
 
What is the School Readiness Committee?  

School readiness is foundational across early childhood systems and programs. It means children are 
ready for school, families are ready to support their children's learning, and schools are ready for 
children. Head Start views school readiness as children possessing the skills, knowledge, and attitudes 
necessary for success in school and for later learning and life. Physical, cognitive, social, and emotional 
development are all essential ingredients of school readiness. Managers, teaching staff, caregivers, 
family advocates, and families can learn more about creating enriching and supportive learning 
environments for young children 0 to 5 years of age. 

What do we do?  The School Readiness 
Committee at Children First reviews and 
analyzes progress toward the agency school 
readiness goals for children. The committee 
also plans curricular enhancements and 
activities for families and children. 

Who participates in this committee? 
Interested staff and parents from across the 
agency, including managers, coordinators, 
specialists, family service staff, policy 
council and board of directors, and any 
interested community stakeholders. 

What have we done this school year?  We have planned family engagement opportunities and 
authentic partnerships with parents and families by becoming knowledgeable and using the Head Start 
Parent, Family and Community Engagement Framework. We talked about the importance of home visits 
and parent/teacher conferences. 

During the holiday months, starting in November, we bring to everyone’s attention the importance of 
including and respecting every family’s traditions. 

What’s next? Join us on January 29 for an interactive conversation exploring how Children First and Head 
Start create responsive curricula that support school readiness. 

If you have any questions about the School Readiness Committee, please contact Flora Oynick, Curriculum and Instruction Coach. 
foynick@childrenfirst.net. 
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Building Language through Connection at Any Time of Year 
Holidays and special celebrations like birthdays often bring a 
change of pace: busy schedules mixed with quieter moments, 
family traditions, and time spent together. For young children, these 
moments aren’t just memories in the making; they are powerful 
opportunities for growth. The simple interactions we share every 
day play a critical role in developing communication, social, and 
imagination skills, especially in the early years of life. 

Young children learn best through relationships. From birth, they 
are wired to connect. When caregivers talk, listen, sing, read, and 
play with their children, they are building the foundation for 
language development and emotional security. These back-and-
forth interactions, sometimes called “serve and return”, help 
children learn how communication works. A smile, a sound, a 
gesture, or a word from a child is the “serve,” and when an adult 
responds, the child learns that their voice matters. 

When special celebrations arrive it’s easy to think learning requires 
special activities or toys, but the most meaningful learning happens 
during everyday moments: 

• Talking about what you’re doing while cooking or decorating 

• Reading favorite books together and asking simple 
questions 

• Singing songs, nursery rhymes, or celebration music 

• Looking at family photos and naming people or places 

• Pretend play with dolls, trucks, or stuffed animals 

These shared experiences spark imagination and naturally 
encourage children to use sounds, words, gestures, and facial 
expressions. Even for children who are not yet talking, these 
moments help build understanding, attention, and connection: key 
building blocks for communication. 

Quality time doesn’t mean perfection, it means presence. Slowing 
down, following your child’s lead, and enjoying the moment sends 
a powerful message: You are seen. You are heard. Those feelings of 
safety and connection help children feel confident exploring 
language and interacting with others. 

As various special occasions arise, I encourage families to focus 
less on doing more, and more on being together. The memories 
created during simple, joyful moments often become the 
experiences that shape how children learn, communicate, and 
imagine the world around them. 

Wishing you many meaningful moments, shared smiles, and 
conversations, both big and small. 

Lindsay O’Connor, Early Intervention Coordinator, loconnor@childrenfirst.net   
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Hand, Foot and Mouth Disease 
Key points 

• Hand, foot, and mouth disease (HFMD) is common in children under 5 years old, but anyone can get it. 
• The illness is usually not serious, but it is very contagious. 
• To prevent spreading HFMD, wash your hands often, clean and disinfect surfaces, and avoid close contact 

with others. 
 

What it is: HFMD is a common illness that usually causes fever, mouth sores, and skin rash. It can spread quickly 
at schools and day care centers.  

Signs and symptoms: Most children have mild symptoms for 7 to 10 days. Symptoms may include: 

                                                

• Eating or drinking less 
• Feeling unwell 

 

• Fever 
• Sore throat 
• Painful mouth sores that blister 
• Rash commonly found on the hands and soles of 

feet, can also show up on buttocks, legs and 
arms 

• Complications from HFMD are rare. 

Who is at risk: 
• HFMD is most common in infants and children younger than 5 years old. 
• If you are pregnant, contact your doctor if you think you may have been exposed to HFMD. Complications 

from HFMD are rare. However, your own medical history and how far along you are in your pregnancy can 
affect the situation. 

How it spreads: HFMD is caused by viruses. A person infected with one of these viruses is contagious. This means 
they can pass the virus easily to other people. It can develop in 3-6 days. HFMD can spread through contact with: 

• Droplets with virus particles made after person sneezes, coughs, or talks 
• Objects and surfaces that have virus particles 
• Fluid from blisters 
• Poop 

Prevention: HFMD is very contagious. To help prevent catching or 
spreading HFMD: 
 

 

• Wash your hands often with soap and water for at least 20 
seconds, especially after changing diapers, using the toilet, and 
coughing, sneezing, or blowing your nose. 

• Help children wash their hands and keep blisters clean. 
• Avoid touching your face with unwashed hands, especially your 

eyes, nose, and mouth. 
• Clean and disinfect frequently touched surfaces and shared 

items, including toys and doorknobs. 
• Avoid close contact with an infected person, such as hugging or 

kissing them. 
 



Treatment and recovery:  HFMD is usually not serious. Most people get better on their own in 7 to 10 days with                                                          
or no medical treatment. You can take steps to manage symptoms while you or your child is sick. 
Managing symptoms at home 

• Relieve pain and fever. Take over-the-counter medications to relieve fever and pain caused by mouth sores. 
Never give aspirin to children. 

• Prevent dehydration (loss of fluids). You can take steps to relieve 
symptoms and prevent dehydration while you or your child are sick. Drink 
enough liquids. Mouth sores can make it painful to swallow, so your child 
may not want to drink much. Make sure they drink enough to stay 
hydrated. 
 

See a healthcare provider if your child: 
• Cannot drink well and you are worried they are dehydrated. 
• Has a fever that lasts longer than 3 days. 
• Has a weakened immune system (body's ability to fight germs and sickness). 
• Is having severe symptoms. 
• Has symptoms that do not improve after 10 days. 
• Is very young, especially younger than 6 months. 

 
When to return to school: Because HFMD is normally mild, children can continue to go to childcare and schools 
as long as they: 

• Have no fever for > 24 hours without using a fever reducing medication. 
• Are feeling well enough to participate in class. 
• Have no uncontrolled drooling with mouth sores. 
• Have no open/weeping blisters (have dried up) 
• Talk with your child’s healthcare provider if you are still not sure when it is okay for 
them to return. Sometimes, the local health department may require children with 
HFMD to stay home to control an outbreak.  

Lisa Augostini, Early Childhood Nurse, laugostini@childrenfirst.net  

 

 

Happy New Year! Did you know that some New Year's foods symbolize good fortune, often representing money, long 
life, or progress? Popular choices include pork (forward motion), greens like cabbage/collards (money), black-eyed 
peas/lentils (coins), and ring-shaped foods (coins/full circle) like cakes or pastries, while Asian traditions favor long 
noodles and rice for longevity and prosperity, and in Spain/Mexico, eating 12 grapes at midnight brings luck for each 
month.  

Lucky Foods by Symbolism: 
• Wealth & Money: 

o Greens: Cabbage, collards, kale (symbolize paper money). 
o Black-Eyed Peas/Lentils: Resemble coins. 
o Fish: Silver scales look like coins. 
o Cornbread: Golden color represents gold. 

• Long Life & Progress: 
o Pork: Pigs root forward, symbolizing progress. 
o Noodles: Long strands for long life. 
o Rice: Swells, representing abundance (Hoppin' John). 

   

• Sweetness & Fullness: 
o Honey & Sweets: A sweet 

year ahead. 
o Ring-Shaped Foods: Cakes, 

pretzels, or bundt cakes for a 
full circle of luck. 

o Pomegranates: Seeds for 
fertility and abundance 
(Greece).  
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Birth Defects Awareness 
January is National Birth Defects Awareness Month, a time to learn about birth defects and how they can affect children and families. A 
birth defect is a health condition that is present at birth and can affect how a child looks, grows, or functions. Some birth defects are visible, 
while others affect internal organs or development. This month is about raising awareness, supporting families, and giving children the care 
they need to thrive. 

What Are Birth Defects? Birth defects are health conditions present at or before birth. They can affect: 
• How a child’s body looks (like cleft lip/palate or limb differences) 
• How a child’s body works (like heart defects or digestive issues) 
• How a child learns or develops (like neural tube defects or certain genetic conditions) 

Some birth defects are diagnosed at birth; others may be noticed later as a child grows and reaches new milestones.  
 
Signs to Watch for in Young Children (0–5): Every child develops at a different pace, but here are some things to pay attention to and 
discuss with your pediatrician if you notice them: 

• Delayed milestones — such as not sitting, walking, or talking when expected 
• Trouble feeding or difficulty gaining weight 
• Unusual muscle tone — too floppy or too stiff 
• Breathing problems 
• Seizures or unusual movements 
• Vision or hearing concerns 
• Behavior or developmental concerns (e.g., not responding socially) 

If you notice anything that worries you, always talk with your pediatrician—early follow-up can lead to earlier support and care.  

How Birth Defects Can Affect Children- Birth defects vary widely in type and impact. Some children may need: 
• Regular check-ups and monitoring 
• Special medicines 
• Therapies (e.g., physical, speech, or occupational therapy) 
• Surgery or medical procedures 

Many children with birth defects grow up healthy and active with the right support. Early intervention and family partnership with medical 
professionals can make a meaningful difference.  

Tips for Parents 
• Keep regular well-child checkups — these help track development and catch concerns early. 
• Ask questions at appointments — it’s okay to ask your child’s doctor to explain anything you don’t understand. 
• Connect with support services — therapies, special education, and community resources can help your child reach goals. 
• Celebrate progress — even small steps are important victories! 
• Look out for signs of new concerns — and report them to your pediatrician. 

If your child is enrolled in our program and needs additional help or monitoring during the day, talk with your Family Advocate about 
whether we can assist or coordinate support.  

Trusted Resources You Can Visit 
Here are reliable links with more information about birth defects, early signs, support, and caregiving tips: 

• Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) – Birth Defects; https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/birthdefects/index.html  
• March of Dimes – Birth Defects; https://www.marchofdimes.org/complications/birth-defects.aspx  
• Birth Defect Research for Children (BDRC); https://birthdefects.org 
• National Organization for Rare Disorders (NORD); https://rarediseases.org 
• Genetic and Rare Diseases Information Center (GARD); https://rarediseases.info.nih.gov  

 

If you have concerns, questions, or need help with services or support, please reach out to your pediatrician or talk with your Family 
Advocate. We are here for you and your child. ����   

Champaigne Spivey, Health & Nutrition Manager; cspivey@childrenfirst.net  
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As we step into a new year, we do so carrying many things with us—stories from  
the year just ended, moments of joy and moments of exhaustion, successes we  
celebrate and challenges that still linger. For those of you who work every day with young 
children and families, and for those who walk alongside others in their mental health  
journeys, this turning of the calendar is more than a date. It is an invitation to breathe, to pause, 
and to remember why your work matters so deeply. 
 
Hope is often misunderstood as something loud or dramatic. But in your work, hope is quiet and 
persistent. It looks like showing up again after a difficult day. It sounds like a calm voice offered to 
a child who is dysregulated, or a gentle question asked of someone who feels unseen. It is the 
steady belief that growth is possible, even when it is slow, even when it is fragile. You plant seeds 
of hope every day—sometimes without ever seeing how or when they will bloom. 
 
The new year also offers us the gift of beginning again. For children, new beginnings come 
naturally. They fall, they get back up, and they try again. They remind us that learning and healing 
are not linear processes, but ongoing ones. As educators and service area professionals, you 
create environments where mistakes are safe, emotions are honored, and curiosity is 
encouraged. In doing so, you model for children—and for adults—that it is always possible to 
begin again with compassion. 
 
This year, may we also extend that same compassion to ourselves. Your work asks a great deal of 
you: patience, presence, emotional availability, and resilience. It is easy to focus on what still 
needs to be done or where we feel we have fallen short. A new year invites us instead to notice 
what we have already carried, and how we have grown because of it. Rest is not a reward for 
finishing the work; it is part of how the work continues. Caring for yourself is not separate from 
caring for others—it is essential to it. 
 
As we move forward, may this year be shaped by connection rather than perfection. May it be 
guided by curiosity rather than fear. May you find moments of joy in small victories: a child’s 
laughter, a breakthrough conversation, a quiet moment of understanding. These are not small 
things. They are the building blocks of resilience, trust, and healing. 
 
Thank you for the sacred work you do—work that often  
goes unseen but never goes unfelt. As this new year begins, 
may you be reminded that your presence matters, your  
care makes a difference, and your hope helps shape a more  
compassionate future. May this year bring renewed energy,  
deeper connection, and the quiet assurance that new  
beginnings are always possible. Wishing you a very happy,  
healthy, and blessed New Year.  
 
 
Kathryn Shea, LCSW, is a licensed clinical social worker and independent mental health consultant with Children First, Inc.  
 
 
 
 

A New Year Message of  
Hope and New Beginnings 
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