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Holiday Traditions

5 Keys to 
Strengthening Families:
In this newsletter, you’ll find topics 
and events that connect to these five 

keys to building stronger families. 
Look for the numbered bubbles to see 

which keys you’re learning about.

Parental Resilience:
Be strong & flexible.

Social Connections:
Parents need friends.

Parenting Knowledge: 
Being a great parent is part 
natural and part learned.

Concrete Support:
We all need help in times of need.

Social and Emotional Competence:  
Parents help their children communicate.
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The Holiday season is upon us, and we’re so excited to share some of our team 
members favorite family traditions!

A tradition that is very important to my family is Day of the Dead (Dia De Los 
Muertos). It’s a two-day holiday celebrated on November 1st and 2nd that reunites 
the living and dead. We create ofrendas (offerings) to honor our departed family 
members who have passed. These altars are decorated with bright yellow marigold 
flowers, photos of the departed, and the favorite foods and drinks of the loved ones 
being honored. The offerings encourage visits from the land of the dead as the 
departed souls hear their prayers, smell their foods and join in the celebrations! This 
year my daughter and I are attending a community Dia de Los Muertos Celebration 
event. We will wear beautiful colorful dresses and paint our faces like Catrinas. We 
will enjoy live music and delicious traditional Mexican food.
- Maria

On Christmas morning, my family makes ham and cheese biscuits and watches the Walt Disney World Christmas Parade!
- Blakelee

The day after Thanksgiving we go to a tree farm.  The boys pick our Christmas tree and then Cory cuts it down. The kids look 
forward to picking out Christmas tree every year.  We have done this since Joshua as 2 years old.  
- Joslyn

On Christmas Eve we host friends who come from other countries. Also, we make charcuterie trays and baked goods for all the 
nurses and staff at Spectrum 5 Heart.
- Susi

We always make cookies and decorate them together. We also give the kids one gift on Christmas Eve (always coordinating pj’s for 
them to wear that night, lol) and read “The Night Before Christmas” which is the copy from my childhood.
- Stacie

Family Futures Staff

Connections
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5Having Fun, Growing Strong: Winter Activities at Home
Blakelee Dunkelberg, Volunteer & Communications Coordinator, Family Futures
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Children’s Sense of Bodily Safety
Patty Smalley, Family Support Navigator, Family Futures

The holidays are rapidly approaching, and families are anticipating 
reconnecting during this special time.

In many cases, families have added new babies or babies have grown into 
toddlers and preschoolers, with only photos to mark the progress. Family 
members are going to want to shower these little ones with hugs and kisses 
and who can blame them? However, a word of caution is in order. For these 
young children, the eager relatives can be perceived as complete strangers 
because they have not been forming lasting memories. Their brains develop 
so fast that any memory is typically very temporary. 

These little ones are likely to be cautious at best and terrified at the worst. It is important for parents to be very tuned 
into their babies’ reactions to the new people and protect their babies’ sense of bodily safety.

Being picked up by strangers or taken from parents’ arms is experienced as a terrifying threat to their safety and well-
being. Parents can protect their infants and young children’s sense of bodily safety allowing time for the little ones to 
get used to the “new people” before making contact. Parents might suggest beginning by holding a favorite toy to show 
the child. Toddlers or preschoolers may be more comfortable giving the visitor a ‘high five’ or a handshake or even a 
‘fist bump’. 

Respecting the children’s comfort level with physical contact and protecting their sense of bodily safety is more 
important than worrying about upsetting the visitors’ feelings.

    

 

Now that we are all spending more time indoors, here are some activities listed out by age group that you can do at home to 
increase your child’s Gross Motor skills. Gross Motor looks at the way your child uses large body movements to move their legs, 
arms, feet, or entire body.

0-1: Place objects slightly out of reach for them to grab, let them crawl up stairs while being supervised, use pillows or blankets to 
make mountains for child to crawl over

1-2: Let them crawl down stairs while being supervised, bubble play (blow bubbles, pop bubbles)

2-3: Dancing (freeze dance), jumping (jumping jacks), hop on one leg

3-4: Play red light green light, walk like different animals, draw a chalk balance beam on sidewalk

4-5: Play Simon Says or hopscotch, make a homemade obstacle course using couch cushions or 
pillows

For more activities, check out our social media pages. If you have any questions about these 
activities, call one of our Family Support Navigators at 616-454-4673.

In the Grand Rapids area, both the Kent District Library and the Grand Rapids Public Library offer an amazing program to pro-
mote early literacy. 1,000 Books Before Kindergarten is a simple program that will help your child be more prepared for kindergar-
ten. We asked Amy Cochran, Youth Services Manager at the Grand Rapids Public Library, to tell us more:  

Why is it important to read to young children? 
Amy: “There is no better way to build a love for reading than to read to your child! Reading to your 
children from birth helps them build a bigger vocabulary and motivates them to want to learn to 
read on their own.” 

What other ways can parents support their child’s early literacy development?  
Amy: “Play is one of the best ways for children to learn language and literacy skills . . . play helps 
children put thoughts into words and talk about what they are doing.”  

How can parents get a library card for their child and enroll in the 1,000 Books Before Kindergarten program? 
Amy: “Getting a library card is easy! Bring your child and visit any Grand Rapids Public Library location or visit us online at www.
grpl.org and fill out an application. We’ll even mail your child’s card to you! Parents can also register their child for the 1,000 Books 
Before Kindergarten program at any branch.  

The Grand Rapids Public Library also offers a wide variety of programs that help build early literacy skills. To learn more, visit the 
GRPL Kids/Teen pages at www.grpl.org.”
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1,000 Books Before Kindergarten
Stacie Fifelski, MSW Intern, Family Futures
Amy Cochran, Youth Services Manager, Grand Rapids Public Library
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Making the decision about who will care for your young child(ren) is one of the toughest choices you will make as a parent. 
Experienced child care Program Directors share that it is common for families to re-evaluate their child care decision in the 
beginning of a new year. With that quickly approaching, we want to provide information to support families through this 
transition, if applicable. Whether you are seeking a nanny, child care center, or a home-based program, you’ll want to ask 
questions in order to find the best fit for your family. Below are a few examples to guide you through this process with a focus 
on three key areas. 

The holidays are rapidly approaching, and families are anticipating 
reconnecting during this special time.

In many cases, families have added new babies or babies have grown into 
toddlers and preschoolers, with only photos to mark the progress. Family 
members are going to want to shower these little ones with hugs and kisses 
and who can blame them? However, a word of caution is in order. For these 
young children, the eager relatives can be perceived as complete strangers 
because they have not been forming lasting memories. Their brains develop 
so fast that any memory is typically very temporary. 

These little ones are likely to be cautious at best and terrified at the worst. It is important for parents to be very tuned 
into their babies’ reactions to the new people and protect their babies’ sense of bodily safety.

Being picked up by strangers or taken from parents’ arms is experienced as a terrifying threat to their safety and well-
being. Parents can protect their infants and young children’s sense of bodily safety allowing time for the little ones to 
get used to the “new people” before making contact. Parents might suggest beginning by holding a favorite toy to show 
the child. Toddlers or preschoolers may be more comfortable giving the visitor a ‘high five’ or a handshake or even a 
‘fist bump’. 

Respecting the children’s comfort level with physical contact and protecting their sense of bodily safety is more 
important than worrying about upsetting the visitors’ feelings.

Navigating Childcare Enrollment
Stacie Fifelski, MSW Intern, Family Futures

    

 

In the Grand Rapids area, both the Kent District Library and the Grand Rapids Public Library offer an amazing program to pro-
mote early literacy. 1,000 Books Before Kindergarten is a simple program that will help your child be more prepared for kindergar-
ten. We asked Amy Cochran, Youth Services Manager at the Grand Rapids Public Library, to tell us more:  

Why is it important to read to young children? 
Amy: “There is no better way to build a love for reading than to read to your child! Reading to your 
children from birth helps them build a bigger vocabulary and motivates them to want to learn to 
read on their own.” 

What other ways can parents support their child’s early literacy development?  
Amy: “Play is one of the best ways for children to learn language and literacy skills . . . play helps 
children put thoughts into words and talk about what they are doing.”  

How can parents get a library card for their child and enroll in the 1,000 Books Before Kindergarten program? 
Amy: “Getting a library card is easy! Bring your child and visit any Grand Rapids Public Library location or visit us online at www.
grpl.org and fill out an application. We’ll even mail your child’s card to you! Parents can also register their child for the 1,000 Books 
Before Kindergarten program at any branch.  

The Grand Rapids Public Library also offers a wide variety of programs that help build early literacy skills. To learn more, visit the 
GRPL Kids/Teen pages at www.grpl.org.”
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Health and Safety 
Ask questions regarding the following program policies:  
• Allergies 
• Medication 
• Diaper changing/potty training 
• Child Release 
• Building security 
• Cleaning 
• Caregiver requirements 
• CPR/1st Aid certifications 
• License status

Educational Philosophy
Providing your child with a developmentally appropriate 
care environment is extremely important. Ask about the 
provider’s: 
• Philosophy 
• Curriculum 
• Discipline policy 
• Daily schedule 
• Parent communication

Tuition
It’s important to be aware of the policies surrounding 
tuition and fees. You should ask potential providers 
questions regarding the following: 
• Tuition rates and due dates 
• Registration fees
• Waiting list 
• What is included (i.e. meals, diapers, wipes, etc.) 

Navigating child care can be a very difficult process, especially 
in today’s world. We encourage you to use this information as a 
general guide and reach out to your Family Support Navigator 
if you need any support during your search for the best provider 
for your child(ren)!
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Help Others Make Connections

With twins and two heart surgeries, one Connections mom didn’t 
know where to get help. 

Our Family Support Navigator suggested that each child continue 
to take our Ages and Stages Questionnaire to track development. 
She was able to encourage mom that even though one child would 
be a little behind because of their surgeries, the knowledge from 
our ASQ’s would give her confidence to know what to expect. 

Our Connections program isn’t just developmental screenings 
for your newborn through five-year-old. It’s proactive support in 
times of need.  

We hope that throughout your time in the Connections program, you’ve felt that support. We also hope 
you’ve felt empowered and confident as a parent being able to see how your child is growing. Consider 
donating to Family Futures this holiday season so that more families like yours can track their children’s 
development at home. Inserted in this newsletter is a donation form that you can mail back to us. You could 
also donate online at familyfutures.net/donate.  
 

Thank you in advance for considering donating to Family Futures!
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30 ways to support Family Futures and help us celebrate 30 years of serving West Michigan families
PARTICIPATE

CONNECT

ADVOCATE VOLUNTEER

INVEST
Donate $30 in honor of 
our 30th year

Attend 
Hope Circle

Tell 30 people 
about Family 
Futures

Introduce us to 
a family who could 
use our support

Tell a middle or high 
school counselor 
about RAVE

Introduce us to 
your pediatrician 
or your preschool

Share a post of ours on  Facebook

Follow us on 
Twitter

Volunteer to 
complete a mailing

Be a 30 year 
ambassador

Collect items for 
our wish list

Buy a swaddle & promote 
safe sleeping practices

Join a Family Futures 
committee

Ask your employer to match 
your gift

Bring a friend to Hope Circle

Host a table at 
Hope Circle

Attend our Service to 
Children Awards

Sign up for 
our programs

Nominate individuals or 
organizations for our Service 
to Children Awards

Become a business 
sponsor
Triple your annual 
gift for our 30th year
Consider including us 
in your will or trust
Sponsor a Healthy 
Start Family
Be a fundraiser for 
Family Futures
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Tell three people what 
you learned about Family 
Futures at this event

Make thank you cards with 
your children

Tweet us stories of your 
children

Write an article for our      
Connections newsletter 

Like us on 
Facebook Apply for an 

internship

WHAT CAN I DO NOW? Talk about us on social media and use #FAMILYFUTURES @FamilyFutures
/FamilyFutures
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PARENTAL RESILIENCE:
Be strong and flexible

SOCIAL CONNECTIONS:
Parents need friends
KNOWLEDGE OF PARENTING AND 
CHILD DEVELOPMENT:
Being a great parent is part natural and 
part learned

CONCRETE SUPPORT IN TIMES OF NEED:
We all need help sometimes

SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL COMPETENCE 
OF CHILDREN:
Parents need to help their children communicate

5 KEYS TO STRENGTHENING FAMILIES
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Our children’s brains are growing more in the first five years 
than in any other time. These years are a time of great 
opportunity and great risk for little ones. The people who 
surround and support them are directly impacting their 
developing brains.
Genetics does supply the basic foundation for our brains, 
but it’s the environment and the experiences children have, 
especially in the first three years that shape their future. 
This is why having an adult to bond and  connect with is so 
important in creating healthy attachment.
Here are five tips for building strong bonds that support the 
growth of children ages 0-5:
1 ) Talk to them directly in baby talk and like you would an 
adult. The more words they hear, the better. A language gap 
can be found as early as 18 months which predicts if a child 
will read at third grade. Third grade reading level is directly

connected with a child’s likelihood of graduating from high school.
 2 ) Show affection. Cuddle, hug, kiss, comfort, rock, hold: just love them.  A secure attachment is strongly formed through  
consistent positive, attentive caregiving. Kids cannot get enough of this: it doesn’t just help babies, it supports trust for toddlers  
and preschoolers too. 
3 ) Tickle their senses. From a six month old baby to a four and a half year old child, using the five senses to play supports 
memory, thought and language. Sing songs/read books (hearing), play with bright-colorful toys (sight), play with various textures 
like bumpy and smooth (touch), trying different foods (taste), and making memories through smells (scent) by cooking together 
or playing outside.
4 ) Sooth and comfort them. You cannot spoil a baby with soothing and comforting, but there does come a time in toddler and 
preschool years for more independence. One thing is always important: paying attention to and responding (not reacting) to your 
children’s emotions helps them learn how to be social and positively express themselves.
5 ) Let them safely explore. Once your little one can roll, they become never ending explorers. They need to have opportunities to 
take risks: whether that be crawling over a pillow or jumping off a bench, these activities build confidence and support fine and 
gross motor development. As scary as it can be sometimes, as long as you’re nearby, they will be okay.

BONDING 
& THE BRAIN
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In each newsletter, you’ll find topics and events that 
connect to these five keys to building strong families. 
Look for the numbered bubbles to see which keys you’re 
learning about!
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