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The Unique Needs of Infants 
and Toddlers in Foster Care

Meghan Hays Davis,  MAS, IMH-E (II)

What are three things babies need?

 Draw three pictures 

 Write three words

Three things

Infant mental health is the social and emotional well-
being of the very young child

 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. 

What is Infant Mental Health?

Zerotothree.org
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What its not

They are hard wired to be in social relationships.

Babies come relationship ready

Every milestone is met within the context of close 
relationships with others

-From Neurons to Neighborhoods, National Academy 

of Science, 2000

Babies are Hard Wired to Connect

Early Experiences Wire the Brain

Patterns of early experience, both positive 
and negative,  determine how the brain 
wires… for life
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 A lot. In the first years of life, more than 1 million new 
neural connections are formed every second.

 Babies’ earliest relationships and experiences shape 
the architecture of their brain

 Creates a foundation on which future development 
and learning unfolds. 

Early Experiences Matter

 Young children who live in families dealing with parental loss, 
substance abuse, mental illness, or exposure to trauma are at 
heightened risk of developing mental health disorders. And 
the stressors of poverty can multiply these risks. 

Unique Risk

 By 8 months of age a baby may have an astounding 1,000 trillion 
synapses in his brain! 

 Brain is made of 100 billion neurons

 Each neuron has 1-10,000 connections 

 “Use it or lose it" rule

 Twos and teens more vulnerable to trauma’s effects on the brain

-Huttenlocher & Dabholkar, 1997

The Brain
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 At birth, the newborn’s system is highly reactive to 
stress

 The stress system is regulated by the caregiver

 Sensitive responsive care giving signals the endocrine 
system to regulate cortisol

 System is under control by age 6 months

The Stress System

 In babies, chronic stress can lead to high levels of 
cortisol flooding and bathing the brain.

 This can change the architecture of the brain and 
interfere with typical development. 

The Stress System and Cortisol

 Results from intense adverse experiences that may be 
sustained over a long period of time—weeks, months 
or even years. 

 Dampens down immune responses, chronic illness

 Children cannot manage this type of stress by 
themselves.

Toxic Stress 

National Scientific Council on the Developing Child
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 Toxic stress can impair the connection of brain circuits 
and, in extreme cases, result in the development of a 
smaller brain.

 Brain circuits are especially vulnerable as they are 
developing rapidly during early childhood. 

 Lowers threshold for stress and overly reactive to 
adverse experiences throughout life.

National Scientific Council on the Developing Child

Toxic Stress and Brain Development

 We have to assume the children we work with have at 
least one trauma

 Their parents also likely have trauma

 Trauma affects worldview, feelings of self and others

 Many behaviors are survival based

Trauma and Behavior

• The brain develops and organizes as a 
reflection of developmental experience

• Repeated exposure to trauma and violence “programs” 
and wires the brain for life-long reactions to stress (in 
very maladaptive ways)

• The experience of the traumatized child is 
fear, threat, unpredictability, frustration, 
chaos, hunger and pain

• Therefore, the traumatized child’s template
for brain organization is the stress response

B.D Perry, 1995

The Trauma Wired Brain
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Trauma Symptoms in Infancy

o Failure to Thrive
o Exaggerated startle response

o Sleep disruption including night terrors

o Eating difficulty

o Withdrawal

o Inconsolable crying, difficult to sooth

o Developmental delays

o Irritability, anxiety

Trauma Symptoms in Toddlers

o Aggression

o Regression

o Demanding of attention

o Flat affect

o Excessive temper

o Exaggerated startle response

o Difficulty potty training

o Somatic complaints

o Developmental delays esp language

o Underactive, hypersensitive

Trauma Symptoms in Preschoolers

o Regressive behaviors
o Repetitive trauma play
o Magical thinking
o Somatic pain
o Fearful avoidance and phobic reactions
o Poor concentration
o Behavior problems
o Eating and sleeping disturbance
o Moving aimlessly, in a fog
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How does knowing these trauma symptoms 
change your view of behavior?

Often times the tools we use to discipline 
our own children do not work when trauma 
is on board

Behavior is not a problem to be fixed but a 
need to be filled

Trauma and Behavior

 So what is the answer to all this trauma and hurt?

 Relationships heal

 Attachment is the answer

Relationships Matter

 Caregiver state of mind, personal attachment 
histories greatly affect the care we give

 Babies will organize their attachment strategies 
based on caregiver availability

Relationships Matter
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Attachment Behaviors in Children with 
Trauma

• When seeking comfort from caregivers secure infants 
will approach, crying, seeking contact and maintaining 
contact. 

• Caregivers s must recognize and reinterpret the lack of 
these behaviors and provide nurturance anyways. This 
can be uncomfortable.

• Reflect on the child’s strategy for coping. Think about 
the why.

1. Psychologically present
 How do we tune in?

2. Consistent
 Caregiver state of mind affects this

3. Sensitive to their needs
 Knowing the need behind the behavior

4.  Comfort child in distress
 Why is this hard sometimes?

5. Confident in our abilities to parent
 What if we don’t know what to do?

Creating Secure Attachments 

4 S’s Strategies for putting into practice

1. Seen- sensing inner feelings, thoughts and meanings behind 
behaviors

2. Safe- protecting from harm

3. Soothed-parents helps child regulate and organize feelings

4. Secure-developing a clear, resilient sense of self
Dan Siegel, No Drama Discipline

Creating Secure attachment 
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 Ways to build resilience, even in babies

 One caring, reliable adult who can meet needs on a 
consistent, attuned basis

 Build executive functioning through:

 Routine

 Choice and power

 Creative play

Resilience

 Allow for age appropriate risk taking and mastery, 
even struggle

 Label and narrate feelings

 Provide unconditional positive regard

 Delight in them

Resilience

 The presence of a responsive caregiver can 
reverse the physiological changes that are 
activated by stress. This will ensure that the 
developing brain, body and immune system are 
protected from the damaging effects of stress 
and trauma. 

Anyone in the life of a child can make a difference –
family, teachers, CASAs– anyone.

Resilience
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 The Emotional Life of a Toddler 
by Alicia Lieberman

 From Neurons to Neighborhoods 
edited by Jack Shonkoff and Deborah Philips

 The Whole Brain Child and No Drama Discipline
Daniel Siegel

 Zerotothree.org
 National Childhood Traumatic Stress Network 

www.nctsn.org
 Center on the developing Child at Harvard

www.developingchild.harvard.edu

Meghan Hays Davis, 602-410-6223 mhaysdavis@gmail.com

Resources

The End

http://www.nctsn.org/
http://www.developingchild.harvard.edu/

