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New Careers in the Infant/Family Field

I. The Infant Mental Health Specialist

For more information, consult:  Weatherston, D. J. (2000).  The Infant Mental Health Specialist, Zero to Three, 21, 3-10.

Infant Mental Health Specialists (IMH) work with other professionals who have been trained in many disciplines, and they work at multiple service levels.  Some of the work that they do range from prevention and early identification of risks to intensive assessment and treatment of seriously emotional disturbances in parent-child relationships.  Usually a “clinical strategy” is used when working with infants, toddlers and families who come for help because of developmental concerns, situational stress or risks to the child and/or family.  IMH Specialists also can work as consultants to individuals and agencies working with children from birth to three and their families. 

Career involves being trained to incorporate a comprehensive, intensive and relationship-based approach to working with young children and families.  The IMH provides intervention based skills and strategies to help families improve their relationships and parenting of infants and young children.  

II. The Developmental Specialist in Pediatric Primary Care

For more information, consult:  Kaplan-Sanoff, M., Lerner, C., & Bernard, A. (2000).  New roles for developmental specialists in pediatric primary care.  Zero to Three, 21, 17 -  23.

Frequently, pediatricians are the first and only professionals that parents of infants and toddlers see.  Although surveys show that only friends and family are ahead of pediatricians in terms of who they turn to for guidance on their child’s development.  Yet, during the course of a pediatric exam, there is little time to spend on providing information about child development and advice on how to improve developmental outcomes.  

New programs, such as the “Healthy Steps for Young Children” brings in a child development specialist to the pediatric team to be the primary child development and family support resource for families.  Some of the roles of the child development specialist may be:

· Conducting office visits jointly with the pediatrician.

· Conducting home visits to support and enhance parent-child interactions.

· Preventing and helping parents manage common behavioral concerns related to early learning.

· Checking on children’s developmental progress.

· Facilitating parent groups.

· Fielding questions on the phone; providing referrals and follow-up.

Child Development Specialists come from a variety of fields (Social Work, Nursing, Education—including early care provides, special educators).

III. The Early Interventionist

For more information, consult:  Oser, C., & Ayankoya, B. (2000).  The early interventionist.  Zero to Three, 21, 24-31.


Early intervention involves providing specialized therapies and educational services to infants and toddlers with disabilities, and support to their families.  These services and supports typically are provided by a multidisciplinary team that works on behalf of the child and family.  The team could be made up of physical therapists, social workers, speech and language pathologists, psychologists, paraprofessionals, early childhood educators.  Special certification or other forms of credentialing may be required, depending upon the state.  The Early Interventionist frequently is the person who bridges the different disciplines on the team, works with the child and family (sometimes in the home), and coordinates services.

IV. The Early Head Start Worker

For more information, consult, Jerald, J. (2000).  The Early Head Start work force.  Zero to Three, 21, 32-36.

Early Head Start (EHS), the Head Start initiative that serves pregnant women and low-income families with infants and toddlers has as its mission to promote healthy prenatal outcomes for pregnant women, enhance the development of very young children, and promote healthy family functioning.  In order to fulfill its mission, EHS must find, train, supervise, support and retain competent staff at the local, regional, and federal level.  Every local EHS program director must meet this challenge.  Staff of the local programs need to know how to work with teen parents, fathers, grandparents, families of varying cultural backgrounds, and adults with special needs.  They need to be knowledgeable about many factors that can threaten the healthy development of very young children and families.  Local staff are infant/toddler child development direct service staff, healthy and mental staff, family support workers, supervisory staff, and administrative staff.  This initiative is growing so fast that there is desperate need for qualified workers.

