







In recent years, important attention has been paid to the concept of toxic stress and its impact on children’s development and families’ wellness. As scientific understanding of toxic stress grows, communities across the country are finding ways to prevent and respond to toxic stress in the lives of community members, particularly young children and their families. 
Adverse childhood experiences (often referred to as ACEs) refer to environmental stressors that many of our young children and their families face. The more adversity a child experiences, the more likely he/she will have a toxic stress response. Approximately 31% of children in our community experience 2 or more ACEs, putting them at risk for learning difficulties, behavioral problems, and poor academic achievement as well as poor physical health and mental illness. Adults with more adverse experiences in childhood are also more likely to have health problems, including alcoholism, depression, heart disease, and diabetes.




A toxic stress response is the strong, frequent, and/or prolonged activation of the body’s stress response system without adequate protective relationships and other mediating factors. Stressors may include individual experiences of adversity, as well as family and community circumstances that cause a sense of serious threat or chaos. 

The effects of toxic stress can be seen in a wide range of poorer outcomes for individuals and populations in learning, behavior, and health. Left unmitigated, these effects can occur over the course of an individual’s life and can even affect subsequent generations. In addition, a toxic stress response in pregnant women, infants, and young children is of particular concern because of the potential disruption in brain architecture and other organ systems during a critical period of growth and development. Toxic stress in utero and early in life can have far-reaching effects on physical, cognitive, social, and emotional development.

Types of Stress
Stressors are the experiences that are perceived to be challenging or threatening. There are 3 types of stress: positive, tolerable, and toxic. It is important to remember everyone at some point in time will experience stress. Providing families with concrete supports, social connections, knowledge of parenting and child development, and promoting children’s social emotional competence will help increase resilience. These supports are known as protective factors.  When protective factors are in place, the impact of stress is lessened on the family. 
Reflection Activity:
Think about a time you went through a stressful situation. 
What did you do? What things could have helped to lessen 
the stress? 
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___________________________________________

___________________________________________
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Reflection Activity

Identify the typical situations that occur in your program that could produce opportunities for children to experience positive stress. What are some practices you can put in place for families to help children learn from these experiences? _____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Reflection Activity

Having someone in your life that has experienced similar challenges can be a source of support when going through a crisis. Why do you think this is? What are some similar challenges that many of your families face?
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________


Reflection Activity

What are some physical and or emotional indicators that a family is experiencing toxic stress? 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
IMPACT OF PROTECTIVE FACTORS ON REDUCING STRESS





Unfortunately, it is not possible to reduce the adversity and stress that many families experience.  However, there are strategies to help lessen the impact of stress. Strengthening Families Protective Factors nurture the resiliency and wellness of the entire family. Families who are connected to reliable networks of support are better positioned to respond to crisis and adversity. By promoting protective factors for families, you are helping to ensure that stress does not have a lasting impact on the child’s development and future learning.


For more information about ACEs and local resources for lessening the impact of adversity on young children and their families go to: Joiningforcesforchildren.com�
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What is stress? Stress is a feeling of being overwhelmed, worried, tense, or feeling extreme sadness. Stressors refer to the challenging life experiences that trigger the feelings of being overwhelmed, worried, or extreme sadness. 


Types of stress 


Positive stress: Transitions, first day at a new school or job, meeting new people, failing test, new places.


Tolerable Stress: Death of a loved one, automobile accident, illness, discrimination. 


Toxic stress: Child abuse and neglect, family violence, generational poverty, parental addictions, maternal depression.





Positive stress is experienced when there is a brief stress reaction due to challenging life events. This type of stress is the most common stress and cannot be avoided. Positive stress is beneficial because it develops a coping mechanism to help promote a healthy response to anticipated stress. In addition, positive stress allows the child the opportunity to regulate their emotions during stressful events. Having knowledge of social emotional competence of children allow the child to navigate positive stress in an appropriate manner. Partnering with parents can help decrease the impact of stress. 





Tolerable stress is experienced when there are several challenges that are stronger and for longer periods of time. Tolerable stress can result in bodily changes. Some of the physical changes that could occur during this level of stress are headaches, changes in sleep patterns (sleeps too much, or sleeps too little), aches and pains, illness, injuries, and digestive issues. Tolerable stress can turn into toxic stress if a family has not fostered positive relationships, and environments to help support and buffer the stressors. Having a strong connection to other adults going through similar challenges can help a family feel supported. Connecting families to other adults where caring and trusting relationships are developed is a strategy to help lessen stress.








Toxic stress is experienced when the stressors are intense, with uncontrollable events or conditions occurring. The stress experienced is strong, frequent, and prolonged. A biological change occurs during toxic stress. This type of stress can cause deep impact on a child’s development. Children who experience toxic stress may never get an opportunity to return to a calm state. The child can stay on a continual cycle of high alert and will cause them to have difficulties regulating their emotions and being acclimated into a social environment.  Most adults and children experiencing toxic stress do not have positive and supporting adults in their life to help buffer the impact of the stress. By helping parents build their resiliency, you can help the family cope through such challenging times in their life. 
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