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Endnotes

This information brief is designed to provide a foundational set of information for those who may not have formal
education in early childhood development and well-being but want to be effective and efficient in advocating
for policies that may affect children.
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According to Boston Children’s Hospital, the
main domains of child development are cognitive,
motor, language, social, and emotional! Birth to
age 5 is a critical period for development, where
the brain grows to about 90% of adult size. The
rapid brain growth that happens in the earliest
years of life requires care and intentional, well-
resourced support to ensure children have
equitable opportunities to thrive.

m Cognitive development refers to the process of
thinking, learning, understanding, and solving
problems.

® Motor development refers to moving and using
the body. Fine motor skills involve using the
small muscles in the hands, fingers and wrists.
Gross motor skills involve using larger muscles
in the arms, legs and torso.

B Language development refers to
communicating, talking, listening, and
conversing.

m Social development refers to relating to other
people.

® Emotional development refers to
understanding and interpreting feelings.

The CDC provides a guideline of developmental
milestones for children up to five years old.? (Also
see: Jean Piaget, a renowned psychologist in early
childhood development.)®

Using ChildTrends 2016 publication of Child Well-
Being* as well as information from ChildStats 2023
publication of Key National Indicators of Child
Well-Being; indicators of child well-being may
include:

B Cognitive and academic development: Levels
of school readiness, engagement with learning
and executive functioning, age appropriate
knowledge, and family member involvement.

B Socio-emotional/psychological
development: Emotional understanding, self
regulation, mental health, self efficacy.
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® Health and health care: Overall health status,
access to health care, sleep, self care.

® Physical environment and safety: Quality of
environment (e.g., water, air, lead exposure),
exposure to violent crime, injury, mortality.

m Social behaviors: Social competence and
skills (e.g., making friends, sharing), behavior
problems (e.g., aggression, defiance).

m Relationships: Safe, stable, nurturing
relationships (SSNR)¢ positive relationships
with peers and non-guardian caregivers
(e.g., teachers, babysitters), bridging social
connections.

It is important to recognize that children with
trauma or adverse childhood experiences (ACEs)’
may have difficulty with many of these domains
and indicators. Addressing this as soon as possible
through early intervention (EI)® programs can have
a tremendous effect on one's overall well-being.


https://cnd.bostonchildrens.org/resources/an-overview-of-child-development
https://cnd.bostonchildrens.org/resources/an-overview-of-child-development
https://www.cdc.gov/act-early/milestones/?CDC_AAref_Val=https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/milestones/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/act-early/milestones/?CDC_AAref_Val=https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/milestones/index.html
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK448206/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK448206/
https://www.childtrends.org/
https://cms.childtrends.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/2016-61ConstructsMeasureChildWellbeing.pdf
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https://www.mass.gov/info-details/about-massachusetts-early-intervention-ei

How can policy improve early childhood development

and well-being?

Public policy plays a critical role in shaping the
conditions under which young children grow,

learn, and thrive. Decisions made in areas such

as health care access, family support programs,
early education systems, housing stability, and
economic policy all directly influence children’s
developmental pathways. These policies determine
whether families have the resources, stability, and
opportunities they need to care for their children
during their most formative years of life.

When policymakers invest in strong early
childhood systems such as high-quality childcare,
comprehensive health services, and effective
family support, they create environments that
foster healthy brain development, social-emotional
growth, and long-term academic success. Policies
that reduce financial stress, promote community
well-being, and expand equitable access to
essential services help ensure that every child,

regardless of background, has a fair chance to
reach their full potential. Ultimately, prioritizing
early childhood through thoughtful and inclusive
policy design not only benefits individual children
and families but also strengthens communities,
reduces long-term social costs, and contributes
to a more resilient and thriving society for
generations to come.

Theories such as Bronfenbrenner's Ecological
Systems Model show that both direct and
indirect influences across different levels of
systems have an impact on one’s development.®
This model helps illustrate how children are
shaped not only by their immediate relationships
and environments, but also by broader social,
economic, and policy contexts. Understanding
these layered influences underscores the
importance of creating supportive systems that
work together to promote healthy development.

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory

Chronosystem
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Highlights of current programs and policies in
Massachusetts by state agency

Massachusetts Department of Early Education and Care (EEC)

Child Care Financial Assistance—Assistance provided to eligible Massachusetts families to pay for child
care and out of school time programs.

Commonwealth Cares for Children (C3)—Operational grant program for childcare providers that
provides funding for costs associated with supporting program operations and workforce investments,
such as improving program quality, increasing salaries and compensation, and paying rent, mortgage, and
utility bills.

Commonwealth Preschool Partnership Initiate (CPPI)—EEC funds local communities across the state
to develop partnerships between school districts and local early education and care programs to expand
access to high quality preschool.

Early Childhood Mental Health Consultation Program—Experts from regional mental health
organizations visit child care programs to advise staff on how best to support young children’s mental
health.

Massachusetts Department of Public Health (DPH)

Early Intervention—A program for children birth to three who have developmental delays or are at risk
of a developmental delay meant to support families and caregivers in enhancing the development of their
child.

MA Women Infants & Children (WIC)—A nutrition program that provides assistance to pregnant and
breastfeeding people, and their children to maintain health.

Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE)

Massachusetts Early Learning—Department at DESE that provides guidance and coordination around
policies and issues that relate to pre-kindergarten to grade three alignment initiatives in order to provide
high quality learning.

Children’s Trust

Child Sexual Assault prevention—Addressing the root causes of child abuse and neglect through
advocacy, legislation, and education.

Family Support—Helps families build the skills and connections that they need in order to nurture healthy
child development and strengthen co-parenting relationships.
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Critical questions to ask about policy and change:
®m What are current opportunities for improving existing policies?
®m What should a society's responsibilities be toward young children and their families?
®m What does a high-quality early childhood experience look like, and who gets to define it?
®m What investments are necessary to build a strong and sustainable early childhood system?
®m What does meaningful change look like in early childhood policy, and how do we measure progress?
m What barriers make it difficult to enact meaningful change in early childhood policy?

Answering these questions is essential because they prompt policymakers, advocates, and communities to
clarify what they believe young children deserve and how society should support them. These questions
help reveal underlying values, identify gaps in existing systems, and guide decisions about where resources
and attention should be directed. By engaging with these questions, stakeholders can deepen their
understanding of early childhood development and the interconnected factors—such as family well-being,
educator support, community conditions, and public investment—that shape children’s earliest experiences.
Ultimately, addressing these questions lays the foundation for creating policies that are thoughtful,
equitable, and responsive to the real needs of children and families.

How does Strategies for Children promote early
childhood well-being?

Strategies for Children (SFC) leads the way towards
meaningful change in early childhood systems
across Massachusetts by connecting people to

. Financially High-Quality Healthy
people, people to policy, and people to power. Secure Families Experiences Beginnings

For 25 years, SFC has been the lead advocate for
policy supporting young children, families and
educators, focusing primarily on early education

and care policy. By hosting the Early Childhood

Thriving Early Robust System
Agenda, and in collaboration with the broader Childhood Infrastructure and
Workforce Local Partnerships

early childhood community, SFC has embraced a
more holistic view of children, families, and the interconnected systems that serve them.

The Early Childhood Agenda is rooted in five action areas covering health, economic security, program
quality, and more. The goal is to provide children and their families with all the resources they need to
grow and thrive: from child care and early learning to healthcare, housing, food and everything in between.
SFC works to bring together statewide partners to turn these goals into action, coordinating conversations
among educators, community leaders, policymakers, and families to identify barriers and push for systems-
level change. By strengthening coordination across the early childhood system, SFC plays a meaningful

role in ensuring that more children and families in Massachusetts receive the support they need during the
earliest years of life.
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

These additional resources will contribute to the education of those who want to learn more about early
childhood development and well-being.

Early Childhood 101: A comprehensive website mapping the supports, services, and systems available to
Massachusetts families and children from birth through age five.

Children’s Behavioral Health Initiative: A Massachusetts state resource explaining the Children’s Behavioral
Health Initiative (CBHI), a program providing community-based behavioral and mental health services to
MassHealth-insured children and youth under age 21 and their families.

Massachusetts child development guidance for parents of young children: A parent-focused resource
from the Massachusetts Department of Early Education and Care (EEC) offering guidance to help caregivers
understand early childhood development from birth through preschool and practical tips and activities to
support healthy growth in areas like communication, cognition, physical health, and social-emotional well-
being.

Harvard University's Center for the Developing Child Key Concepts: A science-based resource from
Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University that explains the foundational “Key Concepts” in early
childhood development showing how early experiences, relationships, and environments shape brain
architecture, lifelong health, and well-being.

Resources for Early Learning: Offers free learning materials, lesson plans, and video-based training for
parents, caregivers, and educators aimed at supporting early childhood learning and development.

Find a licensed child care program: A Massachusetts state resource page offering a searchable directory
to help families locate licensed family, group, or school-age child care programs across the state, along with
information about licensing requirements and program types.

CDC Essentials for Childhood Framework: A public archive with CDC-published research, reports,
and public-health documents, including journal articles, guidelines, and data for use by researchers,
policymakers, and the general public.
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