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Young children’s healthy social and emotional development is critical to school readiness
and positive long-term outcomes."** Although most children progress in their
development without any significant challenges, research exposing high rates of
preschool expulsion® coupled with estimates suggesting that one in ten young children
exhibit problem behaviors® underscore that this is not the case for all children. One
approach to addressing challenging behaviors that is gaining in popularity is early
childhood mental health consultation (ECMHC).

ECMHC is characterized by a professional consultant with mental health expertise
working collaboratively with early care and education staff/programs (e.g., child care
centers, Head Start programs, family day care homes) and families to improve their
ability to prevent, identify, treat and reduce the impact of mental health problems among
children from birth to age 6.° Essentially, ECMHC is an indirect, capacity-building
approach. Another hallmark of ECMHC is its comprehensive focus, which addresses
promotion of social emotional health and prevention of behavioral problems in addition
to intervention for children already exhibiting challenging behavior. Mental health
consultants typically provide two types of consultation: 1) child- or family-centered
consultation, which aims to address the needs of an individual child who is exhibiting
challenging behaviors or whose social emotional well-being may be at risk due to a
family crisis (e.g., death in the family, divorce); and 2) programmatic consultation, which
focuses on improving the overall quality of the early care and education (ECE) program
and/or assisting the program to solve a specific issue that affects more than one child,
staff member and/or family.’

Preliminary research findings suggest that ECMHC does yield positive outcomes for
children, ECE staff and programs;"’ however, more research is needed to develop a solid
evidence base and provide guidance on which aspects of consultation are critical for
achieving desired outcomes. To assist states and communities in their efforts to conduct
high-quality evaluations of ECMHC programs and contribute knowledge to the field,
researchers from Georgetown University, Johns Hopkins University, and Portland State
University developed an evaluation toolkit (available at http://gucchd.georgetown.edu/).
This toolkit is also a useful resource for those considering how to structure consultation
programs.
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