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How critical is it to develop

healthy habits early?

We all know that habits are tough to break —
that’s why the earlier on we build healthy
habits, the easier and more likely it is that we
maintain them and be as healthy as possible.
It’s important for parents to model healthy
habits. And | know that can be challenging -
I’'ve got three girls myself — and we try to
incorporate healthy practices in to our fam-
ily’s everyday as much as possible like, pick-
ing and preparing nutritious foods; making
exercise time also family time — so we go on
lots of walks and hikes together. It’s important
to make these positive experiences, because
forcing a kid to eat broccoli or making them
go on a run can really backfire and create
negative connotations with these practices in
the long run.

What can parents do to support

cognitive development?

Cognitive development frequently happens
to all of us without even knowing it. When-
ever we are exposed to new experiences, we
build new neural pathways. What’s really
amazing is that much of that brain develop-
ment happens by the time we are five or six.
At that early age — kids’ brains are just ex-
ploding, building more than a million neural
connections every second. Those connec-
tions are primed by their exposure to new
things - this can include anything from a new
book to a new food or new place. And that
development continues as they grow, even
though it may not be happening as quickly.
Remember, it’s not just about experiencing
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something new — but it’s also about thinking
in @ new way. Since the pandemic began, it’s
easy to get down — particularly for kids, they
haven’t been able to go to school or see their
friends. | ask my girls each what are three
things they are thankful for. It helps not only
to remind us about the positive, but it also
gets them to think about things from a differ-
ent perspective. It makes them more likely to
grow resilient in the face of these experi-
ences instead of being crushed by them.

How critical is preventive

health care for kids?

Just as it is for adults, it is important for kids
to get preventive care. In fact, for kids, their
annual well visits are key in preventing dis-
ease but also catching conditions early on so
they can get treatment as soon as possible.
Early interventions — particularly when it
comes to developmental issues — can make
a significant difference. If you’re noticing
any signs of developmental delay, especially
in the early ages, before the age of 3 —

it’s worth talking to your doctor. Getting
interventions like speech or physical

therapy is more effective earlier on when

their brains are still able to adapt and create
new connections. Right now, there is under-
standably so much concern about potential
exposures to COVID, but there are still ways
to see your doctors. Lots of doctors are
doing telemedicine visits so families don’t
have to go into the office.

It's also more important than ever this year
that we all get flu shots. It can help prevent
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or reduce symptoms of the flu. We know
that kids can pass on the flu to other mem-
bers of their household quite easily. Every-
one getting a flu shot this year can help
reduce the larger burden the flu has on our
hospital system as we anticipate the flu
season coinciding with COVID-19.

What worries you most about
COVID’s impact on kids?

This has been such a difficult time on all of us
- but particularly on kids. | see the impact of
not being able to socialize and be with their
friends or see their grandparents on my own
girls. It’s really hard. We know that schools
have been such a huge resource for kids in-
cluding for some of the most basic necessi-
ties such as food and shelter, as well as

observing for any signs of abuse in the home.

It’s hard to see our nation’s youngest have to
deal with this all. But we can help buffer
them from some of these harms and stresses

by protecting and supporting them emotion-
ally. Decades of research have shown that
one of the key factors in building resilience
is by caring for and supporting them. Check
in on your kids, give them hugs and spend
quality time with them, read a book or share
a meal; ask them how they are feeling. This
kind of support promotes their well-being
now as well as after this pandemic is over.

What’s at stake now and what
can we do about it?

All of this can feel so crushing. Not only are
we going through a pandemic, but many of
us are experiencing economic hardships and
loneliness. This is a very trying time for the
world - but we can help shoulder this, partic-
ularly for our youngest, by being there for
them and supporting them. It’s so critical
that they know that we are here for them to
help them get through this now and what-
ever future adversities they may face.
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