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The Relationship Between Early Care and Education &
Youth Mental Health and Resilience

Fostering positive mental health and resilience entails control and positive relationships. Self-control and

the same basic principles regardless of a child’s age. positive relationship are examples of social-

Children of all ages need safe, secure, enriching emotional learning. In early childhood, social-

environments and relationships where they have emotional learning, or the process of “integrating

opportunities to share about their experiences and thinking feeling and behaving to achieve important

feelings, time to learn and play, receive life tasks,” involves learning to form close

encouragement and praise, and have fair and relationships, experience, regulate and express

consistent expectations with clear consequences for emotions, and explore and learn from one’s

poor behavior[il. Within such environments and environment[v]. Children in high-quality ECE show

relationships, children can build capacities that improved social-emotional development, stronger

enable them to respond adaptively to adversity and self-regulation, and reduced behavior problems[vi].

thrive (e.g. regulating behavior, planning for the These are the types of skills that are the foundation

future)lii. of mental health and well-being, increase children’s
(and adults’) ability to be resilient in the face of

The environments in which children spend their challenges, and lead children to be more successful

earliest years dramatically influence their long-term in school, work, and relationships.

success in school and in life. The majority of young

children in the U.S. live in households with all parents Resilience is the process and outcomes of

working; 65% of children ages 0-4 receive care from successfully adapting to difficult or

other adults, often in settings outside of their homes. challenging life experiences, especially

Care arrangements vary widely and can include family, through mental, emotional, and behavioral

friend and neighbor care, family child care homes, flexibility and adjustment to external and

child care centers, faith-based care centers, and internal demands. Resilience in children in

preschool programs. Regardless of setting, young developed through supportive relationships,

children who experience positive, consistent, adaptive skill building, and positive

enriching day-to-day interactions with the adults experiences [iv].

caring for them are more likely to develop the
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral skills that build
the foundation for future success and well-being,
including mental health [iii].

Mental health is a state of mind characterized
by emotional well-being, good behavioral
adjustment, relative freedom from anxiety
and disabling symptoms, and a capacity to
LINK BETWEEN EARLY CARE AND EDUCATION establish constructive relationships and cope
& POSITIVE SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL with ordinary demands and stresses of life.

DEVELOPMENT

Early care and education (ECE) programs help children
develop the foundational skills for reading, math, self-
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Definitions (from the American Psychological Association
https://www.apa.org/topics)
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EARLY CARE AND EDUCATION AS A PROTECTIVE FACTOR

Research has identified that adverse childhood experiences impact health and well-being throughout the
lifespan(xi]. Adverse experiences such as child maltreatment, inter-parental violence, family disruption, low
socioeconomic status, and high parental stress during early childhood are predictive of behavior problems
during adolescencelxii]. Furthermore, the accumulation of adverse experiences increases the risk of
overwhelming children’s ability to adapt, thereby leaving them at increased risk for mental health
problems(xiii]. High-quality ECE, which fosters social-emotional learning, may provide a protective effect
that can counteract young children’s exposure to adverse experiences[xiv]. A recent study in ECE settings in
Norway, where all children have access to government-funded ECE, showed that higher quality ECE reduced
the effect of adverse childhood experiences on child mental health problems at age 5 (likewise, lower
quality care increased the risk)[xv].

What Makes High-Quality ECE

Given evidence that high-quality ECE can support positive cognitive, emotional and behavioral
development, which can have lasting impacts through adolescence and into adulthood, it is important to
consider what makes high-quality ECE. Total quality scores, using ECERS or similar quality scores[vii], have
been shown to be positively associated with child outcomes, even when individual measures are not,
indicating that many components in combination make for high quality carelviii]. The two factors found to
have the most positive impact on child mental health (at age 5) are relationship quality and staff quality.
Warm, caring, highly competent teachers who provide support and engage in age-appropriate learning
practices and activities and have low-turnover are associated with lower child mental health problems[ix].
The American Academy of Pediatrics’ policy statement on Quality Early Education and Child Care from
Birth to Kindergarten outlines indicators of high-quality ECE, including staff who have college degrees in
ECE or a child development associate’s credential, receive ongoing in-service training, provide consistent
caregiving and have a low turnover rate [x].
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Findings on the Impact of High-Quality Early Care and Education on Youth Mental Health
and Resilience

There is a significant body of research showing that high-quality early care and education can improve
social, cognitive, and academic development, particularly for children from families with low household
incomes. While few studies that have followed children from their ECE experiences through adolescence
include robust mental health measures[1], longitudinal studies do show a lasting positive impact of high-
quality ECE in measures related to adolescent mental health and resilience. Meta-analyses of the impact of
high-quality ECE on adolescent outcomes show significant and substantial decreases in special education
placement and grade retention and increases in high school graduation rates across multiple high-quality
ECE programs(xvil. While these are not mental health measures, they likely reflect stronger socio-emotional
skills such as self-regulation and classroom engagement. A number of individual program evaluations have
shown lasting positive mental health outcomes.

Abecedarian Approach,,; Head Start
Youth who received Abecedarian Approach Head Start’s emphasis on social, emotional,
care in the first three years of life had fewer and behavioral development has been shown
risky behaviors and reported fewer symptoms to have a lasting positive impact on adulthood
of depression at age 18 than the randomly measures of self-control, self-esteem, and
assigned control group/[xviii]. positive parenting practices/[xix].
Perry Preschoolxx NICHD* i1
At age 19, children who attended Perry Higher quality care was related to fewer
Preschool were more likely to have graduated externalizing problems (e.g. poor impulse-
high school, had committed fewer crimes, and control, including rule breaking, aggression,
had fewer teenage pregnancies. impulsivity, and inattention) at age 15[xxii].

*National Insitute of Child Health and Human Development Study
of Early Child Care and Youth Development

A review of the literature shows a link between high quality ECE, positive social-emotional development and
the development of protective factors in early childhood. Key studies further suggest that these benefits
may extend beyond early childhood and yield longer-term advantages for individuals and society, including
higher educational attainment and rates of employment, lower rates of crime, and positive impacts on
adolescent and adult well-being and health.




2@ Early Childhood Education & Mental Health

Footnotes

[1] A review of the literature supports the links between high quality early care and education and later mental health but these studies
are limited in a number of ways including: most longitudinal studies were conducted in the 1960s and 70s old and may not adequately
reflect the changing population level demographics of young children and their families in the U.S.; at the time of most of these studies,
mental health and resilience were not a primary focus in research with children, so they provide only limited information about the
impact of ECE on later mental health;, most of these studies focused solely on center-based child care.

References
[i] “Youth Mental Health.” Mental Health America. May 30, 2024 https://mhanational.org/childrens-mental-health.

[ii] “Science Key Concept: Resilience.” Center on the Developing Child Resilience Harvard University. May 30, 2024
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/key-
concepts/resilience/#:~:text=Science%20tells%20us%20that%20some,children%20reach%20their%20full%20potential.

[iii] Tiril Wilhelmsen, Espen Reysamb, Ratib Lekhal, Ragnhild E. Brandlistuen, Nina Alexandersen, Mari Vaage Wang, Children's mental
health: The role of multiple risks and child care quality, Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology, Volume 86,2023,
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2023.101546.

[iv] “Science Key Concept: Resilience.” Center on the Developing Child Resilience Harvard University. May 30, 2024
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/key-
concepts/resilience/#:~:text=Science%20tells%20us%20that%20some,children%20reach%20their%20full%20potential.

[vl Mondi, C.F., Giovanelli, A. & Reynolds, A.J. Fostering socio-emotional learning through early childhood intervention. ICEP 15, 6
(2021). https://doi.org/10.1186/s40723-021-00084-8.

[vi] “Children’s Learning and Development Benefits from High-Quality Early Care and Education: A Summary of the Evidence.” Office
of Planning and Research Evaluation, Administration on Children and Families. June 11, 2024
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/report/childrens-learning-and-development-benefits-high-quality-early-care-and-
education#:~:text=High%2Dquality%20ECE%20programs%20go,cognitive%20and%20social%2Demotional%20development.

[vii] North Carolina uses ITERS-R (ages birth-2.5) the ECERS-R (ages 2.5-5), and the FCCERS-R.

[viii] A. Brunsek, M. Perlman, O. Falenchuk, E. McMullen, B. Fletcher, P.S. Shah, The relationship between the Early Childhood
Environment Rating Scale and its revised form and child outcomes: A systematic review and meta-analysis PLoS One, 12 (6) (2017),
Article e0178512, 10.1371/journal.pone.0178512.

[ix] Tiril Wilhelmsen, Espen Rgysamb, Ratib Lekhal, Ragnhild E. Brandlistuen, Nina Alexandersen, Mari Vaage Wang, Children's mental
health: The role of multiple risks and child care quality, Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology,Volume 86,2023,
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2023.101546.

[x] Elaine A. Donoghue, COUNCIL ON EARLY CHILDHOOD, Dina Lieser, Beth DelConte, Elaine Donoghue, Marian Earls, Danette Glassy,
Alan Mendelsohn, Terri McFadden, Seth Scholer, Jennifer Takagishi, Douglas Vanderbilt, P. Gail Williams; Quality Early Education and
Child Care From Birth to Kindergarten. Pediatrics August 2017; 140 (2): e20171488. 10.1542/peds.2017-1488

[xi] “About Adverse Childhood Experiences.” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. June 5, 2024
https://www.cdc.gov/aces/about/index.html

[xii] K. Appleyard, B. Egeland, M.H.M. Dulmen, L. Alan Sroufe. When more is not better: The role of cumulative risk in child behavior
outcomes. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 46 (3) (2005), pp. 235-245, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7610.2004.00351.x
[xiii] Tiril Wilhelmsen, Espen Rgysamb, Ratib Lekhal, Ragnhild E. Brandlistuen, Nina Alexandersen, Mari Vaage Wang, Children's mental
health: The role of multiple risks and child care quality, Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology,Volume 86,2023,
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2023.101546.

[xiv] Ibid.

[xv] Ibid.

[xvi] McCoy, D. C., Yoshikawa, H., Ziol-Guest, K. M., Duncan, G. J., Schindler, H. S., Magnuson, K., Yang, R., Koepp, A., & Shonkoff, J. P.
(2017). Impacts of Early Childhood Education on Medium- and Long-Term Educational Outcomes. Educational Researcher, 46(8), 474-

487. https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X17737739
[xvii]l The Abecedarian Project was a carefully controlled scientific study of the potential benefits of the highest quality early

childhood education for poor children beginning at birth. The initial study was in Chapel Hill and began in 1972.

[xviii] Sparling J, Ramey SL, Ramey CT. Mental Health and Social Development Effects of the Abecedarian Approach. Int J Environ Res
Public Health. 2021 Jun 30;18(13):6997. doi: 10.3390/ijerph18136997. PMID: 34208853; PMCID: PMC8297297.

[xix] “Long Term Impact of the Head Start Program.” The Brookings Institute. May 30, 2024 https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-
long-term-impact-of-the-head-start-program/.

[xx] Perry Preschool was a scientific study of the impact of high-quality preschool on short- and long-term outcomes for black

children ages 3-4 who were at-risk for poor school performance that ran from 1962-1967.
[xxi] Large-scale prospective longitudinal study of the effects of multiple types of early child-care arrangements on children’s

development that began in 1991.

[xxii] Vandell DL, Belsky J, Burchinal M, Steinberg L, Vandergrift N; NICHD Early Child Care Research Network. Do effects of early child
care extend to age 15 years? Results from the NICHD study of early child care and youth development. Child Dev. 2010 May-
Jun;81(3):737-56. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-8624.2010.01431.x.

childandfamilypolicy.duke.edu 4




