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Healthful Relationships for Healthy Families and Children  
 
The Situation  
During early childhood, children’s brains are developing at a rate unequaled through the rest of their lives. Children’s 
ongoing interactions, primarily with adult caregivers, form the basis for how their neurological pathways are constructed 
and how their brains process emotional, cognitive, and sensory information. In addition, when children live in nurturing 
environments they increase their success in school, ability to build relationships, and build a path for future life success. 
 
By focusing on what adults can do to advance positive brain development in children, we can provide opportunities for 
caregivers to build better brains and provide positive nurturing environments that allow children to work collaboratively, 
get along with other people, and control one’s emotions. These are the skills most valued in the future job market, in 
family relationships, and in personal health and well-being. 
 
What We Did 
Extension professionals spearheaded efforts to provide evidence-based programming across Kansas to help families, 
caregivers, and early childhood professionals become proficient in supporting positive neurological development in 
young children. Program Include:  
 
• Better Brains for Babies, a collaboration with the University of Georgia, 

which focuses on a strengths-based approach to parenting and childcare 
(e.g., “let us make smarter kids!”) instead of a deficit-based approach to 
parenting and childcare (e.g., “you need training”).  

 
• Strengthening Families Program 7-17, a program that emphasizes the 

parenting skills of bonding, setting boundaries, and monitoring, is 
designed for parents who desire to improve family relationships and to 
keep their kids safe from alcohol and drug use.  K-State Research and 
Extension currently has 18 individuals trained to implement the program.  

  
Other programs offered include Together We Can, Relationships Smarts, Suddenly In Charge, Bonding Thru Board 
Games, StoryWalk©, mental health initiatives, and efforts to increase access to child care across the state of Kansas.  
 
Outcomes 
Participants in these trainings increased their own understanding of neurological development, the importance of 
positive and intentional adult-child interaction, and how to mitigate the effects of stress and trauma on young children. 
Further, these trainers are now providing their own audiences with these skill-building resources, and effecting change 
in their own communities: 
 



- The mental health presentation that took place at Clifton-Clyde High School reached over 300 individuals. Of those that 
completed surveys, 92% reported an increase in knowledge on depression and 88% felt the presentation helped them 
recognize it is okay to ask for help or how to help someone in their life if needed.  
 
- After completing the Strengthening Families Program 7-17, a family member was able to find housing and  
a job in addition to improving relationships with the children.   
 
- Over the past two years, I have worked within our school districts to offer education resources and healthy snack 
options. This year we had a positive change reflected on the county healthy rankings. 
 
Success Story 
The Grooming Project is a program of Empowering the Parent to Empower the Child (EPEC), a 501c3 nonprofit in Kansas 
City, MO devoted to helping impoverished families become self-reliant 
through job training in the high-demand, high-pay trade of pet grooming. 
The Grooming Project’s education-based approach not only financially 
empowers single parents in poverty through equipping them with 
credentials in a competitive market, but it also ensures that they focus on 
improving their family’s future as a whole through parenting and budgeting 
classes, mental health support, life skills courses, and other needed medical 
services coordinated with many local organizations. 
 
The Program created life skills component to work with the parents in the 
program and they are all required to complete the Strengthening Families 
Program 7-17.  This has been an on-going partnership and many parents 
have successfully completed the program.  
 
One participant described how the program challenged the parenting style she had experienced in her youth: “Up until I 
came into this program, the cycle was just repeating itself over and over and over. I was a yeller … I was very 
inconsistent in my discipline. Or very inconsistent in any kind of positive 
reinforcement, too. So, I do believe that we still have some stuff that we 
will always need to work on, but I think that the cycle has changed.” 
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