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Living conditions, toxic stress, and child development 
Professor: Delphine Collin-Vézina, Director of the Nicolas Steinmetz and Gilles Julien Chair in Community 
Social Pediatrics, professor at the School of Social Work, McGill University. 
 

Course content 
This course focuses on the diverse considerations concerning the difficult living conditions to which children 
and families in vulnerable situations are exposed. In line with cumulative risk models, research now suggests 
that the additive effect of several risk factors increases a child's vulnerability. There is a significant 
correlation between the number of risk factors to which a child is exposed and the severity of impact on the 
child’s development. Furthermore, such impacts can endure well into adulthood. 
 
After an introduction to social pediatrics in the community, this course will first deal with the different 
dimensions of child development. We will then present the notion of toxic stress to explain its influence on 
the development and life trajectory of children in vulnerable situations. Indeed, toxic stress, which is almost 
omnipresent in families living in difficult living conditions, causes prolonged and excessive activation of the 
physiological stress response system. We will see how toxic stress can derail a child's physical and 
psychological development whether it occurs in the prenatal or postnatal period. We will then look at the 
various disorders that can occur when the child's development is compromised by difficult living conditions. 
In this regard, we will discuss the elements that affect the child's psychological development and mental 
health, behavioural disorders as well as anxiety disorders. We will see the extent of the phenomenon of 
different forms of child abuse that expose children to toxic stress. We will then explain how complex trauma, 
a consequence of toxic stress, has a significant impact on the problems that children can develop. Finally, we 
will see how the characteristics of various environments, urban, rural, and indigenous, affect child 
development. 
 

Course Outline 
The course consists of seven mainly asynchronous modules that include various activities among the 
following: 

✓ Viewing presentations 
✓ Reading 
✓ Formative learning activities 
✓ Discussion Forum 
✓ Evaluation activities 
✓ Synchronous presentations 

 

Module 1 - Introduction to Community Social Pediatrics 
Dr. Gilles Julien, Pediatrician and Founder of the Community Social Pediatrics Model 
 
Learning objectives 

✓ Identify key concepts in Community Social Pediatrics. 
✓ Become familiar with the different stages of the service continuum. 
✓ Identify the values specific to Community Social Pediatrics. 
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Module 2 - Child Development 
Marie-France Marin, Professor, Département de psychologie à l’UQAM, researcher at the Centre de 
recherche de l’Institut universitaire en santé mentale de Montréal, associate professor, Département de 
psychiatrie et d’addictologie de l’Université de Montréal. 
 
Learning Objectives 

✓ Describe the basics of child development in different aspects: cerebral, physical, cognitive, 
emotional. 

✓ Establish links between the development of certain functions and their influence on the subsequent 
development of other functions. 

✓ Describe sensitive period. 

Module 3 – Stress 
Marie-France Marin, Professor, Département de psychologie à l’UQAM, researcher at the Centre de 
recherche de l’Institut universitaire en santé mentale de Montréal, associate professor, Département de 
psychiatrie et d’addictologie de l’Université de Montréal. 
 
Learning Objectives 

✓ Explain the basics of stress 
o Identify the types of stressors 
o Identify biological reactions to stress 
o Specify the impacts on the body and brain 

✓ Describe the impacts of stress during pre- and post-natal development 
✓ Identify the impacts of chronic stress on cognitive and emotional functioning 

Module 4 - Links between difficult living conditions and functional 

disorders in child development.    
✓ Identify and understand the potential impacts of difficult living conditions on child development 

(attachment, adaptation, development, and behavioural functional disorders), as well as on adult 
functioning, health, and life expectancy.   

✓ Identify the levers advocated by a proximity comprehensive health model for children in vulnerable 
situations to reduce or eliminate sources of stress. 

This module has 3 sections 
 
Section 1 - ADHD and Behavioural Disorders 
Foundation Dr Julien in partnership with Dr. Leila Ben Amor, child psychiatrist, Université de Montréal, Dr. 
Anne-Marie Bureau, family doctor, Director of the Community social pediatrics Center of Gatineau and 
Vieux-Hull and Maude Julien, nurse, Director of the Community social pediatrics Center of Lévis. 
 
Learning objectives 

✓ Recognize and distinguish the manifestations of attention and behavioural disorders.  
✓ Describe the comorbidities that may accompany these disorders. 
✓ Recognize the biological and environmental sources of these disorders in children in highly 

vulnerable situations. 
✓ Describe the levers used in community-based social pediatrics to intervene on these issues. 



Living conditions, toxic stress, and child development 2021-04-19 5 

 
Section 2 - Psychological Development and Mental Health 
Dr. Clothilde Hamion, child and adolescent psychiatrist and psychotherapist, Foundation Dr Julien.  
 
Learning objectives 

✓ Become familiar with the 5 factors influencing child development 
✓ Become familiar with the concept of interdependence between the child and the primary caregiver. 
✓ Identify the impact of the psychic pathology of the primary caregiver on the child's development 
✓ Become aware of the intertwining of symptoms among the different disorders that can affect 

children. 

Section 3 - Anxiety Disorders 
Dr. Clothilde Hamion, child and adolescent psychiatrist and psychotherapist, Foundation Dr Julien. 
 
Learning objectives 

✓ Explain the continuum between physiological fear and anxiety disorders. 
✓ Discuss how the five factors influencing child development affect the development of anxiety 

symptoms. 
✓ Explore prevention and intervention measures used in Community Social Pediatrics to address 

anxiety symptoms. 

Module 5 – Child Abuse and Neglect 
Delphine Collin-Vézina, Director of Nicolas Steinmetz and Gilles Julien Chair in Community Social Pediatrics. 
Nico Trocmé, Director of the School of Social Work and the Philip Fisher Chair in Social Work at McGill 
University. 
Sarah Dufour, Professor, École de psychoéducation, Université de Montréal. 
Chantal Lavergne, Researcher, School of Social Work, Université de Montréal. 
 
Learning objectives 

✓ Understand the ecology of child abuse and neglect  
✓ Become familiar with legal aspects and different approaches in situations of abuse  

Module 6 - Complex Trauma 
Delphine Collin-Vézina, Director of Nicolas Steinmetz and Gilles Julien Chair in Community Social Pediatrics. 
 
Learning objectives 

✓ Define complex trauma and expose its prevalence in our societies 
✓ Identify the after-effects of complex trauma and their impact on the development of children and 

adolescents.  
✓ Distinguish how the trauma-based approach calls for a cultural shift in child intervention.  
✓ Describe the ARC method, which structures a global approach to intervene with the adults 

surrounding the child and with the child himself or herself, which ultimately aims to integrate 
traumas.  
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Module 7 - Urban, Rural and Indigenous Environments 
Dr. Alena Valderrama, Professor, École de santé publique - Département de médecine sociale et préventive, 
Université de Montréal 
Dr. Michelle Houde, Resident-doctor, département de santé publique et médecine préventive, Université de 
Montréal 
Dr. Kent Saylor, Director of the Indigenous Health Professions Program, McGill University  
 
Learning objective 

✓ Draw links between social geographies and the development and overall health of children (urban, 
rural, indigenous) 

 


