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Screen Time & the Effects on Child Development

In today’s world, technology is everywhere. Tablets, phones, and
TVs can be convenient tools for learning or keeping little ones
entertained. However, when screens begin to replace hands-on
play, outdoor time, and social interaction, it can have a real impact
on a child’s development.

Young children learn best through movement, play, and face-to-
face interaction. These experiences build critical skills in language,
problem-solving, emotional regulation, and motor development.
When screen time takes the place of these opportunities, children
may struggle to meet milestones in areas such as speech,
attention, and social skills.

Excessive screen use has also been linked to increased behavioral
challenges. This includes frustration, difficulty transitioning away
from devices, shorter attention spans, and trouble managing
emotions. While it may seem harmless to hand a child an iPad
during dinner or car rides, frequent use can make it harder for
them to develop the patience and coping skills that come from
real-world experiences.

So, what can caregivers do?

o Set clear screen-time limits. The American Academy of
Pediatrics recommends no more than one hour of screen
time per day for children ages 2-5.

e Model balance. Let children see adults reading, talking, and
engaging without devices.

e Encourage active play and creativity. Build, draw, dance,
explore nature. Think about activities that spark
imagination and strengthen fine and gross motor skills.

o Prioritize connection. Eye contact, conversation, and
shared laughter are powerful learning tools no app can
replace.

As we support our youngest learners, let’s remember: the most
valuable “screen” in a child’s life is the smiling face of someone
who believes in them. Together, we can help children build healthy
habits and strong foundations for lifelong learning and success.

Lindsay O’Connor, Early Intervention Coordinator; loconnor@childrenfirst.net
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Preparing Young Children for a Happy Holiday Season

The upcoming holiday season brings the opportunity to gather with friends, family, and our community to
celebrate joyous traditions. While this is a time to reflect, honor traditions, and practice gratitude, it can
also be a time of travel, change, and busy schedules. For young children, the excitement and joy can be
overwhelming and stressful if we don’t adequately prepare them for whatis to come. These tips below can
help your family navigate the ups and downs of holiday season, so that everyone can embrace the quality
time, positive experiences, and creation of cherished memories together:

e Stickto routines as much as possible. During the busy months of
the holiday season, our schedules inevitably change. Children in
school take breaks, work schedules may become busier, and family
and community gatherings may become more prominent. While we
cannot control our schedules, we can support the young children
in our care by adhering to similar routines as we do throughout the
year. Routines are the daily non-negotiables in our lives— &
mealtimes, personal care and hygiene, and bedtime. While the
holiday season may alter the order in which these things are done,
and the time of day they occur, you can help your child by practicing
similar steps to keep routines consistent. For example, if your child typically takes a bath and reads a
story before bedtime, continue to do so even if the time has changed.

¢ Allow for—and embrace—flexibility! As much as routines are an important cornerstone of our health
and wellbeing, sometimes we cannot remain as consistent as we hope to be. During the holiday
season, the days may become busier than usual as we take part in the joys and celebrations of the
season. You can help yourself and your young child keep
a positive attitude by embracing the changes and
fluctuations in our daily lives. Sleep and wake times may
need to be adjusted; meals may be more indulgent than
usual and seeing friends and family may mean more 1118
unstructured play time. While it is ideal to remain as @ @ H : K

consistent as possible with daily routines and rules,

How to Reduce Holiday
Stress and Anxiety
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season, do your best to prepare children with what to
expect in the coming weeks and months by
acknowledging the changes (school breaks, family visiting town, travel plans), and explaining in simple
terms what to expect (i.e., Grandma will be staying in the house with us for a few days). For festivities
that may involve music, lights, and crowds, plan ahead by also explaining to your child what they can
expect and giving them opportunities to ask for breaks if they become overwhelmed. Simple tools like
fidget toys and over the ear headphones that muffle sounds can support young children who may
become overstimulated by noise and lights.
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Arianne Roberts, Mental Health Services Manager, akopacz@childrenfirst.net
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Here are two activities that are designed to help families connect, communicate, and enjoy the simple
moments that make the holidays bright.

Bright Moments

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEESR
Reflecting on good moments encourages families to
notice and celebrate positive experiences both big and
small. When families take time to notice what’s going
well, it helps everyone feel seen, valued, and
connected.

Materials:
e Anempty jar, box, or bowl
e Paper cut into small pieces
0 Post it notes, scrap paper, etc.
e Pens, pencils, or crayons

HOWtOdOIt' EEEEEEEEE SN EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEESDm

1. Optional: Decorate the jar, box, or bowl as a family with whatever
materials you have/choose.
2. Each day, invite family members to write or draw something positive
to add to the jar. It could be:
0 Something they’re thankful for
0 A happy or funny moment from the day
0 Something they felt proud of
0 Akind or helpful thing someone in the family did
0 Something new they learned or enjoyed
3. Younger children can draw pictures instead of writing words.
4. Atthe end of each week, or at the end of the month, sit together
and read the notes out loud as a family and share in the bright
moments experienced by all, some of them might surprise you!

Family Collage
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Creative activities can reduce stress, improve

focus, and build connection. Making something

together strengthens communication and gives

Materials: ]
| |
| |
| |
| |
| |
: children a way to express emotions through art.
| |
| |
| |
L |

e Old magazines, flyers, mailers, newspaper ads
Sturdy piece of paper or cardboard

Glue or tape

Scissors (if available)

e Optional: crayons, markers, pens, paint, etc.
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How to do it:

1. Have each family member cut or tear out
pictures, words, or colors that make them
feel happy, peaceful, or loved.

2. Work together to glue or tape them onto
your paper or cardboard to create a Family
Collage of Joy.

3. Talk about why each person chose their
items display your collage where everyone
can see it.

No magazines? No problem!

Families can draw their own pictures instead. Each
person can draw something that brings them joy
like a favorite memory, meal, person, etc.

Kimberly Singree, Maternal Wellness Specialist; ksingree@childrenfirst.net
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Healthy Holiday Tips

Celebrate the Holidays with Yummy, Colorful Foods!
The holidays are a magical time full of hugs, smiles, and tasty food! While treats are everywhere, it’s also a
great time to help kids learn healthy eating habits that can last a lifetime.

Fill Your Plate with a Rainbow

Make mealtime fun by adding lots of colors to your plate!
Bright foods like red peppers, orange carrots, green broccoli,
and purple cabbage aren’t just pretty—they’re packed with
superpowers for your body!

Making Easy Swaps in Recipes

Little swaps make treats even better for you:

o Use applesauce instead of oil in cookies and muffins
o Try Greek yogurt instead of cream in recipes

Watch Your Portions
Help kids take just the right amount. Start with smaller servings and go back for seconds if still hungry. Using
smaller plates makes it look like they have more on their plates but at the correct portion sizes.

Let Kids Be Kitchen Helpers \\
Cooking is a fun family adventure! Kids can wash veggies, stir
the bowl or decorate healthy desserts. When children help,

they are more excited to taste what they made! "y /"t % 'E'ul
4 ,‘_‘ﬁp

Balance Treats with Everyday Food
It’s okay to enjoy cookies, pies, and other holiday treats—but don’t forget fruits, veggies, lean proteins, and
whole grains. This helps kids learn that all foods can be part of a happy, healthy holiday.

Lead by Example
Kids watch what adults do, so show them how to enjoy balanced meals, proper portions, and all kinds of
foods—from green veggies to sweet holiday treats.

Fun Family Activity: Rainbow Plate Challenge
Try the Rainbow Plate Challenge! At your holiday meal, challenge everyone to fill their plates with at least
three colorful fruits and veggies. Count the colors, cheer each other on, and enjoy all the tasty colors together!

Quick Tips for Families:

o Keep healthy snacks ready—cut veggies or fruit slices make great
mini-meals

o Let kids pour their own water to feel independent

o Cook, serve, and eat meals together as a family, it’s more fun that
way!

Melissa Schwartz, Nutrition Services Manager; mschwartz@childrenfirst.net
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Keeping Kids with Asthma Safe- Winter Edition

Good vision is important, but so is clean, clear breathing. If your child has Asthma, the cooler months can bring new
challenges—even here in Florida. This guide will help you understand what asthma might look like in young children, how
winter can make things different, and what you can do to help.

Children with asthma can experience:
1. Coughing, especially at night, early in the morning or after activity.
2. Wheezing (“whistling” when breathing out) or chest tightness.
3. Trouble catching their breath or using belly or chest muscles to Y
breathe. COUGHING = Pt .
4. Symptoms after a cold or viral infection. & e
If you see these signs, especially more often or worse than before, talk to @ =
your child’s pediatrician. WHEEZING EHORTMGR

OF EREATH

Although Florida winters are mild, the cooler air, shifts in indoor heating, or viral illnesses can still trigger asthma. Here’s how:
1. Cold, dry air can cause the airways to tighten, making breathing harder.
2. More time spent indoors means more exposure to dust mites, pet dander, mold, and indoor allergens—these irritate
sensitive lungs.
3. Winter has more respiratory viruses (cold, flu, RSV) which can inflame the airways and trigger flare-ups.

Tips to Help Your Child Breathe Easier This Winter- what you can do at home and when out and about:

1. Warm the air they breathe: A lightweight scarf or mask over nose & mouth when outside can help warm the air and
reduce airway stress.

2. Keep meds ready: Make sure your child’s rescue inhaler (and any daily controller) is up to date and easily accessible.

3. Follow (and update) the Asthma Action Plan: Work with your pediatrician to have a clear plan of what to do when
symptoms change.

4. Manage indoor triggers: Use a humidifier if air gets too dry, aim for ~30-45% humidity. Change HVAC filters. Vacuum
and dust often. Avoid smoke, scented candles, strong cleaning fumes.

5. Stay ahead of iliness: Get the flu shot (and COVID-19 if applicable). Encourage handwashing and avoid contact with
sick people.

6. Balance activity: Even though it’s cooler, your child still needs movement. Consider indoor play if outdoor air feels
sharp or cold.

Call the Doctor Promptly if you notice:
1. Your child is using their rescue inhaler much more often.
2. Wheezing, chest tightness, or breathing trouble that doesn’t improve after the usual medicine.
3. Their lips or fingernails turn pale, gray or bluish.
4. They cannot speak full sentences because of breathing difficulty. Then contact your pediatrician immediately.

Support at School:

If your child attends Children First and needs medication during the day, we can help. We can give on-site medication during
the school day if the proper paperwork is completed. Please speak with your Family Advocate about the required forms and
details.

Winter may seem mild in Florida, but for children with asthma, even a cooler breeze or time indoors with dryer air can change
things. With careful monitoring, following a clear plan, reducing triggers, and working closely with your child’s pediatrician—
and our team through the Family Advocate—your child can breathe easier all season long.

For More Info:
1. American Lung Association — For Parents of Children with Asthma
https://www.lung.org/lung-health-diseases/lung-disease-lookup/asthma/managing-asthma/children-and-asthma
2. KidsHealth — Can the Weather Affect My Child’s Asthma? https://kidshealth.org/en/parents/weather-asthma.html

Champaigne Spivey, Health Services Manager, cspivey@childrenfirst.net
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Personal Hygiene for Kids: Start Early

Personal hygiene is an essential part of growing up. Instilling good personal hygiene habits in children from an early age is
crucial for their overall health by preventing the spread of germs and illness. It promotes their well-being because they learn
to establish lifelong healthy habits, it builds self-confidence and teaches responsibility. Preschoolers are naturally curious and
eager to learn, which makes this an ideal time to introduce basic hygiene practices. By making these habits fun and engaging,
you can build healthy habits for preschoolers and help your child understand the importance of staying clean. There are many
benefits of learning personal hygiene at an early age.

The physical benefits are the removal of dirt, bacteria, and allergens that accumulate on the skin and can lead to infections.
Washing away germs helps protect a preschooler's developing immune system, as they are frequently exposed to new
bacteria in environments like school or playgrounds. Bathing helps prevent skin irritation and rashes by washing away sweat
and dirt.

Mental and emotional benefits: having a child participate in their bath routine encourages independence and a sense of self-
care. Bath time can be a soothing and predictable part of the day, helping children calm down before bed and supporting
emotional regulation. Bathing can be a fun sensory experience that supports cognitive development through play and learning
about concepts like sinking and floating.

Social benefits are that regular bathing helps prevent body odor, which can lead to social discomfort for the child. Bath time is
a prime opportunity to teach children the importance of cleanliness and how to care for their own bodies.

During early childhood years the parents set an example and still take on the bulk of the responsibility for personal hygiene.

Handwashing: Show your child how to wash their hands properly, using brightly colored or fun-shaped soap and water for at
least 20 seconds. Create a short song or use popular tunes to make hand washing more enjoyable. Encourage them to wash
before and after meals, after using the bathroom, after blowing their nose and after playing outside. Instilling these practices
early results in habits that children carry into adulthood.

Brushing teeth: To get a child used to having their mouth cleaned early, begin by wiping their
gums after each bottle, before the first tooth erupts. The child’s first dental visit should
occur after their first tooth comes in. By age 2, kids should start brushing their teeth twice a
day with a rice-sized amount of toothpaste on a gentle toothbrush. At this age, they’ll need
help to actually brush, but you can also let them practice while you watch. Encourage
brushing by having your child pretend the toothbrush is a superhero fighting “cavity
monsters.” Encourage them to “defeat” the germs by brushing all parts of their teeth. Let
your child choose toothpaste with flavors they love, like fruity or bubblegum options, to
make brushing enjoyable. Use a sand timer or an app with a fun timer feature to ensure they

brush for two full minutes

Bath time: Always stay with your child while they are bathing and encourage them to wash their body with a cloth, working
from their head to their toes as well as getting them used to shampooing their hair. Turn bath time into playtime by adding
bath toys, or washable markers to keep them engaged.

Potty training: As they learn to use the toilet, teach them to wipe properly-
front to back, flush, and wash their hands afterward.

https://podarprep.com/why-personal-hygiene-matters-for-preschoolers/;
https://www.rocksfordz.com/personal-hygiene-for-kids-in-preschool/;

https://www.connecticutchildrens.org/qrowing-healthy/personal-hygiene-milestones-quide-

parents; https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10453597,

Lisa Augostini, Early Childhood Nurse, laugostini@childrenfirst.net
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@ratitude — Tt's a Braiv Thing

Thanksgiving Day is right around the corner. Most of us celebrate it with family, friends, and
a big turkey dinner. It is a day set aside to express gratitude for the many blessings received
throughout the year. It has been an especially challenging period for many, making it particularly
important to express gratitude for all that we have.

Gratitude, derived from the Latin word gratia (gratefulness or thankfulness), is a powerful human emotion. As
researchers explore its neurological underpinnings, they’re discovering that this simple practice can lead to
profound positive changes in mood, resilience, and overall wellbeing (Russell & Fosha, 2008).

In positive psychology, gratitude is defined as a positive emotional response we perceive while giving or receiving a
benefit from someone (Emmons & McCullough, 2004). It is a complex phenomenon that involves recognizing how
others contribute to our wellbeing.

From a neuroscientific perspective, gratitude activates key regions of the brain. These include the prefrontal cortex,
the anterior cingulate cortex, the ventral striatum (a key region for processing rewards), and the insula (a region
involved in emotional awareness; Fox et al., 2015). This brain activation demonstrates numerous psychological and
physiological benefits.

One of the most significant benefits is increased emotional resilience. Gratitude boosts resilience by focusing on
positive aspects of life instead of toxic emotions like envy, resentment, or anxiety. One study indicated that
participants who felt more grateful and practiced gratitude journaling were also happier and emotionally stronger
(McCanlies et al., 2018).

Committing to a daily gratitude practice may also reduce negative emotions and provide a natural stress detox.
Studies on gratitude found that participants experienced a reduction in cortisol levels (the stress hormone) and had
better cardiac function. The participants who practiced gratitude were also more resilient to emotional setbacks
and negative experiences, helping them rewire the brain to cope with difficult circumstances with more awareness
(McCraty & Childre, 2004).

There is also evidence supporting a relationship between gratitude and anxiety (Lau & Cheng, 2011). In one study,
83 adults were divided into three groups: one wrote gratitude notes, one wrote about their worries, and the third
was a neutral control. After the task, the groups were exposed to stimuli arousing death anxiety. Participants in the
first group who wrote gratitude notes showed fewer symptoms of anxiety than the other two groups, suggesting a
grateful attitude can help individuals attain acceptance (Lau & Cheng, 2011).

Since the neuroscience of gratitude confirms it can reshape the brain, the key is finding ways to practice
appreciation. Simple daily actions can unlock this cognitive superpower. Tips include:

e Appreciate yourself: Take a moment to acknowledge your own strengths and efforts.

o Keep a gratitude journal: Regularly write down three things you are thankful for.

o Make a “gratitude jar”: Place small pieces of paper near a jar. Encourage family members to write down
moments of gratitude and place them in the jar. This is a great activity to start on New Years Day and
then read all the notes at the end of the year.

The neuroscience of gratitude shows how this powerful emotion can change our minds and wellbeing. While we
experience gratitude subjectively, the feeling influences neural pathways that affect our health. Gratitude can
provide renewed insight and hope for every day.

Adapted from an article: The Neuroscience of Gratitude & Its Effects on the Brain.

Kathryn Shea, LCSW, is a licensed clinical social worker and independent mental health consultant
with Children First, Inc. Kathryn is available for one-on-one consulting/life coaching sessions.
Reach out to her to schedule a time at: ksheaconsulting@outlook.com.



https://positivepsychology.com/neuroscience-of-gratitude/
mailto:ksheaconsulting@outlook.com

	COMPREHENSIVE SERVICES NEWSLETTER
	NOVEMBER 2025

