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!  Regulating emotions 
!  Mental health 
!  Managing relationships 
!  Language 
!  Reading and mathematics 
 



!  Emotional and behavioral regulation and early 
learning are a ‘package’ and influenced by 
the same processes 

!  Cumulative distal risk influences relationships 
!  Important processes in relationships (parent, 

sibling and teacher): responsivity/challenge 
AND differential reactivity 

!  Individual differences in children that elicit 
different reactions from people 

!  Building a system to support young children  



Longitudinal, bio-
social study of early 
development  
 
To be in the study: 
newborn plus at least 
one older sibling  
 
Follow-up from birth 
to school entry  
 
500 families: 
observation in homes, 
filmed and coded 
tapes, biological 
measurement 



Toronto and Hamilton Public 
Health Units, Childcare units 
and schools in Toronto and 
Hamilton 
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The social and academic skills of 
early childhood are related to one 

another 
 

They are the expression of a well 
developing brain 

 
The same environmental predictors 

explain their development 
 
 
 
 



Home 

School Neighbourhood 

Extracurricular 



chaos 

Maternal depression 

Marital conflict 

Poverty 
/poor neighbourhood 

Teen parent 





Cumulative risk in a parent’s childhood 
predicts the cumulative risk to which their 
children will be exposed  
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                                                                                          Felitti et al. (1998) American J of Prev Med. 14, 245-258 
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!  Sensitivity 
!  Mutuality 
!  Challenge 



Cumulative  
Distal Risk at birth 

Language 

NS 

*** 
*** 

*** 

*** 

Social Understanding 
at 18 months 

Joint  
Attention Empathy Cooperation 

Self- 
Recognition 

Maternal Responsivity 
18 months 

Sensitivity Mutuality Challenge 

Wade, Moore, Astington, Jenkins, 2012 

Effects of cumulative risk on 18 month old social 
understanding: Operates through parenting   



6$(*2#73)$&'+)2'("*',-$8'
#

K'%6*12$1?#"*#"&'#,&$42I%#$1"'-'%"#
5*1.1?'1"#

9)4C#)(*3"#"&'#7$12#
5&)44'1?$1?<#%366*-"#"&'#,&$42#"*#?*#
N3%"#('0*12#8&)"#"&'0#,)1#7)1)?'#

#
L)7'#6-*,'%%'%#%$(4$1?%RRR#)12#$1#)44#

4$C'4$&**2#"'),&'-%R#
'



!  In most families this is pretty balanced but 
when it is not all children are worse off. 

!  This predicts an increase in children’s 
emotional and behavioral problems over time  



Observed differential 
Parenting 

Children’s 
attention 
problems 

Cumulative 
disadvantage 

** ** 

Indirect effect, p< .05 Meunier, Boyle, O’Connor, Jenkins, 2012 





!  Biological influences (genetic, growth in utero, 
exposure to toxins) result in subtle 
differences between siblings in language, 
attention and child temperament 

!  These are indicative of neurodevelopmental 
vulnerability. 

 



18 months 3 years 

Maternal 
responding Maternal 

responding 

Child 
Language 

Child 
Language 

*** 

*** 

*** 





Parents responsive Parents unresponsive 
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Presence of  
Neuro 
developmental 
risk  
(LBW; anoxia; 
smoking; gene 
polymorphisms 
 

Absence of  
Neuro 
developmental  
risk  
 

Jenkins, 2008 





!  The number of distal risks is critical 
!  More distal risks leads to more problematic 

parenting: less responsive and challenging AND 
more differential across siblings which in turn 
explains learning, emotional and health 
outcomes in children. 



Programs in pregnancy to reduce 
neurodevelopmental problems 
 
A focus on parenting in the first two years 
with subsequent boosters: responsivity/
challenge and non-reactivity 
 
Target high cumulative risk families 





!  Off the shelf: We adapt to the context but 
keep program fidelity 

!  Experimenting with our children: Exactly the 
opposite. 

!  Problems with roll out: let’s solve them 

My opinion: build our programs 
and social policy on the highest 
scientific evidence: RCTs 



Nurse-family 
partnerships, 

Olds 2007 

Playing and 
learning 
strategy 

Landry, 2006 

Triple P  
Prinz, 
Sanders, 
2009  

Incredible 
Years, 

Webster-
Stratton; 

Scott et al., 
2007 

Prenatal 
and 
infancy 

Toddlers 



Home 

School Neighbourhood 

Extracurricular 

At the macro level the processes we 
need to deal with are clustering of 

disadvantage to support the parenting 
role Randomized 

control trials 
 

Income 
support 
Huston 
 

Example of 
the Nordic 
Countries 
 
 



!  Cumulative distal risk influences family 
relationships 

!  Relationships (responsivity/challenge AND 
differential reactivity) influence the way that the 
brain develops 

!  These processes occur in parent, sibling and 
teacher relationships. 

!  Child characteristics contribute 
!  The supports that we develop for families need 

to help in the DECOUPLING OF RISK to capitalize 
on resilience 

!  The value of approaches that have been trialed. 


