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It is important to manage medical conditions before becoming pregnant. GETTY IMAGES

Take these steps to help lower likelihood of birth defects
Pediatrics in Brevard
Lea Dickens
Guest columnist

January is National Birth Defects Prevention Month, an educational focus to raise awareness on the frequency in which birth defects occur in the United States.
We know not all birth defects can be prevented, but you can increase the chances of having a healthy baby by proactively managing existing health conditions while adopting healthy behaviors before and during pregnancy.
A birth defect is essentially a physical or biochemical abnormality present at birth which may be inherited or the result of an environmental inﬂuence.
Certain defects might be easily identiﬁable, while others may

need special tests to detect.
Unfortunately, birth defects are present in one out of every 33
babies born.
While most birth defects are not preventable and have unknown
causes, some are avoidable.
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) suggests
these top ﬁve tips to follow, before conception and during pregnancy, to help decrease the chances of a birth defect.
First and foremost, make an appointment with your OB/GYN or
healthcare provider.
It’s important to discuss steps to be taken before conception
such as discontinuing or changing medications that may be known
to cause birth defects.
Take 400 micrograms of folic acid every day (most multivitaSee PREGNANCY, Page 2C

Do this to remain festive into the new year
Millennial Mind
Dr. Mike Ronsisvalle
Guest columnist

It’s hard to ﬁnd a more hopeful time
of the year than the Christmas season.
We are all just a little bit diﬀerent in
the four weeks between Thanksgiving
and New Year’s.
People spend more time with family,
smile more often at total strangers while
shopping at the mall, and even sing
hopeful Christmas songs at any given
time during the day.
All of this cheer breeds a diﬀerent,
more positive view of the world.
We begin to see the potential of the
new year that’s on the horizon. We get
excited about how our life could possibly change in positive ways.
Some of us are even so hopeful that
we sit down and create lists of New

Year’s resolutions that are going to drive
this amazing new world that we are certain we can live in.
Then, life happens.
We start logging days in Janurary
and begin to get irritated by the same
grind at work and home.
The Christmas parties and family
gatherings give way to staﬀ meetings,
business trips, baseball practices and
the eventual problems that are a part of
this broken world that we live in.
Before we know it, the hope of the
season that was so motivating and energizing fades into distraction and fatigue.
That’s why the overwhelming majority of people who create goals for the
new year will fail to sustain even one of
them over the long haul.
So how do we leverage all the hope
See RONSISVALLE, Page 2C

Getting healthy is often the number one resolution people make for the new
year. This is an ambitious and very broad goal that can be broken down into
several smaller steps, such as exercising more and eating better to lose weight.
GETTY IMAGES
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Watching heart surgery in high school inspired career
From Staff Reports

Florida Today
USA TODAY NETWORK – FLORIDA

Q: Why did you choose this career?
A: My father was a heart surgeon
from the days before heart monitors,
when Johns Hopkins was doing famous
heart surgeries. These guys were
trained by some of the original heart
surgeons like Alfred Blalock and Michael DeBakey, who trained my father.
So, I had an interest in that, but decided
I would much rather be an orthopedic
surgeon than a cardiac surgeon. I like
mechanical things. ... I’ve always been
mechanically inclined. It was natural for
me.
Q What services do you provide?
A: I do sports medicine and orthopedic practice dealing with knees, hips
and shoulders. Among my specialties
are total joint replacements, arthroscopic knee and rotator cuﬀ surgery,
and reconstructive orthopedics — both
for adults and children 10 years and older. Everything orthopedic except spine.
Q: What makes this area of medicine fulﬁlling for you?
A: I just feel this is what I should be
doing. In orthopedics, you’re always ﬁguring things out, having to adapt —
“MacGyvering” things. You go from plan

A to plan B to plan C, which is a challenge I like. It also gives me a chance to
be compassionate, work with people,
ﬁnd out what they need, helping them
get better. I get to use both my mechanical skills and my people skills.
Q: When did you realize this was
the right medical career path for
you?
A: When I was in high school, my father invited me into the O.R. in Miami to
watch some heart surgery, back in the
days when you could do that. I remember thinking that this was some pretty
cool stuﬀ. I realized that was the beginning, that I’d have to get good grades
and work hard. First comes the inspiration, then the step-by-step process of
getting there.
Q: What’s the latest advancement
in your ﬁeld that will beneﬁt patients?
A: Orthoscopy has been around a
long time but the equipment keeps getting better, faster and makes better repairs. The materials for making joints
keep improving, too. At one time, you
could expect a hip or knee to last 10
years. Now they can last up to 40 years.
Q: Best advice for current and potential patients?
A: Educate yourself about the issue
that prompted you to see an orthopedic
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that we have experienced over the last
several weeks and actually turn it into
tangible change going forward?
How do we maintain the positive energy that could ultimately motivate us
to follow through with the behaviors
that will yield real and lasting change?
The secret to maintaining your hope
and ultimately making the long term
changes you want to see in your life is to
focus on the battleground of your mind.
Hope is an emotion that is driven by a
speciﬁc line of thought that just happens to be more prevalent during the
holidays: positive thoughts.
It’s the negative, unfocused thoughts
that ﬂow from our fatigue that ends up
crushing our hope.
If you want to maintain your holiday
vibe through the new year and actually
see those New Year’s resolutions come
to fruition, intentionally focus on avoiding these hope-crushing thoughts every
day.
“I slipped up, so screw it, I might as
well go all the way.”
There’s an old saying that recovering
addicts say often: “relapse is a part of
recovery.”
What that means is that very few
people are able to maintain long-term
sobriety without having a slip-up along
the way.
The important thing we can learn
from these individuals is that small fail-
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surgeon. Be sure to evaluate your surgeon: Ask whether the surgeon talked to
you in a way you could understand and
listened to your concerns. Look for that
kind of doctor. When a doctor treats
someone right, word gets around.

Professional Background: I have practiced in hospitals and medical centers in
Brevard County since 1989. I’m a member of the American Academy of Orthopedic Surgeons, the American Medical
Association, the Florida Medical Association, the Brevard County Medical Association and the Florida Orthopedic
Society.
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street drugs and medical marijuana.
There is no safe amount of alcohol to
consume while you are pregnant.
Smoking tobacco during pregnancy
can cause premature birth, cleft lip and
palate and even infant death.
Marijuana use during pregnancy can
cause stillbirth, premature birth, and
been inked to behavioral and attention
problems in children.
Additional issues from marijuana
(including medical marijuana) use is
linked to low birth weight and premature birth.
If you are taking medical marijuana
and plan to become pregnant, please
discuss a safer alternative with your
healthcare provider.

A few other tips in preventing birth
defects (while pregnant) include treating any type of high fever quickly and
avoid overheating.
Elevating a fetus’ temperature can
cause developmental problems with the
brain and spine such as spina biﬁda and
anencephaley (absence or underdevelopment of brain and skull).
It is also important to manage medical conditions before becoming pregnant.
For example, uncontrolled diabetes
can cause miscarriage, stillbirth and babies born too large; potential problems
with dangerously low blood sugar after
birth, trouble breathing and congenital
heart disease.
Another example of a medical condition which could aﬀect your newborn is
uncontrolled high blood pressure.
This chronic medical condition could
cause miscarriage, stillbirth, the infant
born too small, heart malformations,
spina biﬁda and brain deformities.
Additional preventative measures
include the exclusion of certain foods.
Pregnant women should not eat raw
or under cooked meat, as it increases
the chances of contracting food born illnesses.
These illnesses, like toxoplasmosis
and salmonella can cause serious defects in a developing fetus.
Toxoplasmosis can also be contracted through animal feces, especially
cats.
It is recommended that pregnant
women skip out on tending to the cat’s
litter box. Toxoplasmosis infection can
cause hearing loss, vision problems and

intellectual disability in babies.
It is also important not to ingest excessive amounts of mercury while pregnant. This is most often encountered
when eating large species of ﬁsh like
king mackerel, big eye tuna, marlin,
shark and swordﬁsh.
Fish are a great source of nutrients
and should be consumed at least once
per week; however, when pregnant it is
best to choose ﬁsh with low mercury
content.
Excessive mercury intake during
pregnancy has been linked to developmental delays and brain defects.
Keeping track of “things to avoid”
when trying to conceive or while pregnant may seem like a daunting task.
Since we are limited on space, it
would be impossible to include everything that could possibly cause birth defects.
Therefore, having an appointment to
discuss birth defect prevention with
your OB/GYN is the best ﬁrst step in
having a healthy baby.
If you are pregnant, or looking to conceive, check out the CDC website which
is an excellent source of information on
birth defects and how to prevent them.
www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/birthdefects/index.html

ures cannot obliterate our hope regarding our ability to follow through over the
long-term.
The reason we want to stop trying
when we slip up is because we globalize
the meaning and signiﬁcance of failure.
We believe that there’s no diﬀerence
between a small behavioral glitch and a
global failure.
Once a good behavior is broken, we
act as though it doesn’t matter whether
it’s broken by a little or a lot.
If we’re ever going to follow through
with our New Year’s resolutions we are
only going to do it when we are willing to
give ourselves grace for the inevitable
slip-ups.
“I didn’t work out two days in a row,
so I’ll just start again next week.”
That kind of hopeless global thought
in response to a slip-up will ensure that
your hope is crushed and that you quit
working out.
We have to believe that a stumble is
the very thing that might prevent a fall.
Small slip-ups are inevitable. Normalize them and believe that you can
change over the long haul.
“If I do backslide on my goals, I’m
going to beat myself up.”
I ﬁnd in my work with people in the
clinical oﬃce that many people believe
the best response to a slip-up is to focus
on thoughts that will produce shame
and guilt.
It’s almost as if we believe that we
can beat ourselves into submission by
focusing on how bad we are for choosing
the old behavior.
Interestingly, the research shows

that the opposite is true.
People who feel less guilt and who
show compassion toward themselves in
the face of failure are better able to regain self-control.
People who feel deeply guilty and full
of self-blame struggle more.
For example, you have two choices
when you do something like make an
unhealthy choice about food?
The guilt and shame thought sounds
like this: “I am never going to be able to
eat healthy. What’s wrong with me? I’ll
never make good choices.”
Thoughts like this will ensure you
end up hopeless about your goal to eat
healthy and will probably drive you to
continue to make bad choices with food.
Your other option is to oﬀer compassion to yourself, which sounds like this:
“All I have to do is get back on the wagon
and stay focused. I’ll get better at making choices going forward.”
That gracious response builds hope
and will facilitate continued progress.
“I’m doing well making decisions
consistent with my goals, but in this
situation I can’t be expected to keep it
up.”
When we are creating new behaviors,
we can’t carve out situations in which
we surrender personal responsibility for
our choices.
How many times have you said
something like this?
“I can’t be expected to eat well when
I’m on vacation.” Or “it’s the weekend,
so I deserve to just relax.”
Or my personal favorite, “I’ve been so
good and no one would expect me to

drink responsibly when I’m with my old
college roommates.”
These kinds of thoughts are nothing
more than loopholes. Excuses that let us
start down the road to our old life.
Staying hopeful about our change requires that we go all in. We have to devote ourselves wholeheartedly to the
new vision of our life and commit to
standing ﬁrm in our new habits even if
we are triggered by people or environments that want to pull us back into bad
habits.
So we all have a choice as we leave
the holiday season and re-enter the the
reality of our every day life.
We can either allow negative
thoughts to drive us back into the old
habits or we can allow the hope we feel
to drive positive thoughts about our
ability to live out our New Year’s resolutions.
My encouragement to you is simple:
focus on the battleground of your mind,
see the potential of what your life will
look like if you follow through on your
goals, and choose hope every day!
Dr. Mike Ronsisvalle is a Licensed
Psychologist and the President of Florida Counseling Centers, a psychological
services agency that provides counseling to clients of all ages and addictions
treatment to adolescents and adults.
You can ﬁnd him on the web at Floridacounselingcenters.com;
https://
www.facebook.com/LessStressedLife;
https://twitter.com/MikeRonsisvalle.
Or call 321-259-1662.
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mins contain at least 400 mcg of folic
acid).
Folic acid is also found in foods with
natural folate such as lentils, beans,
leafy greens and fortiﬁed foods; cereals
and some breads.
Folic acid helps prevents birth defects of the spine and brain. It is also important to ensure adequate folic acid intake at least one month prior to conception.
Stay up to date with vaccines and
make sure you are protected from the
Rubella virus. Rubella is protected in the
MMR vaccine.
You cannot receive this vaccine while
pregnant and need to be vaccinated at
least one month before conception.
If the Rubella virus is acquired while
pregnant, it can cause miscarriage,
deafness, intellectual disability, heart
defects and blindness.
Contracting the ﬂu while pregnant is
also associated with preterm birth and
higher rates of hospitalizations and
death in the mother, so speak with your
provider about attaining the ﬂu shot.
It’s important to reach a healthy
weight before getting pregnant.
Obesity is associated with cleft palates, heart disease and spina biﬁda.
While pregnant it is important to eat a
healthy, balanced diet and do regular
physical activity.
Avoid harmful substances while
pregnant, including alcohol, tobacco,
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Birth defects are present in one out of
every 33 babies born in the United
States. GETTY IMAGES
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