi-aimh.org

Keep this in mind to help every baby 
have good infant mental health

The baby is the window to the soul—into the past and 
present—and into the awakening sense of joy and promise in a 

new life.

-Michigan Association for Infant Mental Health, mi-aimh.org
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The Developing Brain

There are four main components to the brain:

 Brain stem

 Cerebellum

 Limbic system

 Cerebrum

80% of our brain development occurs before age 3

Child characteristics

Caregiver characteristics

Experiences in relationships

Elements of Infant and Toddler 
Mental Health
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Child characteristics
 temperament

 genetic endowment

 medical issues, including             
prematurity

 birth order

 appearance

Caregiver characteristics
 temperament

 culture (values, traditions)  

 environmental safety

 resources and supports 
(or lack thereof)

 trauma history

 mental health issues 
(including post-partum 
depression)

Social Emotional Awareness for Adults

Parents and caregivers have social emotional needs as well. When working 
with children and/or families, we need to be aware of our own social 
emotional health.

Ways to do this are to: 

 Practice recognizing emotions

 Notice physical responses

 Get curious

 Observe your emotions

 Notice the impact of your emotions on others
Adapted from “5 Simple Lessons for Social and Emotional Learning        
for Adults”, edutopia.org
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Experiences within Relationships

nurturing, sensitive adult-child 
interactions

• are crucial for the development of 
trust, empathy, generosity, and 
conscience 

• support the development of curiosity, 
self-direction, persistence, 
cooperation, and conflict resolution 
skills (Greenough, et. al., 2001)

• are a precursor of school readiness 
(Kaplan-Sanoff, 2000)

Infant Mental Health Principles

• Attachment theory, family systems theory, trauma-informed practice

• Babies exist in the context of their caregiving relationships and within 
the cultural context of their family

• Experiences during pregnancy and in the first three years lay the 
foundation for all future development

• Relationships are critical: best way to support babies is to support their 
parents/families to build/strengthen nurturing relationships with them

Fraiberg, S., & Adelson, E., & Shapiro, V. (1975). Ghosts in the nursery: A psychoanalytic approach to the problems of impaired infant-mother 
relationships.  Journal of American Academy of Child Psychiatry, 13, 387-421 [Reprinted in L Fraiberg (Ed.) Selected Writings of Selma Fraiberg 
(pp. 100-136). Columbus, OH: Ohio State University Press, 1987].

Lieberman, A.F., Padron, E., Van Horn, P., & Harris, W. (2005). Angels in the Nursery: The intergenerational transmission of benevolent parental 
influences. Infant Mental Health Journal, 26(6), 504-520.
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Post-Partum Depression

 20% of mothers experience depressive symptoms in the first     
3 months following childbirth, 7% experience major 
depression

 one in 25 fathers 

 young children:  language skills, physical and cognitive   
development

 older children: poor self-control, aggression, poor peer 
relationships, and difficulty in school

 biggest impact when depression combines with other factors 
such as extreme poverty, substance abuse, teen parents, or 
maltreatment

http://zerotothree.org/

Stress and Development

There are three types of stress:

 Toxic/chronic stress

 Tolerable stress

 Positive stress

“The extent to which stressful events have lasting adverse effects is 
determined more by the individual’s response to the stress, based in 
part on past experiences and the availability of a supportive adult, 
than by the nature of the stressor itself.”

National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2005

Toxic Stress Impacts 
the Developing Brain

 sustained or frequent activation of 
stress hormones (cortisol, 
adrenalin) can have serious 
developmental consequences

 the conditions that create toxic  
stress often lead to cortisol       
levels staying elevated for 
prolonged periods of time

 sustained activation of the stress 
response system can lead to 
impairments in learning, memory, 
and the ability to regulate certain 
stress responses http://developingchild.harvard.edu/
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Toxic Stress Impacts 
the Developing Brain

 damage to a part of the brain called the hippocampus, 
critical to both learning and memory

 brain is “primed” for stress, NOT for learning

 problems with executive function (frontal lobes)

 problems with regulating emotions

Toxic Stress Impacts 
the Developing Brain

Adverse Childhood Experiences 
(ACE Study)

 Original ACE Study was conducted at Kaiser 
Permanente from 1995 to 1997, and had more than 
17,000 participants

 Studied the impact of early difficult experiences on 
health outcomes

 Results replicated and expanded upon in dozens of 
studies from all over the world

http://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/acestudy/index.html

sources of toxic stress
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Adverse Childhood Experiences 
(ACE Study)

Abuse
• emotional, physical, sexual

Neglect
• emotional, physical

Household dysfunction
• household substance abuse, household mental illness, 

mother treated violently

Separation or divorce

Incarceration of a family member

sources of toxic stress

Prevalence to Childhood Exposure to 
Abuse or Household Dysfunction

Mental Health Outcomes
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Mental Health Outcomes

Health Risk Behaviors

Health Risk Behaviors
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Health Risk Behaviors 

Physical Health Outcomes

The higher the ACE score from childhood exposure, the more likely 
the adult is to experience:

 Heart disease

 Cancer

 Chronic lung disease

 Skeletal fractures

 Liver disease

 Poor self-rating of overall health

Quality of Life
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More Adverse Experiences =  
More Health Problems

Reprinted from presentation by Darshana Spach

Adverse Childhood Experiences Influence 
Health and Well-Being Throughout Lifespan

Felitti, V. and Anda, R. (1998)
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The Impact in West Virginia

 3 in 10 WV children under age 6 live in poverty

 $3.9 billion estimated annual cost of child poverty in WV

 67,000 children ages 2-17 have been identified with one   
or more emotional, behavioral, or developmental 
condition*

 40% of children who have been abused in WV are between 
ages 0 – 4*

WV Center on Budget and Policy, 2013
*WV KIDS COUNT, 2012

Symptoms of unhealthy social 
emotional development

• physical symptoms (poor weight gain, slow growth,
difficulties with toileting, increased frequency of 
illness)

• overall delayed development 

• inconsolable crying

in infants and toddlers

Symptoms of unhealthy social 
emotional development

 sleep and feeding problems

 aggressive or impulsive behavior 

 anxious and withdrawn behavior

 danger-seeking behavior

in infants and toddlers
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Prevention & Healing through 
Nurturing Relationships

 Supporting caregivers, supporting children

 Building nurturing relationships

 Teaching self-care

 Maintaining stable environments

Introducing the West Virginia Infant/Toddler 
Mental Health Association

History 

 Efforts have been ongoing in West Virginia to improve Infant 
Mental Health since 1995

 In 2000, the Early Childhood Mental Health Workgroup met 
and developed a Recommended Action work plan

 In 2012, the Early Childhood Advisory Council of West Virginia 
(ECAC) formed an Ad Hoc Committee of stakeholders to review 
core competencies and processes from other states to assist in 
establishing a plan for West Virginia

 In 2013, West Virginia purchased the Competency Guidelines 
and Endorsement System from Michigan with the intent of 
integrating this system into current delivery models
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IMH Specific States

 22 states have adopted a model developed 
by the Michigan Association for Infant 
Mental Health.

 Validates that a professional has attained 
specific education and training and has 
acquired the necessary competencies to 
provide a high quality level of services to 
young children and their families.

A Multi-Disciplinary Field

This is a multi-disciplinary field that includes:

 Parents

 Early Childhood Professionals, including Child Care Workers

 Home Visitors

 Physicians and Nurses

 Family Support Workers

 Early Intervention Specialists

 Social Workers

 Counselors, Clinical Psychologists, Psychiatrists

A Multi-Disciplinary Field

These IMH specific core competencies help to align 
the workforce because we know:

• There is a huge variation in training and 
education levels

• It is found in many different settings, public and 
private

• There is great diversity of socio economic levels 
and modalities for serving children & families
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Infant/Toddler Mental Health 
in West Virginia

• Unifies the systems that work with children & 
families

• Encourages collaboration across projects and 
disciplines

• Builds upon West Virginia’s strong history of early 
childhood collaboration

• Continues to advance the importance of social 
emotional development for all children and families

• Builds capacity for more awareness and training 
across disciplines

Goals of WV Association

 To promote and support nurturing relationships for all 
infants and toddlers to provide the essential formative 
context in which every infant and toddler acquires the basic 
emotional, cognitive, and social capacities and attitudes that 
influence later development

 To provide an interdisciplinary infant and toddler 
mental health organization that facilitates, supports, and 
encourages cooperation, coordination, and collaboration among 
those concerned with promoting the optimal development of 
infants and toddlers and their families

Goals of WV Association

 To promote the recognition and better 
understanding of mental health issues for infants 
and toddlers through the development and 
implementation of a voluntary endorsement program 
based on levels of education, training, work experience, 
and knowledge appropriate to the delivery of high quality, 
culturally competent, and relationship-focused services to 
infants and toddlers and their caregivers
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What we are working on

 Launched our website www.nurturingwvbabies.org

 Began accepting members into our Association

 Developed draft crosswalks to WVIT I, WVIT II, Pyramid Model

 Began conversations with WV STARS on implementing IMH specific competencies into WV 
STARS

 Hosted a week of lunchtime webinars on infant mental health

 Partnered with Great Beginnings Conference

 Paid for Association members to attend sessions at Celebrating Connections

 Worked on developing policies and procedures to build and support IMH infrastructure

 First cohort enrolled in Endorsement

IMH In Your Region

 What resources, programs, or services regarding infant 
mental health/social emotional development are going on 
in your area?

 Where are there gaps or challenges?

A look at the Core Competencies
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Endorsement At a Glance

Infant Family 
Associate

Infant Family 
Specialist

Infant Mental 
Health Specialist

Infant Mental 
Health Mentor

(Clinical, Policy, or 
Research/Faculty)

Education & Work 
Experience

Any academic degree 
OR CDA OR Associate 
degree OR 2 years of 
experience in the infant, 
early childhood or 
family field

Bachelors or Master’s 
degree AND 3 years of 
experience in infant, 
early childhood or 
family field

Master’s or post-
graduate Clinical degree 
AND 2 years of 
experience in infant, 
early childhood or 
family field

Master’s or post-
doctorate AND 3 years 
post degree experience 
in infant, early 
childhood or family 
field

Specialized Training 
in Topics of Infant 
Mental Health

30 clock hours/annual 
renewal of 15 clock 
hours

30 clock hours/annual 
renewal of 15 clock 
hours

30 clock hours/annual 
renewal of 15 clock 
hours

30 clock hours/annual 
renewal of 15 clock 
hours

Reflective 
Supervision or 
Consultation

N/A 24 clock hours within 1-
2 year time period while 
working with infants, 
early childhood and 
families

50 clock hours within 1-
2 year time period while 
working with infants, 
early childhood and 
families

50 clock hours within 1-
2 year time period while 
working with infants, 
early childhood and 
families (Optional for 
Policy and 
Research/Faculty)

Service Examples Promotion Prevention & 
Intervention

Intervention Treatment Leadership

Endorsement At a Glance

Infant Family 
Associate

Infant Family 
Specialist

Infant Mental
Health Specialist

Infant Mental 
Health Mentor 

(Clinical, Policy or 
Research/Faculty)

Reference Ratings Current Supervisor;
Someone with Level I, 
II, or III Endorsement 
requirements; Colleague 
or recipient of services, 
teacher, CDA mentor

Current Supervisor; 
Teacher, trainer, 
consultant, or 
parent/service recipient; 
Reflective Supervisor, or 
recipient of services

Current Supervisor;
Teacher, trainer, 
consultant or 
parent/recipient; 
Reflective Supervisor

Current Supervisor; 
Reflective Supervisor, 
consultant or colleague; 
Supervisee, student or 
colleague

Written Exam No No Yes Yes

Membership in WV 
Infant/Toddler 
Mental Health 
Association

Yes Yes Yes Yes

Professional
Portfolio

Yes Yes Yes Yes
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Why Join the WV ITMHA?

• Good for You: Your competence in the field of infant-family 
work is recognized 

• Good for Families: Improves our ability to support families

• Good for Babies: Improves services and supports to benefit 
children three years and younger

• Good for Communities: Supports infant-family professionals in 
all settings

• Good for Early Childhood Systems of Care: A competent 
workforce, improves quality, and leads to desired outcomes

Where to Begin

 Visit our website: www.nurturingwvbabies.org

 Assess your current competency in infant mental health 
with the “Getting Started” checklist

 Enroll in courses/workshops that have an infant mental 
health focus to strengthen your current capacities or 
develop new skills and knowledge

Good Infant/Toddler Mental Health 
Matters for the…
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Contact us

www.nurturingwvbabies.org
michelle@nurturingwvbabies.org


