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Executive Summary
The core background of brain and child development is comprised of seven key elements that are
based on decades of economic and neuroscience research. We know that:
1. Healthy brain and child development is the foundation of prosperous communities
2. Brains are built from the bottom-up, with simple skills coming “online” first, followed by
more complex skills.
3. Genes and experiences together build healthy brain architecture. The most important
positive factor is social interaction, the back and forth interactions between an infant and
their primary caregivers. These are called “serve and return” interactions.
4. Cognitive, social, and emotional development is inextricably intertwined. You cannot do
one without the others.
5. Toxic stress—the severe, continual, adverse experiences that children can sustain—
comes in the form of neglect and abuse. These damage brain architecture.
6. Resilience is not an innate characteristic of strength. In fact, resilience is built early in
child development through a combination of experiences that impact the brain
architecture controlling specific executive function skills needed to adapt to challenges
throughout a lifetime.
7. For many functions, the brain’s capacity for change decreases over time. There is a costeffectiveness factor, because even in cases when change can be produced later, it costs far
more than doing things correctly in the first place.
The development of sound policies that make economic sense, through the promotion of strong
families and communities, is informed by brain research. Here, we will emphasize the essential elements
of child-adult interactions, what skills make up executive functions and why are they so important to
promote, why taking action early is so critical, and how all of these factors come together to impact child
resilience.
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Keynote Speaker

Pat Levitt, Ph.D.
Dr. Levitt has held chair and institute directorships at University of
Pittsburgh Medical Center, Vanderbilt University and USC. Dr. Levitt
has been a National Institute of Mental Health MERIT awardee,
McKnight awardee, and has served as a member of the National
Advisory Mental Health Council for the National Institute of Mental
Health. He is an elected Fellow of the American Association for the
Advancement of Science (AAAS) and an elected member of the
National Academy of Medicine.
He is a Senior Fellow at the Center for the Developing Child at Harvard University, and serves as
Scientific Director of the National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, a policy council that
brings the best research from child development and neuroscience to assist state and federal policy
makers and private sector business leaders in making decisions regarding child program investment.1, 12

Moderator
Dianne Bystrom, Ph.D.
Dr. Bystrom, the director of the Carrie Chapman Catt Center for Women and
Politics at Iowa State University, has personal and professional experience in
covering, working in and studying political campaigns. She earned a B.A. in
journalism in 1975 from Kearney (NE) State College and an M.A. in
journalism and mass communication in 1982 and a Ph.D. in communication in
1995 from the University of Oklahoma. Her current research interests focus
on (1) the styles and strategies used by women and men political candidates in their television advertising,
websites and speeches and (2) the coverage of women candidates and political leaders by the media. She
is a frequent commentator about political and women's issues for state, national and international media.2
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Panelists
Janet Horras, M.A.
Janet Horras is executive director of the Iowa Department of Public Health's
Maternal, Infant and Early Childhood Home Visiting program. Horras
graduated from Marshalltown Community College and Buena Vista
University with a bachelor’s degree in human services. She then obtained a
master's in public administration from Upper Iowa University. Before taking
her current role, Horras was a state family support coordinator with the Iowa
Department of Management, a family development and self-sufficiency
program team leader and empowerment liaison with the Iowa Department of
Human Rights.3

Kere Hughes-Belding, Ph.D.
Dr. Hughes-Belding is an Associate Professor of Human Development and
Family Studies at Iowa State University. She has conducted research and
evaluations on various aspects of human health and development,
including evaluating the Iowa Department of Public Health’s Iowa
Maternal, Infant and Early Childhood Home Visiting Program and
research in the area of early education. Kere graduated from Washburn
University with a B.A. in psychology and went on to receive her M.A. in
Human Development and Family life and Ph.D. in Developmental
Psychology and Child Development from the University of Kansas.
Previously, Kere has been an Assistant Research Professor at the
University of Kansas.4

Carla Peterson, Ph.D.
Dr. Peterson is a Professor of Human Development and Family
studies and Associate Dean for Research and Graduate Education in
the College of Human Sciences at Iowa State University. Her
research interests include Head Start Evaluations, early childhood
education, and intervention implementation. Dr. Peterson graduated
from Iowa State University with a B.S. in Child Development. She
received an M.A. in Elementary Education from the University of
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South Dakota and holds a doctorate in Educational Psychology from the University of
Minnesota.5

Current State of Affairs in Iowa
According to the Iowa Department of Human Services, 4,380 cases of confirmed child abuse and
10,259 cases of unconfirmed child abuse occurred in 2014.6 As you will learn in this seminar, child abuse
and other risk factors can contribute to the development of toxic stress, which can sustain negative
lifelong effects. The Iowa Head Start Association reports that in the 2011-2012 school year, only 21
percent of head start participants enrolled before the age of 3, even though most brain development occurs
in the first three years.7 Brain development can be heavily affected by abuse and trauma in those first
three years, but the effects are also easier to reverse in that sensitive time period.
In Iowa, there are resources available for parents of young children. For example, the Quality
Rating System allows many child care providers to be rated on quality, where higher rated levels include
activities aimed at enhancing early development. Unfortunately, these childcare centers may not be
readily available in rural communities, and only a portion of these centers are working on development of
young children. While Iowa does have a Head Start Program, the earliest a child can enter is at age 3,
even though the most critical part of development happens before the third year.
Expanding early education to include younger children, target at risk families and rural
communities, and encourage child care providers to actively work to enhance toddler’s development can
improve children’s lives many years later and benefit Iowa’s current and future populations.8

More Information
Toxic Stress and Early Childhood Development
Toxic stress is the result of trauma or severe stress that can negatively affect the brain and its
development if left unchecked. Certain risk factors make a child more likely to experience toxic stress and
altered development. Delayed or poor development can lead to maladaptive behaviors that can negatively
affect children throughout their lives.
Research and studies have shown that early childhood care and education for at risk children can
combat the effects of toxic stress and lead to more positive outcomes later in life.
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These positive outcomes benefit more than just the children. For example, research has shown that
children in these
programs are less likely
to use welfare and more
likely to own a home.
The Perry Preschool
programs in the 1960s
in Michigan involved
randomly selected at
risk children from lowincome families to
participate in the
program.
Figure 1 (above) shows the results of the Perry Preschool Program.

Three and 4-year-olds went to school each morning and had home visits each night. Fifty-eight children
were in the program while 65 were in the control group. When the participants were 27, 117 of the
original 123 were interviewed. The children that participated in the program were more likely to graduate
high school, own a home and make more than $2000 per month. This has been partially explained by the
experimental group
increasing their selfregulation, motivation,
and task persistence.
Early childhood
programs have a
minimum $4 return for
every $1 spent.9

Figure 2 (above) shows a cost return analysis of three early education programs across the participant’s lifespan.

In summation, early childcare programs have tremendous positive effects for the children that
participated and their surrounding economy. However, most early childhood programs have been aimed
at children around the ages of 3 or 4, even though we know that ages 0-3 are critical years in brain
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development. Toxic stress experienced in this time period can lead to less than optimal brain development
that can last a lifetime if left uncorrected.
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Family Impact Seminars
The Family Impact Seminars have provided state policymakers with nonpartisan, solution-oriented
research on family issues for over twenty-five years. Based at Purdue University in Indiana, the Seminars
now connect legislators with valuable information on topics including education, welfare reform, and job
creation in twenty-one states and the District of Columbia.
The Family Impact Seminars are a series of presentations, briefing reports, and discussion sessions for
state policymakers that (a) build greater respect for and use of research in policy decisions, and (b)
encourage policymakers to examine the family impact of policies and programs. This proven and
efficient model for turning good research and analysis into policy is currently operating in 24 states and
the District of Columbia. We believe that improving communication between the research and policy
communities will benefit policymakers, families, higher education, philanthropic organizations, and the
citizenry.
Policymakers are the most proximate beneficiaries of the Family Impact Seminars. State legislators say
they are hungry for objective information and analysis. Policymakers report that the Family Impact
Seminars have increased their knowledge of research on family issues in ways that have shaped the
development and enactment of public policies. Moreover, the Seminars bring to policymaking an
essential quality that is first learned in families—commitment to others. Focusing on commitment to
others and ultimately to the common good has the potential to counter the individualistic, self-serving
agendas forwarded by lobbyists and special interest groups.
Families benefit when policymakers take family considerations into account in their decisions, yet no
group consistently represents family interests. Policies shape the conditions in which families operate,
and thereby influence the important functions that families perform for their members and society (e.g.,
raising the young, providing economic support, and caring for the ill, disabled, and elderly). Many
professionals focus on the important work of making changes one family at a time. However, working in
the policy arena bring substantial public attention and resources that can making sweeping changes and
potentially benefit countless families in a jurisdiction, state, or nation.
Higher education has been criticized for being out-of-touch, out-of-date, and divorced from society’s
most pressing problems (Kellogg commission, 1999). Making a commitment to the Family Impact
Seminars sends a powerful message about the academy’s commitment to providing data and analysis that
can help solve societal problems. Policymakers also experience firsthand the value of education just as
other students do. Moreover, these efforts will serve as a catalyst for research in an understudied area—
how policymakers use research in their decision making and what types of information are most useful for
policy decisions.
The Family Impact Seminars provide the philanthropic community with an opportunity to help shape a
national initiative of an unprecedented nature—building state-by-state capacity for family-centered
policymaking. In so doing, philanthropists can maximize their investment in generating policy-relevant
research and analysis by taking the next step of disseminating this research to policymakers. The
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Seminars have built a solid reputation as a trusted knowledge broker across a number of family issues.
Rather than developing separate interests groups for each issue in every state, the Seminars have an
infrastructure in place that provides an efficient mechanism for bringing family research to the attention
of policymakers.
Finally, the citizenry benefit from good government and good policy. If policymakers use rigorous
research and dispassionate analysis to inform their decisions, more effective and efficient policies may
result. This could help restore confidence in the democratic process and counter a growing cynicism
among Americans that politics is “more polarized, short-sighted, fragmented—and often less intelligent
than it should be” (Smith, 1991, p. xxi). Because families appeal to policymakers of all political
persuasions, promoting a family perspective in policymaking has the potential to build common ground
where it exists.
Iowa Family Impact Seminars (IFIS) is centered at Iowa State University and is led by Dr. Mack Shelley.
IFIS provides Iowa’s legislators with nonpartisan research on issues specific to Iowa. IFIS held its first
seminar in 2009 and has held seminars on topics that range from growing businesses to poverty in Iowa.
For more information, please visit us online at www.iowafamilyimpactseminars.org.
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