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By Trisha McBride Ferguson

t’s true: There’s no official instruction manual for becoming a parent.

But relax. Youre not the first parent to wonder why you've been entrusted with a
little person without an instruction manual. The 40 weeks (give or take) of
pregnancy allow time for more than just picking out names; it’s your opportunity to

plan and prepare. The more you know about your newborn, the better equipped you'll
be when she arrives.

Once your baby is born, doctors will be looking for a few key signs that she is healthy
and ready to go home, says Vinod K. Bhutani, M.D., FAAP, professor of pediatrics at
Lucile Packard Children’s Hospital at Stanford University School of Medicine. “First they
will want to see that the baby is able to breathe well and maintain her body temperature,”
says Dr. Bhutani, who is also a member of the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP)
Committee on Fetus and Newborn.

Newborns must also demonstrate that they can feed well. Regardless of whether she’s
breastfed or bottle-fed, all babies should be wetting at least three or four diapers in a
24-hour period, says Dr. Bhutani. And while many newborns have some jaundice — a
yellowish tint to their skin — their jaundice will be evaluated before they’re sent home
from the hospital. If necessary, your pediatrician will discuss a follow-up plan for
onitoring your baby’s jaundice.

at Home

ealthy newborns go home after two or three days, yet the transition for parents
ginning. “It’s OK to be a little scared — the first week after babies are born is
ey’re most vulnerable,” says Dr. Bhutani. “Newborns can have multiple medical
s that if left unattended can become serious.”

ydration is sometimes a concern for newborn babies that can continue once

left the hospital. Your pediatrician will discuss dehydration with you so you'll
what to look for, how to respond, etc.

rents should also watch for signs of infection in their newborn. Infections can be
up during birth or from people other than the parents handling the baby, such as
sitors. “Most people think only of fevers, but newborns can have dropping
temperatures or a low temperature that’s of concern,” says Dr. Bhutani. It’s always wise to
watch for signs of infection around the belly button or circumcised foreskin, such as poor
sucking during breastfeeding, a lack of appetite, poor weight gain, weak crying, and
increasing irritability.

Jaundice happens in most every baby, peaking in the first week as newborns learn to
excrete the yellow pigment called bilirubin in their stools. “Babies tend to have slow liver
function at first and may have some evidence of jaundice as their livers quickly mature
over the first several days,” write Drs. Laura Jana and Jennifer Shu in Heading Home With
Your Newborn. “The bilirubin level generally peaks by about 5 days for term babies and
about 1 week for those born prematurely.” If your baby continues to have signs of
jaundice — very yellowish skin and eyes — after day four, consult your pediatrician.

Although most babies remain perfectly healthy after they’re discharged from the
hospital, it’s important to watch for any signs of illness and take your child to the
pediatrician for evaluation within a day or two of leaving the hospital. “Every baby needs
to be seen by a pediatrician on day three, four, or five,” says Dr. Bhutani. “It’s a must.”

Finding a Pediatrician

As a new parent, it’s important to find a pediatrician with whom you feel comfortable.
If your child becomes ill, you want to have a good working relationship with a doctor you
trust and respect, and who will be there to support you.

Begin by evaluating the pediatrician practices in your local area. Determine whether it
matters to you if you have a male or female pediatrician. Be aware that while it’s all the
same to infants, some children as they get older feel more at ease working with a doctor
of the same sex. If possible, visit the offices and meet the physicians in person. Or find
out if your hospital has a “Meet the Doctors” night attended by area pediatricians.

Since you'll be visiting a pediatrician shortly after bringing your child home, don’t
leave this task until the last minute. “You have nine months to plan. You should always
choose your pediatrician beforehand,” says Dr. Bhutani. ®

Quick Tips: Time
to Call the Doctor

Quick Tips:
Choosing a
Pediatrician

The following are a few questions from the
AAP to help you select a pediatrician:

= What are the office hours? Is emergency
coverage available 24/7?

m Which hospital does the pediatrician use?

m Do they accept your insurance plan and
how does the office process billing and
claims?

= What are the qualifications of the
pediatrician? Is he or she an AAP member
(i.e.,“FAAP"” a Fellow of the American
Academy of Pediatrics)?

Let the AAP Pediatrician Referral Service
help you find qualified pediatricians in your
area. For quick access and contact
information, go to www.aap.org/referral/.




