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Often, there is a new initiative, approach or strategy that is touted as the silver 
bullet for changing the trajectory and outcomes for young children, particularly 
the most vulnerable. Many of the approaches or strategies focus on changing 
the individual. The complexity and uniqueness of the individual child and the 
interdependence and relationship to their family, community and the larger world, 
impact and shape the ultimate outcome for that child. It is shortsighted to imagine 
that if we focus on the individual, we will save more than a few. If we want to save 
more, we must focus on a holistic approach. The holistic approach conceptualizes a 
child nestled within a family system, the family system nested within a community 
system, and the community system nested within a larger ecological system.1 This 
approach endorses systems and policies that interact with families of children from 
birth to age eight, and acknowledges the cumulative impact of health, housing, 
education, community and parental economic factors, during this critical period for 
development. A holistic approach advocates for families and communities to have 
sufficient resources and investments that afford multiple layers of support. These 
multiple supports build a strong foundation and maximize the possibility that 
children will be on track for personal and academic success by third grade.2 

This interdisciplinary approach is not a new strategy. It has been used to advance 
policies and system changes that promote ample investments for children, 
birth through age eight, for more than 50 years. Over decades, research has 
supported the holistic approach based on positive outcomes achieved by Head 
Start, Chicago Child and Parent Centers (CPC), Perry Preschool, home visiting 
and other programs.3 These models demonstrate that if you focus on the young 
children within their family and community, there are increased short-term 
positive outcomes and larger sustained impacts for a lifetime.4 Head Start and the 
CPC demonstrated the efficacy of supporting families - working on high school 
and college completion, increasing parents’ employment skills - while children 
attended high quality, full-day early childhood programs.

And, there is a new interdisciplinary movement, called “dual” or “two generation” 
approach that is receiving national interest and substantial philanthropic funding. 
The focus of the dual generation approach is to provide investments to increase 
parents’ GED completion, improve their employment and life skills, support their 
acquisition of post-secondary education and career training and, simultaneously, 
provide high quality educational experiences for their children. The lack of 
resources in the current environment has created an urgency to utilize strategies 
for interdisciplinary cross collaboration and a willingness to leverage tools, often 
technology, designed to share resources and information across generations.

The holistic approach conceptualizes 
a child nestled within a family system, 
the family system nested within a 
community system, and the community 
system nested within a larger ecological 
system. This approach endorses systems 
and policies that interact with families 
of children from birth to age eight, and 
acknowledges the cumulative impact of 
health, housing, education, community 
and parental economic factors, during this 
critical period for development. 
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How would we visualize and structure systems differently if we took a holistic 
approach to early childhood? We would develop a comprehensive early childhood 
system at the state and federal levels that includes healthcare, education, housing, 
childcare, child welfare and parental economic security that is cohesive, family-
friendly and integrates all supports needed from birth to eight.

Our health system would provide universal access to affordable physical, dental 
and mental health services, particularly for the first eight years of a child’s critical 
development. Families would successfully access the healthcare system that 
would have multiple entry points and be connected to community resources and 
supports. This seamless system would ensure that parents receive preventative 
care so they are at optimal health before conception; prenatal and parental 
education during pregnancy; postnatal access to universal screening and home 
visiting; and education on developing lifetime family wellness practices.

Our state education systems would be coordinated and aligned from birth to age 
eight with public-private healthcare systems to provide referrals, education and 
ongoing support to families. Home visiting systems for families with children, 
from birth through age five, would work in concert with family healthcare and 
private health providers to provide education on preventive, prenatal and 
postnatal care. Birth to preschool programs would provide education for families 
and communities on the importance of physical, cognitive and social emotional 
development for children, and the resources to support that development would 
be available. Community schools would link with agencies to provide onsite 
resources and services for both students and community members.

According to a recent report from the National Center for Children in Poverty, 
“there are almost 24 million children under the age of six living in poverty.”5 
Families with children under six are one of the fastest growing populations living 
in poverty, facing homelessness and other challenges during a critical period of 
physical and emotional development for children. Poverty is a huge risk factor 
that impacts the ability of families to physically and emotionally nurture young 
children, increasing housing insecurity and transience during a time when families 
and children need stability, predictability and minimal household stress.

The National Center on Family Homelessness indicates young children whose 
families are homeless experience significantly higher rates of chronic illness, have 
higher rates of emotional and behavioral health issues and developmental delays.6 
The reauthorization of the federal Child Care Development Block (CCDB) 2014 
grant mandates that states develop policies on ensuring homeless families with 
young children are able to access early childcare programs. Negative outcomes 
could be significantly reduced with a housing policy that collaborates to assist 
families in registering their children in high quality childcare, finding affordable 
housing and prioritizing homeless (and other) families with young children for 
additional subsidies.
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The reauthorization of CCDB also provides clear recommendations for all states 
to improve safety, training, monitoring and family-friendly access to childcare 
information and data. The federal act requires states to develop state plans and 
signals an expectation of intentional cross collaboration among state agencies 
and across public-private partnerships. A holistic, interdisciplinary early childhood 
system would support the growing federal expectation that state systems work 
together. 

Recent research suggests that the very youngest children are the fastest growing 
population entering the child welfare system, and those infants and toddlers 
remain in the system the longest.7 A child welfare system integrated and aligned 
with other early childhood systems would have home visiting and mental health 
services, as well as supports for families fostering the youngest children.8 An 
intentional plan would encourage attachment relationships between primary 
caregivers/foster parents with infants, toddlers and young children would 
reduce the number of placements, prioritizing stability. The child welfare system, 
preschool programs and the Head Start system would collaborate to ensure there 
were preschool, childcare and early/ Head Start slots allocated to children in the 
foster care system.

Lastly, public-private systems would work together to leverage investments that 
increase parental stability through Earned Income Tax Credits (EITC) and childcare 
tax credits; increase childcare subsidies; raise the minimum wage; provide paid 
parental leave; promote affordable housing and develop dual generational 
programs that ensure parents have employment that offers a living wage and 
benefits. 

This holistic approach requires coordination across systems of care, and is more 
complex than focusing on individual solutions. And, it will likely take more time to 
implement. However, it is an approach with the potential to change the lives of the 
most vulnerable children, their families and communities, and create sustained, 
long-term positive outcomes for our future.
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