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Summer Newsletter 2020

A LETTER FROM OUR CO-PRESIDENTS
Dear Friends,
“Lift up your hearts Each new hour holds new chances For new beginnings.”
-Maya Angelou
We are outraged and upset over recent events. But we stand with you always
for the work you all do to help babies and their families to be strong and
resilient. To encourage optimism in our future, no matter how dark these times
are. To quote Bob Dylan, “The Times They Are A-Changing.” The COVID-19
pandemic will undoubtedly change our way of life as we have known it. The
New York Zero-to-Three Network and its valuable members and friends know
firsthand the value of resiliency and strength. We applaud and admire all of you
on the frontlines who continue to provide critical services and support to infants
and young children and to their families. During this pandemic, with its
staggering and often devastating effect on children and families, our hearts go
out to you and we salute you for all your hard work and dedication. For all on
the frontlines as well as those working remotely or sheltering at home, we wish
health and safety for you and your loved ones. Please know that we are
continuing to work to bring together early childhood professionals, especially
through our Infancy Leadership Circles, provide networking opportunities,
increase knowledge and experience in the field of infant and child development
and share state-of-the-art interventions that promote optimal health in all
domains.
Our Annual Conference, originally scheduled for June 19th, 2020, was intended
to focus on “Technology and Toddlers.” In light of the pandemic, we have
postponed the conference in favor of offering shorter virtual presentations. Stay
tuned for unfolding details.
We also want to introduce our new Program Director, Katy Romita. She brings
a wealth of experience and will work with all the Committees to support their
projects, including a revised website.
We wish you all good health in the months to come.
Warm Regards,
Lorraine Chun and Joaniko Kohchi
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I. IN MEMORIAM:

We are sharing our deep sadness and sense of
incredulous loss at the untimely passing of
Rebecca Shahmoon Shanok, our longest
continuous board member and co-founder of
NYZTT. Rebecca died on March 14th, 2020
surrounded by family of causes unrelated to
COVID-19. She was still an active board member
and a leader in the field of early childhood. Her
voice and wisdom will be profoundly missed.

II. STORIES FROM THE FIELD

The vignettes below provide insight into how practitioners are finding hope and
inspiration as they care for babies, toddlers, and families, despite personal and
professional challenges. If you have a story you'd like to share, please send it
to info@NYZTT.org to be considered for inclusion in our next newsletter.
*All names used in the vignettes are pseudonyms.

Vignette #1: Increased Family Engagement

Pam* and her 2-year-old child Gabriel* with multiple developmental variations
participated in a graduate-level online assessment course in the Infant and
Family Development and Early Intervention Program at Bank Street College
(shifted to an online format due to the stay-at-home orders in New
York). Gabriel, typically, receives about 12 hours of early intervention services a
week. Recently, since the family has been sheltering at home, Gabriel has
made significant gains in his language and play skills. Mom and Dad, who both
work full time, have been thinking about this sudden developmental
surge. They considered various factors that have shifted in this new "work from
home world." One change that they have noticed is that they are now
participating in Gabriel's virtual online early intervention sessions and feel much
more connected to the therapies, therapists and the goals Gabriel is working on
in his sessions. When Gabriel was at child care, his parents rarely had contact
with the therapists beyond session notes. The graduate students wonder if this
new level of family engagement is something that early intervention providers
can maintain when in-person services resume as this seems much more in
keeping with the original design of early intervention.
Submitted by Marjorie Brickley, Bank Street College

Vignette #2: Shared Humanity

We recently spoke with a Family Team Conference Facilitator (FTCF), Anne*.
In her role, Anne uses a strengths-based approach to increasing safety,
reducing risk and promoting the wellbeing of children. Anne routinely convenes
the family, a multidisciplinary team and the case planning team to discuss the
family's strengths and concerns and develop a plan to help families meet their
permanency or stabilization plans. However, in the current COVID-19 context in
which in-person conferences have decreased and virtual or phone conferences
have increased, finding and establishing trust can be challenging. Anne
recommends, “Do the best that you can to normalize the anxiety that families
may be experiencing as a result of having to use a new method of convening,
whether it’s through a virtual platform or over the phone.” It’s important to share
that you are also adjusting to this alternate way of conducting these meetings,
but that the goals remain the same: the health, safety and wellbeing of the
child(ren) in question, and ensuring that families feel empowered and
supported.
For those facilitators with young children, scheduling an FTC at a time when the
child is napping is, well, a pipe dream. Therefore, instead of stressing about the
inevitable, share with the group that you too are managing competing priorities
and that while you remain committed to the conference there may be a moment
in which your own child beckons. Anne shares, “When we first went on PAUSE,
I was very stressed about my two-year-old interrupting my FTCs. After all you
are not supposed to share any aspects about your own life with families.
However, that’s simply impossible during a pandemic. I was trying to live up to
agency norms that were no longer feasible. Once I realized that, I added my
daughter’s potential interruptions to the agenda.” She goes on to explain, “By
sharing, at the beginning of the call, that I was caring for my toddler and that
she would likely interrupt me once or twice during the call, not only did that lend
itself to establishing commonality but it also provided a level of authenticity that
can get lost when meeting virtually or by phone. It also helped to relieve my
stress.”
Anne also drew attention to what it means to be a social worker during a
pandemic. As a healer, a therapist’s role is to hold space for individuals to
share their grief. During the pandemic, the need for that space is amplified,
which can leave social workers depleted emotionally. Anne reminds us of the
importance of looking after our own and each other’s mental health and
psychosocial wellbeing. Team members who are under extreme stress or
suffering from anxiety may exhibit a range of psychosocial symptoms including,
but not limited to: irritability, restlessness, lack of concentration, lack of sleep,
and hypervigilance. To combat some of this, Anne and her team have instituted
peer support groups which have proven helpful for intervention and support.
Anne shares, “It has been incredibly helpful to me to have scheduled time to
connect with my peers throughout the week. We provide each other gentle
reminders to take breaks, get sleep, exercise, eat well, and to disconnect from
work and spend time connecting with friends and family members.”
Submitted by Erasma Monticciolo, Executive Director, Power of Two

Vignette #3: The Power of Play

In the best of times, life is full of contradictions and confusions for little
ones. Inside and outside can have multiple meanings—in my body/outside my
body, in my house/outside my house, in this big box (container)/outside the
box, what can this container hold, what fits and what spills, what belongs there
and what does not, who is in charge? During this pandemic, adults are
confused as well; routines go awry, sleeping and eating are disrupted, worries
float around in the air like dust particles. The power of play remains
indispensable to us all whether it is playdough or board games, new recipes or
new craft projects. In a jigsaw puzzle, we can put the world back together. The
following two vignettes describe how some very little children are trying to make
sense of and manage this new reality like the rest of us.
Michael*, just 4 years old, lives with his mother in a studio apartment. Their
clinician joins them using a video platform. Michael and his mom are building a
castle using blocks; the clinician is imitating what they are doing using her own
blocks. Following his lead, mom and clinician are adding doors, look-outs, and
surrounding walls.
Michael: Now we need a prison….No, the whole castle is a prison.
Mom: So we need a roof….
Clinician: Is there someone who needs to be locked up?
Michael: (Grabbing some superhero figure), Yes him, and this one is his guard
and he cannot go into the courtyard.
C: He needs to stay inside; he cannot go out.
Michael: (The figure is trying to find a way out, increasingly agitated.)
C: He’s getting really mad.
Michael: (as the guard) Stop that! You cannot go out! Sit down!
Michael: (as the prisoner) I WON’T! I am getting OUT!
Michael, his mom, and the clinician spend close to 45 minutes playing about
being locked in, being angry, using superhero powers to get out, and
having adventures. Later, the clinician and mom speak about the mother’s own
experience of being shut-in feeling alternately frightened, enraged and like a
bad mother. She tells the clinician how much it means to her to be able to share
this, how she waits each week for this call.
Just as some children are playing about being locked up, isolated, stuck in
prisons unable to get out, as many children are at this time, others are coping
with crowded households trying to manage in small spaces with too many
people.
Shortly before the pandemic, a pediatrician referred a three-year-old girl who
displayed worrisome behaviors: she ran off, she hid, she could not focus, she
tantrumed and banged her head. During one dyadic session, the clinician and
the child’s mother constructed “a cozy corner” from some chairs and a sheet in
the playroom. The child immediately made it her own, bringing in books and a
doll and a blanket. No one was allowed inside unless invited.
The following week the city shut down, and the family began sheltering in place.
Four siblings, several generations, and various relatives were at home;
sessions moved to telehealth. Mom excitedly reported to the clinician that she
had found an old sheet and constructed a cozy corner at home which was
rapidly becoming the child’s favorite place to be. By the following week, she
had constructed a corner for each child; they all felt calmer and more able to
manage.
Submitted by Hillary A. Mayers, LCSW,
Co-Founder Chances for Children - NY, Inc

Vignette #4: Staying Connected

I had the honor of being part of a Suffolk Country Infancy Leadership meeting
on May 19th, 2020, held via Zoom. This group of early childhood professionals,
which has been meeting since 2010, works to improve the lives of families
living in Suffolk County, NY. Some members work directly with young children,
others are involved in educating parents, while others are available to address
the concerns and struggles parents are confronting during the health crisis.
Some members are involved in educating members of the interprofessional
early childhood workforce, while others are working to ensure that families have
the necessary food and essentials to care for their children.
The meeting started off as it typically does with our “What’s Trending” segment.
What quickly became apparent was that things are "not typical." Interactions
with clients, families and fellow colleagues are different, and the way that
services are being provided has changed; there is now a mandated physical
distance between us. Physical distancing is challenging for early childhood
professionals whose work is grounded in relationship building. However, as we
continued going around the room, what I heard was not a focus on the
challenges but rather a focus on innovations. So many of our members have
transformed the way they support their clients and the families of Long Island.
New levels of comfort and honesty in conversations among clients and
practitioners were described by some, as well as a recognition that we are all
human. The commitment of our members to one another was also apparent
today. We know that we can count on one another for direction and support as
we take on initiatives that will enhance outcomes for the diverse communities
which comprise Suffolk County.
Submitted by Susan Rabinowicz, PT, DPT, MS, PhD

Vignette #5: Providing Essential Childcare

Childcare providers are on the frontlines, keeping children safe both physically
and emotionally, while also dealing with incredible uncertainty in their own
professional and personal lives. Childcare providers from across New York
State share how they are dealing with the challenges.
Chandra Smith, the Director of Day Care Services at The Salvation Army Early
Childhood Education Center in Syracuse, reported that "the Salvation Army
Early Childhood Education Center has partnered with PEACE Head Start for
over 20+ years with our preschool program. I have worked here for 24 years
and the partnership was in place when I began. We have remained open during
the pandemic to provide care for those working in essential roles in the
community. We are serving 27 children with 90% of the parents working in the
medical/health field, nursing homes, home health care, etc. The remainder are
working in food service or grocery stores. This week we have begun receiving
calls from parents that they are being asked to return to work. So we think as
the Phases reopen the community, we will slowly build capacity again.
"It has been very scary for staff working directly with families, but overtime
everyone adjusted. We follow OCFS, OHS, CDC, DOH guidelines. There is a
vast amount of information and webinars and we try to incorporate safety
procedures as quickly as possible. We only have 9 staff in the building. We
have three classrooms open, one infant, one toddler and one preschool.
Children have a centralized drop off and pick up procedure and parents are not
allowed in the center. We have developed a drop off and pick up process in our
lobby area where parents are asked COVID-19 symptom questions and
required to wear masks when entering as well as to maintain a 6-foot distance
for sign in. We have staff check child temperatures at drop off and then two
more times during the day. Children are not accepted if they exhibit signs of
illness and must remain out for 48-hours or until no symptoms for 24-hour
period prior to returning. Staff not in the building are providing distance learning
up to 30 hours a week. We are using the classdojo platform to connect with
parents, post lessons and activities. Teachers can schedule times to come into
the building to get items from their classrooms to share and create their weekly
lesson plans. All children are still being provided curriculum.
"It has been a challenging time as I am sure for all but we are a part of a larger
organization that is deemed first responders. The Salvation Army services are
all open as well, shelter, food pantry, meals to seniors and daily chat time.
Family advocates also reach out to parents to provide support. So we are very
busy."
Evelyn Efinger, Owner and Director of Hammondsport Children's Center also
shared her experience. She wrote, "I had just started my business. It was 1.5
years old when the virus hit. I had just grown and stabilized my enrollment.
Then it went from 20 children to 3 or 4 children. That meant for me that my 3
staff people had to get laid off and I have been managing all the work by
myself. Some families have been making a partial payment even though their
children are not coming, in order to help me out and keep their slot. Many of my
families don't know what to expect in the future. I don't know who will be coming
back. But it is so important for a little village like Hammondsport to have a high
quality child care site, and we want to make sure that this is here to stay."
Therese Oppedisano with Creative Environment Day School in Fayetteville,
expressed sentiments that we've heard from many of our members across New
York State. She wrote, "I am so grateful that I am working, even though I have
gone down in hours. I am happy to see the kids, and glad to be able to be here
for the parents, many of whom are nurses or doctors. We have had to modify
things a bit, but we are doing our best to follow our curriculum to the end of the
school year."
Karen Kapoor, a Montessori teacher at Hudson Hills Montessori in Beacon, NY
also shared how her organization is continuing to serve toddlers, despite social
distancing. She wrote, "We are doing Zoom calls with all students. The 3 year
olds are the most challenging to do online. For that age, touch is so important. I
miss hugging them. And it is hard for them. The Montessori philosophy is that
Zoom calls are inappropriate for that age, but in these circumstances it is the
only way to stay connected. Of all students, they engage the least on Zoom no
matter how much singing and jumping around I do. It has been successful to
have different themes. Having them show others their home and their toys has
also been successful. Engagement will last 15-20 minutes at most. The most
engaging is birthday walks, where the birthday child "walks around" a picture of
the sun, where I add pictures of the child at each age. Then the other children
say what they like about the birthday person. Some children are frustrated by
Zoom, and just close up. They cannot put their feelings into words about not
being able to be with their friends in person. It's the teacher's job to recognize
that not all children want to engage. For some, it is sensory overload. For
those, the parents put Zoom on mute, which helps."
Submitted by Regina Canuso, Advanced Practice Registered Nurse with a
focus on parent-child mental health

III. LESSONS FROM KATRINA

It can be difficult to feel hopeful during this global health crisis. The number of
deaths, the financial havoc, social isolation, and uncertainty have made many
families feel overwhelmed and anxious, particularly single parents who are
often the sole caregivers to their children. In many instances parents are also
feeling financially trapped as a result of lost jobs. Those feelings are then
compounded by feeling physically trapped, by having to stay home for fear of
contracting the disease and the additional demands of managing their
children’s remote learning. This abrupt shift in home life is not only amplifying
stress levels for parents, but children too are struggling with being homebound.
Their social connections have diminished and their ability to explore the world
has been limited to the inside of an 800 square foot apartment or as far as their
imagination or television can take them.
These restrictions have led to children feeling restless and agitated. They want
to know “when will I be able to go outside to play?” or “how much longer will
school be closed?” While these are logical questions, parents don’t yet have
the answers which then makes it challenging to appease children. Children, as
we know, need assurances and what is a parent to do when they don’t have
those themselves?
According to experts like Dr. Joy Osofsky, lessons from Hurricane Katrina may
prove helpful in the COVID-19 context. For example, studies show that children
who adapted to the “new normal” after Katrina and thrived had family or
acquired strong allies like teachers, pastors and others who centered their
attention on ensuring the children’s wellbeing. Some important tools that helped
to buffer children after Katrina that Dr. Osofsky recommends parents
incorporate during the pandemic are:

1. Developing routines
2. Make time, separate from distance learning, to be emotionally available to
children
3. Explain the “why” things are different
4. Practice self-care

Doing these things won’t be easy for parents but with some support from social
service providers it can become more tenable.
Submitted by Erasma Monticciolo, Executive Director, Power of Two

IV. NATIONAL TEACHER OF THE YEAR IS A PRESCHOOL TEACHER

The 2020 National Teacher of the Year is a Kansas preschool teacher named
Tabatha Rosproy. Ms. Rosproy runs a preschool program housed in a
retirement community and nursing home in Winfield, Kansas. Her classroom is
an intergenerational program that creates interactive experiences for
preschoolers and residents and serves special education and typically
developing preschoolers in a full-day setting. The National Teacher of the Year
Program began in 1952 and selects one winner from among all the state
teachers of the year from across the country. The website of the Council of
Chief State School Officers (CSSO), which announced the award writes
that Ms. Rosproy “hopes to bring a voice to the important role early childhood
education plays in our society and to highlight the value of social-emotional
education at all levels.” In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, Ms. Rosproy
served as co-chair of the task force that provided Kansas’s continuous learning
guidance and she also continues to create an interactive, supportive remote
learning environment for her own students.
Submitted by Joanne Loeb, PhD
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