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In the last two decades, scientists have learned a lot about the power of experience to shape 

health and well-being throughout people’s lives, and across generations. Adverse Childhood 

Experiences (ACEs) powerfully influence how we respond to stress, our risk for disease and 

injury, and how we relate to ourselves and the world around us. Across the generations, we pass 

biologic and genetic “messages” that may have kept us safe at one time in history, and yet make 

life harder now. Intergenerational adversity and ACEs affect the child care and early childhood 

workforce, and can make parenting, and parent engagement, more challenging. This plenary will 

provide an overview of the science of adaptation and provide examples of policy and practice 

changes informed by ACE concepts. 

Executive Function Skills and Child Care Policy 

Development of Executive Function (EF) skills begins in early childhood, and continues through 

the third decade of life. Executive Function Skills enable us to do our most complex thinking 

and to set goals and take directed action to achieve them. EF skills include: response inhibition, 

working memory, emotional control, flexible thinking, sustained attention, task initiation, 

planning and prioritizing, organization, time management, goal-directed persistence, and meta-

cognition (thinking about thinking). Human beings have sensitive developmental periods when 

experience has tremendous impact on EF skill development. Two of those periods are early 

childhood and early parenting years (approximately ages 16-28). Child care professionals have 

opportunity to effect life-long improvements in EF skills for both the parent and child 

generations in the families they serve. 

Which EF skills become strong as a result of navigating household stress? Which EF Skills are 

less likely to be developed in the daily lives of people with high ACE Scores? We can get 

powerful clues about these questions by looking at the patterns in EF strengths across diverse 

audiences, including teen audiences from communities with very high ACE prevalence. For 

example, children who live in chaotic and sometimes dangerous environments may develop 

strengths in planning and prioritizing, but not have much chance to practice task initiation. In 

households where initiation means calling attention to oneself and thereby becoming a target for 

abuse, children may not get much of a chance to practice this skill. Patterns of EF strengths and 

challenges in these two groups (adults and teens) raise important questions and considerations 

for early childhood professionals. In this break-out session we will take a look at emerging data, 

work together to make meaning from that data, and discuss implications for the child care field.  

 


