Supporting the Mental Health of
Children and Families
Why It Matters
Early childhood mental health is the foundation of all
future development. Positive environments and stable,
responsive relationships build a strong foundation
which shape a child’s ability to make friends, cope
with adversity, and achieve success in school, work,
and community.

Opportunity for Vermont to Turn the Curve
Building Bright Futures State Advisory Council identiﬁed
early childhood and family mental health as a priority
on which to focus in 2019. The Council learned from
families and those working in early childhood about the
increased demand for early childhood mental health
services across the state. They also had a growing concern
for increased acuity of needs by Vermont families with
young children. In response, BBF convened an Early
Childhood Mental Health Taskforce to identify barriers
and policy needs to reach a more integrated system. The
following recommendations are highlighted for policy
makers to note where greater investment is needed.
RECOMMENDATION 1: Build the capacity of
parents and caregivers to promote children’s
health and well-being.
The healthier parents and caregivers are, the greater
the capacity to stay calm under pressure and support
their children’s emotional development. We must
provide adults involved in the lives of infants, toddlers,
and preschoolers the knowledge to promote social
and emotional development.
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RECOMMENDATION 2: Ensure families are
partners in mental health.
Family-centered care ensures families have a primary
decision-making role in the care of their children.
Creating meaningful partnerships leads to better
outcomes for children.
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A. Build a system where families know where to go
for help, and supports are provided in an accessible,
culturally-competent way. Ensure families are
involved in what care their child needs, and support
transitions from early childhood to pre-K to the
elementary education system.

Recommendations

A. Embed the Strengthening Families Protective Factors
framework in all early care and learning programs to
build family strengths, enhance child development,
and reduce the likelihood of child abuse and neglect.
The ﬁve protective factors are: parental resilience;
social connection; knowledge of parenting and child
development; concrete support in times of need;
and social and emotional competence of children.

B. Expand opportunities to foster secure attachment
between children and their parents. Successful
models include MESCH home visiting; home visiting
and parental support through Parent Child Centers;
Children’s Integrated Services; and the Resources
Parent Curriculum for foster, adoptive, and kin
caregivers about the impact of trauma on the
development, attachment, and behaviors of children
in their care.

B. Ensure families are in leadership positions to inform
policy, practice, and funding decisions such as Head
Start Policy Councils, Designated Agency committees
with families advising on early childhood Part B
and C services, BBF Families and Communities
Committee, and Local and State Interagency Teams
(Act 264 Teams).
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RECOMMENDATION 3: Investment in prevention
and early detection builds resilient children
who turn into resilient adults.

RECOMMENDATION 4: Make the early childhood
system easier to navigate so families receive
high-quality and timely care.

Interventions at this age have the biggest impact
at the smallest dosage. A tiered approach provides
universal supports and prevention practices to all
children and individualized interventions to the very
small number of children with persistent challenges.

Vermont’s early childhood system requires coordination
across sectors including healthcare, education, early care,
social service, and early intervention programs. Many
services still operate in silos, often due to rigid policies
and funding, making it diﬃcult for families to navigate.
It is important to create more ﬂexible funding for
innovative solutions such as Children’s Integrated Services
(CIS), Integrating Family Services (IFS) and mental health
payment reform.
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A. Vermont’s Early Multi-Tiered System of Supports
(Early MTSS) framework promotes Pyramid Model
research-based practices and strategies to support
positive social and emotional skills. Practices are
geared to families, home visitors, teachers, special
educators, and mental health providers. Tier 1:
universal supports through responsive relationships
and high-quality environments. Tier 2: prevention
practices target social-emotional strategies for children
at risk of challenging behavior. Tier 3: individualized
intensive interventions. The Early MTSS framework
includes ongoing training, on-site coaching, use of
ﬁdelity measures, and mental health consultation.

Recommendations

B. Invest in ﬂexible funding to support Early Childhood
and Family Mental Health consultation to help children
struggling in early care and learning programs. ECFMH
consultation provides a specialist to strategize with early
educators. Preschool teachers with access to mental
health consultation are less likely to expel children with
behavioral problems from their programs1.
C. Increase the use of universal developmental screening
to assess children’s development, identify challenges
and connect children to supports as soon as possible.
Help Me Grow is building a coordinated developmental
screening and response system and trains early
educators to use screening practices.
1
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A. Utilize BBF, the entity charged with being Vermont’s
State Advisory Council on Early Childhood by both
state and federal mandates, to bring together partners
across state agencies, regions and communities to
facilitate eﬀective communication and collaboration,
information gathering and dissemination of best
practices.
B. Create more resilient and trauma-informed
communities that include community-based
mental health supports such as Mobile Response
and Stabilization Services to provide supports and
interventions for families and their children before
emotional and behavioral diﬃculties escalate.
C. Invest in up-to-date, high-quality data and
longitudinal data systems required to address data
gaps and key policy, program and service challenges
for children and families. This will guide more
equitable and strategic resource investments.
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