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THE EVERYTHING® FATHER'S FIRST YEAR BOOK 2ND EDITION

Dear Reader,

I practically had to write the first edition of this book in my sleep; after all, I had just gotten through my first year of being a dad to twin boys, and I'm a pediatrician. Although I think I have grown and become a better doctor and a better father, that year has helped me realize one thing: Being a dad can be hard work! This is especially true during the first year, when kids only seem to sleep, eat, and cry, and not do much else that a dad can easily relate to.

New dads are also usually at a disadvantage compared to new moms. We often don't have a big support network that would allow us to talk about parenting concerns. Dads might gripe to each other about how their kid isn't sleeping all night or cries too much, but they probably aren't offering tips to each other the way a group of moms might. And our first baby is often our first experience with caring for or even touching a baby.

I hope that my book will help dads develop the parenting skills they need to nurture a healthy and loving relationship with their child — one that will last a lifetime.
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Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Series!

These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

You can choose to read an Everything
® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-alerts, and e-ssentials.

We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

We now have more than 400 Everything
® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you're done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything®!
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Answers to common questions
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Important snippets of information
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Urgent warnings
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Quick handy tips
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Top 10 Things Every New Father Should Do


1. Be supportive. Be kind. Be available.


2. Try to be an equal partner in all aspects of raising your baby, from changing a diaper to getting up with your sick baby.


3. Don't take it personally if you don't get as much attention as you are used to, including sex.


4. Instead of just helping take care of the baby, offer to help out with household chores and cooking meals.


5. If your baby is breastfeeding, getting up for some of the feedings at night and bringing the baby to the breast is a big help.


6. Be supportive as long as both the baby and mother would like to continue breastfeeding.


7. Take over some of the daily chores, such as changing diapers, giving the baby a bath, and changing the baby's clothes.


8. Learn to recognize signs of postpartum depression.


9. Learn from your mistakes, instead of using them as an excuse for not helping with the baby's care.


10. Ask for help if you don't know what you're doing.








Introduction

A LOT HAS CHANGED for fathers in recent years. Long gone are the days when a father got the first glimpse of his new baby when she was brought to the waiting room of the hospital. Now a new father is expected to be in the delivery room and is able to play an integral role as his baby comes into the world.

Though most things have changed for the better, it's unfortunate that many other things haven't changed at all. Dads are expected to be full and equal partners when it comes to taking care of their kids, but they aren't always given the resources to be able to do it. They may have difficulty getting time off from work to care for their sick child or go to well-baby visits with their pediatrician, and may not even get any paternity leave. And many people still promote the stereotype of the bumbling, clueless father.

One thing that hasn't changed — and hopefully it never will — is how important it is for children to have an active father figure in their lives. Children who grow up in a household without a father are more likely to drop out of school, abuse drugs, run away from home, and end up in prison. A father who understands his responsibility and takes an active role in raising his sons and daughters is important for his family and for society in general.

If being a good father is so important, then why aren't new fathers given more resources to help them? You won't find as many support groups and clubs for dads as there are for moms, and there are far fewer parenting classes just for new fathers. Other simple things, like diaper- changing tables in the restroom, are often not as widespread for men as they are for women. Why do new fathers still often have a hard time understanding what their role is supposed to be?

Part of the reason is that although the role of fathers is changing, it sometimes still isn't seen as being very “manly” to take on many parenting tasks. Sure, you're a real man if you take your son to a ball game, but what if you help feed your baby or regularly change his diapers? Is that still a “manly” thing to do?

Of course it is. Real men are good fathers and are equal partners when it comes to all aspects of raising a baby. You take care of your baby when she is sick, wake up at night for feedings, and are familiar with how your baby is growing and developing. Understanding this more active parenting role can help you realize what it means to be a good father.

One of the most important aspects of learning to be a good father is understanding all of the general parenting tasks that you are expected to do. This includes changing diapers, feeding your baby, and giving him a bath. Fathers who know how to do these things will be eager to do them, and won't be uncomfortable or afraid of doing something wrong. In The Everything
® Father's First Year Book, 2nd Edition you will learn everything you need to know in order to care for your baby until his first birthday. You will also learn how to support and help your partner through this very enjoyable, but often challenging, first year of your baby's life.





CHAPTER 1


What Kind of Dad Will You Be?

That probably seems like a silly question. After all, how can you know ahead of time what kind of dad you are going to be? Bad fathers most likely don't start off with the goal of being a poor parent, but then again, not all good dads are just naturally good at fatherhood, either. It takes some work to be a good father, and the first step is to be prepared. It all starts with knowing what it takes to be a good dad, and then deciding what kind of dad you will be.


Your Expectations

Do you know what to expect from fatherhood? Are you planning to go about your regular routines and maybe just change a few diapers now and then? If you don't expect or plan to make more time to be with your family and your new baby, then you aren't going to be a very helpful father. Of course, if you already are a very devoted family man, then spending a lot of time helping around the house and taking care of a child may not be a very big change for you — it may just be that the specific tasks you help with will change.

Changes Dads Should Expect

First-time dads who think that their lives won't change much are in for a very big surprise. Having kids may not change everything, but it will change a big part of your life. You won't be able to go out each night, watch every sporting event on TV, or spend all of your free time playing golf. You will need to use a lot more of what used to be free time taking care of your baby.
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Not being able to do things spontaneously is one of the hardest changes for many new fathers to get used to. No longer can you simply go to a movie or dinner on a moment's notice. You now need to plan things in advance, either around your baby's schedule or based on the availability of a baby sitter. Having to do a little planning is a small price to pay for being a dad, though.



Other things that you can expect to change during this first year can include:


	
Needing to be more flexible with your time



	
Being less spontaneous



	
Getting by with less sleep



	
Having less time alone with your partner





Of course there are plenty of positives, too. Chief among them is having the unconditional love of your baby. Remember that having a baby is not all about the things that you are going to give up or have less time to do. It just makes things easier in the long run if you go into this new time of your life with a good idea of what to expect.

Prioritizing Your Time

Just because you should be more available to help at home and with your baby doesn't mean that you can't still make time for other things that are important to you. As with other busy times in your life, you just have to set your priorities and give up some of the less important things you used to spend time doing. Take a good look at your usual schedule, and see which things show up more often than they should. Do you really need to go for a drink after work with the guys, spend several hours on the Internet, or watch television every night?

Not everything you do is going to be equally important, so learn to set priorities to better manage your time. Your priorities still can (and should) include some time for yourself. This means that in addition to your new role as the helpful father, you can probably still play your usual rounds of golf if, for example, you give up watching sports on TV in the evening. Or if you like working out at a health club regularly, switch your workouts to the early morning so that you can head home right after work to take over caring for your baby. As long as your top priority is your family, you should be able to balance the rest of your time to fit in the other activities that are important to you.


What Is Expected of You?

In addition to thinking about and understanding what you expect to happen when you become a father, you should know what your partner expects of you. A lot of the conflicts and problems that arise between parents during their baby's first year result from very different expectations about each parent's role. To avoid this, it's a good idea to talk about these roles before the baby comes along.

Unfortunately, many people don't think about this in advance. Too often, each parent has his or her own expectation of what the other is going to do, and these expectations don't match. So a new father might be thinking that as long as he helps around the house a little more, he won't have to bother with diapers or feedings, when the mother is expecting help in both areas.

Sometimes, even when parents-to-be agree on the roles they each will take, their expectations and needs change once the baby comes home. When this happens, parents often can just re-evaluate their roles and try to change the way that they are doing things. Sometimes, though, the situation is more serious and the parents may require counseling. This can happen if either or both parents realize that this isn't what they want to be doing, that they need more help, or that they simply can't handle caring for a baby. If you reach this point, it's likely that you will need some professional help if your family is going to stay together.


Learning to Be a Good Dad

So, what kind of dad are you going to be? It's easy to say that you are going to be the best dad ever, but it is harder to actually earn that honor. Your past experiences with your own father and other role models as well as your personal feelings about fatherhood will all affect the way you act as a father.

Qualities of a Good Father

Do you even know what being a good father means? It will mean different things for different families, but it usually isn't about how much money you make, all of the things you can buy your family, or how successful you are at work. It's more about being available and supporting your family with your love and attention.
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Being a good father can be harder if you didn't have a strong role model to lead the way for you. But unless you want your kids to have the same problem once they begin to have kids, learn to be a good role model of fatherhood for them.



Being an equal partner when it comes to taking care of your baby is one of the most important qualities of a good father. Others include:


	
Understanding your family's needs



	
Offering unconditional love



	
Having patience



	
Being generous with your time



	
Setting a good example



	
Staying calm and learning to teach when you discipline (instead of simply relying on physical punishment to stop bad behaviors)



	
Being responsible with your family's money





How do you acquire these qualities of a good father? The average dad isn't going to be able to simply choose what type of father he will be. His own experiences, expectations, and overall personality will shape his actions and have a big influence on the type of father he will be.

Like Father, Like Son?

How you were raised is going to be one of the big influences on the type of father that you will be. What role did your own father have when you were growing up? Was he simply a strict disciplinarian, or did he take a more active role in your care? Was your father even around very much?

For good or bad, the type of father you had is likely to influence what kind of father you will become. Because that influence isn't always obvious, understanding the relationship between your father's parenting style and your own is important.

When considering your own father's parenting style, you do have to keep in mind that the role of a father was different when you were growing up. Just because he wasn't in the delivery room and didn't change diapers doesn't mean that he was a bad father. Those things weren't widely expected of fathers back then.

If you do think that your father did a poor job, it doesn't mean that he has to have a negative influence on you. Even having a bad father can help you to be a better dad, because you will have firsthand experience of the things that a dad shouldn't do. Do you wish that your father had been more available? Do you think he used physical punishment too much? Then be sure that you don't make those same mistakes.

Other than your own father, other role models may have influenced what kind of father you will be. These might include other family members, friends, and coworkers. Your role models should not be limited to the fathers you see on TV. Unlike the Ward Cleavers and other fathers of the sitcoms of the 1950s and '60s, who often portrayed the qualities of a good father, today's TV dads are more often incompetent and just offer comic relief.
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Even though your personal experiences and role models will have a big effect on the type of father you become, you can make a conscious decision to be the best father you can be. Learning about the different types of fathers will help you to learn what to strive for, as well as what not to do.




The “Hands-Off” Dad

This is perhaps the worst kind of father to be. In addition to not helping to raise his baby, this type of dad doesn't want any parental involvement. Whether or not he is married to his baby's mother, she is likely to have sole responsibility for raising their child. If they don't all live together, then he may never see his baby at all.

For the hands-off dad, there will be no diaper changes, no sleepless nights, and he will likely never get spit up on. He won't ever take care of his baby when she's sick, won't go to doctor's visits, and won't know whether or not his baby is sleeping through the night. He also most likely won't have a family for very long.

Some men become hands-off dads by simply trying to delay fatherhood for a while — even after the baby is born. The man who does this may want to be a big part of his child's life, but not until she is more grown up. He figures there will be plenty of time to bond later, when his kid can play a game of catch, compete in sports, or need help with her homework. This dad doesn't want anything to do with any of the baby stuff. But then he is surprised when the baby grows up and doesn't want to have much to do with him, either.

The worst kind of hands-off dad is the selfish one. In addition to not helping at home or taking care of the baby, he still will want all of his own needs met. He may expect his partner to take care of their baby and their home, cook his dinner, clean his clothes, and do all of the shopping, even if she works outside the home too. Luckily, if you are taking the time and effort to read this book, chances are very good that you won't become such a selfish parent. Making the effort to learn what it takes to be a father is a good sign that you want to be involved in your child's life. Be sure you continue to do whatever it takes to avoid being a dad like this.


The “Clueless” Dad

Unlike fathers who don't want to help at all, the clueless dad may want to help, but he is just lousy at it. He doesn't know how to do anything. Although his intentions may be good, the clueless dad doesn't quickly learn from his mistakes. Some signs of a clueless dad include:


	
Putting diapers on too loose, so that they leak



	
Not changing his baby's clothes when they are soiled



	
Feeding his baby inappropriate foods



	
Not knowing how to put his baby in a car seat correctly



	
Forgetting to connect the harness in the high chair



	
Not knowing how to mix formula



	
Giving the wrong dosage of vitamins or medicines



	
Not knowing when his partner needs his help or support



	
Thinking each cry means that the baby wants to breastfeed and handing her off to mom



	
Freaking out every time the baby cries, jerks, or passes gas





As you can see, it can be downright dangerous to leave a baby with a clueless dad. Fortunately, unless he is being clueless on purpose to avoid responsibility, this type of dad can be helped, and can evolve into a father who is more supportive and helpful. The keys to becoming a better dad include recognizing when you need help and then asking for it, and learning from your mistakes. Obviously, if you're a first-time father there are going to be things that are new to you, and things you don't know how to do. The important thing is that you realize this and get the help you need in order to learn the basics.

The clueless dad who doesn't want to learn to do a better job is really just a hands-off dad in disguise. Instead of being honest about not wanting to be a good father, this type of dad is trying to fool his partner or himself about how helpful (or unhelpful) he is, in order to avoid helping.


The “Somewhat Supportive” Dad

The dad who is somewhat supportive wants to help, tries to help, and does a pretty good job at it, but only some of the time. He may change a few diapers, but he can probably count on two hands all the diapers he had to change during his baby's first year. And if he does tackle a more difficult task, such as giving his baby a bath or waking up at night with her, he is likely to give up quickly if it doesn't go well.

This type of dad will just want to help when it is convenient for him. Maybe he will watch his baby while she is sleeping, or after a meal when she is alert and happy. But at other times, especially if a lot of work or crying is involved, he will probably be less likely to help.

Not only does the somewhat supportive dad help infrequently, but when he does do something helpful, he may make his partner feel guilty about it. Instead of being eager to help, this type of dad will probably complain about the work he does and make it seem like it's a hassle. That does make it less likely that he will be asked to help again, but it will also hurt his relationship with his partner.

Don't let yourself become this type of dad, either. Such a halfhearted approach won't get you anywhere in terms of bonding with your child. Also, be sure you realize from the outset that parenting is a full-time job. Your baby will need constant love and attention, and not just from her mother.


The “Mostly Helpful” Dad

The father who is mostly helpful is a very good father, at least most of the time. It's likely that he helps around the house, changes a lot of diapers, and understands how his baby is growing and developing. He probably even goes to most of his baby's visits to the pediatrician and is involved in most aspects of her care.

However, the mostly helpful dad is leaving out something. He may have most of the qualities of a good father, but there is still that one thing that keeps him from getting Father of the Year honors. Perhaps the mostly helpful dad:


	
Doesn't change dirty diapers



	
Won't wake up to share nighttime duties



	
Doesn't clean up after himself when he is caring for his baby



	
Helps a lot with the baby, but doesn't help around the house



	
Is very helpful, but still spends a little too much time away doing stuff such as playing golf



	
Is very helpful when he has time, but works very long hours and so isn't home as much as he should be



	
Does great with the baby and helping around the house, but could pay a little more attention to his partner



	
Is eager to help, but has to be told what to do each time





How can he leave out some of these very important tasks and still be considered a good father? Basically, he is so good at the other things he does that he makes up for it. If he doesn't help at night, maybe he lets his partner sleep in each morning, or at least on weekends, so that she can catch up on her rest. Or, he completely takes over once he gets home from work until his baby's bedtime. And he probably spends so much time with his baby that he has bonded well and they have a good relationship together.
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If you are a mostly helpful father, go the extra step to be Father of the Year. With a few small changes, you can develop a much better relationship with both your baby and your partner. If you aren't sure what it is that you aren't doing, just ask your partner.




Father of the Year

This is the dad that every mother wants for her baby and every father should strive to be. This type of father is truly an equal with his partner in all aspects of his family's care. He is a good father, but also a good husband or boyfriend to his baby's mother. Even if the parents are no longer a couple, he is still supportive and takes his parenting duties seriously.

If there is something he doesn't do, it is because both caregivers have compromised on the matter and he makes up for it somewhere else. If both parents work, then he shares equally in parenting duties when they both are home. If his partner is a stay-at-home mom, he gives her a break in the evening, either by helping care for the baby or doing some of the chores around the house when he gets home from work.

The Father of the Year dad isn't afraid to change a dirty diaper, give his baby a bath, or stay up with her when she is sick. He knows his baby's routine and doesn't need a detailed list of things to do every time he cares for the baby. He knows what his baby is eating and drinking, how much, and when to feed it to her. And he knows and has met his baby's pediatrician on many occasions.
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How can I become a “Father of the Year”?


A good start is learning more about your baby, about being a father, and also about parenthood in general. Next, be more observant about the needs of your family and take the initiative to eagerly do what needs to be done, instead of always waiting to be asked. Last, learn to be loving, kind, and supportive of your family.



By definition, a stay-at-home dad usually qualifies for Father of the Year honors, as long as he isn't simply acting as a baby sitter. If he just watches the baby all day when his partner is at work, but neglects all of the other daily chores, including housework, shopping, and nighttime duties, he will fall to the level of somewhat supportive, mostly helpful, or even clueless. A dad who stays home still needs to be equal partners with the baby's mother and share household and parenting duties.





CHAPTER 2


Preparing for Your Baby

Expecting dads have a lot of work to do to prepare for the baby, such as helping stock up on supplies, choosing a crib and bedding, and designing the nursery. This is also a good time to think about important medical topics, like cord blood banking, newborn screening, and whether or not to circumcise your baby boy. It is also important to get your home babyproofed before your baby is born.


Your Baby's First Car Seat

Although parents often take their kids out of a car seat and start using regular seat belts well before the recommended age of eight years or weight of eighty pounds, putting a baby in a car seat is a no-brainer, even for first-time fathers.

Shopping for a car seat, with so many different brands and types available, can be overwhelming. There are different basic guidelines to follow depending on the car you drive and the type of seat you're looking for. Remember, as the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) states, there is no “safest” or “best” car seat. You will find many brands and styles of seats that fit the guidelines, so in the end your choice will come down to personal preference. Just be sure to read the manufacturer's instructions so that you install and use the seat correctly.
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Car seats have always been hard to use, and most experts estimate that 85 percent of parents use them incorrectly. LATCH (Lower Anchors and Tethers for Children) is a new system that is installed in newer cars and car seats to make them much easier to install and use.



Infant-Only Carriers

Your first car seat will probably be an infant-only seat. This seat is designed for young infants and uses the rear-facing position that is safest for them. One of the best features of an infant-only seat is that after installing a detachable base into the back seat of your car, you can just snap the seat into the base when you are ready to go. When you reach your destination, detach the seat and use it as a carrier to transport your baby. Without this type of seat, you will have to buy a separate carrier, use a sling, or simply carry your baby around in your arms to transport him when not in the car.

Many infant seats can only be used for babies weighing less than twenty-two pounds. If you use an infant seat and your baby reaches twenty-two pounds before his first birthday, then you will have to get a convertible seat and use it in the rear-facing position for a while, or get a newer infant-only seat with a higher weight limit. Many infant seats can now be used rear-facing until a baby is thirty to thirty-five pounds.

Convertible Car Seats

This type of seat is “convertible” because it can be used in both the rear-facing and forward-facing positions, accommodating newborns, infants, and most toddlers. These seats can be used until a child weighs about forty pounds. There are even some with higher weight limits that can be used as a belt-positioning booster seat for children weighing sixty-five to eighty pounds. While this means that you might be able to use just one car seat until your child is three years old (and therefore buy only one), a convertible seat might not fit your newborn well and it can't be used as a carrier.

Car Seat Positioning

Where exactly to put the car seat is another common source of confusion. Most dads know that the back seat is safest, but where in the back seat? Should you put your baby behind the driver or passenger, or in the middle?

Although it sometimes depends on how many other kids you have seated in the car and where the seat fits best, in almost all cases your baby will be safest in the middle of the back seat. In addition to keeping him away from side-impact collisions, it protects him from any danger from side air bags. Whichever seat you choose, remember to place your baby in the rear-facing position until he weighs twenty pounds and is at least twelve months old. Keep in mind that many experts recommend that the rear-facing position is safest for younger children and that you keep your toddler rear-facing until he reaches the height and weight limits of your rear-facing car seat.

Alternative Arrangements

Rear-facing car seats cannot be used in a seat with an air bag. Since your younger child must be seated rear-facing in the car, you will have to make other arrangements if your car or truck doesn't have a back seat.

One alternative is to turn off your passenger-side air bag when you have your baby in the car. The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) has a form that you can use to request an air bag on-off switch if you have an infant who must ride in the front seat. You can learn more about air bag on-off switches and download a copy of the request form at the air bag section of the NHTSA's website (www.nhtsa.gov). Some advanced airbags can detect if a child or a child in a car seat is in the passenger seat and turn off the air bag automatically.
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Although you can apply to get permission to turn your air bag off or install an air bag on-off switch, your baby would still be safer in the back seat of a car. Try to make other arrangements (such as using another vehicle to travel in with your baby), and consider turning off your air bag only as a last resort.




Get Your Home Ready

Many of the things you will do to childproof your house (see Chapter 13) can wait until your baby is getting around on his own, but there are a few things you should take care of immediately to keep your baby safe. These include checking the temperature on your hot water heater and eliminating secondhand smoke.

Hot Water Heater Temperature

Younger children, especially newborns, are very sensitive and their skin can burn easily. Also, they usually are not able to quickly pull away from scalding water or let you know if the water is too hot, so it is important to protect your child from hot water to prevent scalding burns.

Simply testing the water is not enough, because your infant may turn the water faucet on herself and quickly get burned if the water temperature is too hot. The best precaution is to turn down the temperature of your hot water heater now, before you even bring the baby home.

How quickly can a child get a third-degree burn?


	
In only 2 seconds if the water temperature is 150ºF



	
In only 5 seconds if the water temperature is 140ºF



	
In 30 seconds if the water temperature is 130ºF



	
In about 5 minutes if the water temperature is 120ºF





Could you get your baby away from the water in two or even five seconds if she is playing with the hot water tap and manages to turn it on? Probably not, and that's all the reason you need to lower your hot water heater temperature to no hotter than 120º Fahrenheit. It's not always easy to see exactly what temperature a water heater is set at, so even after lowering your heater's temperature, it is a good idea to test the water with a cooking thermometer.

Also be sure to test the water before you use it near your baby each time, especially if you are lowering her into a bath, and never leave your kids unsupervised in the bathroom or kitchen.
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Setting your hot water heater temperature is not always easy, especially because many thermostats don't actually include a temperature gauge. If you need help, call your electric company, gas company, or the water heater manufacturer for detailed instructions.



Eliminate Secondhand Smoke

One of the healthiest things that you can do, for your baby and yourself, is to make your home smoke-free. If you smoke, the best time to quit is now, before your baby is born and you bring him home.

If you had been planning to just smoke outside, understand that really isn't enough to keep your baby healthy. Many studies have shown that babies whose parents smoke are more likely to have ear infections, allergies, and asthma, and are at greater risk of Sudden Infant Death Syndrome (SIDS). This is true even if the smoking isn't done directly around the babies. Your doctor or a good website, like www.quitsmoking.about.com, can help you stop smoking before it's time to bring your baby home.


Fire Safety

It's obvious that infants depend completely on you or another older family member to get them out of the house if there is a fire. Having working smoke alarms installed properly throughout the house can help you create an early warning system in case of such an emergency. A fire escape plan will help you handle an emergency situation as calmly and efficiently as possible, and allow everyone in your family to make it to safety. As you install smoke detectors in your house, consider going the extra step and installing carbon monoxide detectors as well. Otherwise you may not know this harmful gas is in your house until it's too late.

Installing Smoke Alarms

Every floor or level of your house should have a working smoke alarm. They are especially important inside or just outside each and every bedroom. To prevent false or nuisance alarms, don't install a smoke alarm in the kitchen or bathrooms. The manufacturer's instructions and your local building and safety codes can also help you find the best places in your home for a smoke alarm.
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What's the best way to position a smoke alarm?


Smoke alarms should be installed on the ceiling or high up on a wall, about 6 to 12 inches from the ceiling. Don't install them near outside windows or doors or near an air duct.



To make sure that your smoke alarm is in good working condition, change the batteries at least once a year and test the alarm each month. Also, be sure to replace any smoke alarms that could be more than ten years old.

Fire Escape Plan

No matter how safe your home is and how many smoke alarms you have, if you don't have a plan for everyone to get out of the house, your family may still not be safe in case of a fire. A well-planned and regularly practiced fire escape plan can help to make sure that everyone gets out safely. As part of your fire escape plan, you should decide who will get each of your children out of the house, how they will get out, a backup route in case the first is blocked or unusable, and where you will meet outside. This way you won't have to worry about anyone rushing back into the house trying to reach a child who is already out safely.

Installing Carbon Monoxide Detectors

Carbon monoxide is a colorless and odorless gas that can quickly be poisonous. It is produced by cars and appliances that burn fuel such as charcoal, natural gas, coal, wood, oil, kerosene, and liquefied petroleum.
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Because both are important and they are installed in the same areas, it makes sense to install a combination smoke and carbon monoxide detector instead of having to install two separate alarms. You should be able to find a combination detector at your local hardware store.



Most people understand the need for having smoke alarms in their home, but carbon monoxide detectors are often overlooked, even though the Consumer Product Safety Commission recommends that every home have one. Carbon monoxide detectors are especially important if you have a garage attached to your home or if you have any fuel burning, nonelectric appliances in your home. These can include:


	
Furnaces



	
Fireplaces



	
Stoves



	
Water heaters



	
Space heaters





In addition to having these types of appliances professionally inspected each year and providing them with adequate ventilation, you should have carbon monoxide alarms to help alert you to any leaks before they can poison your family. Like smoke alarms, they should be installed near your bedrooms and on every floor of your house.


Get the Lead Out

Lead, which is especially toxic for children, was banned from household paint in the 1970s and as an additive to gasoline in the 1980s. Since these laws went into effect, lead poisoning is not as big of a problem as it used to be. However, now that it has gone out of the spotlight, many people have forgotten about lead poisoning, even though about 2 percent of children still have high lead levels, putting them at risk of behavior problems, learning disabilities, and more serious neurological problems. Lead poisoning may not be as common as it once was, but children can still suffer from it if the proper precautions are not taken.

The biggest exposures to lead these days is from lead paint in older homes, especially those built before 1950 and homes built before 1978 that are being remodeled. Soil also may be contaminated with lead. If your house was built during the time when lead-based paint was still used, keep a close eye out for peeling, chipping paint that your baby might try to eat. Also watch for lead dust that can be created when a door or window is repeatedly opened and closed.

Drinking Water and Lead

Lead may also be used in pipes, which means that drinking water is likely to be the biggest source of exposure to lead for your baby. Although only homes built before 1930 are likely to have lead pipes, the pipes in newer homes may have been connected with lead solder. And keep in mind that even “lead-free” pipes can be made with up to 8 percent lead.

If your plumbing might have lead in it, be sure to only use cold water from the tap to make formula or for cooking and drinking, because hot water can have higher lead levels than cold water. You should also let the water run for fifteen to thirty seconds before using it, to help flush your pipes so that the water has less lead in it. A water filter might also help to reduce the amount of lead in your drinking water.

Other Sources of Lead

Lead is still used today in many products, including batteries and solder, which means that if you work in certain industries you may present a potential risk to your children because lead dust can get on your clothes. Among the jobs and hobbies that can be a risk to your family are:


	
Auto repair



	
Welding



	
Construction



	
Radiator repair



	
Battery repair



	
Making pottery



	
Making stained glass





If you spend time doing any of these activities, you should wash and change your clothes and shoes before leaving your place of work or entering your home. Washing your work clothes separately from the rest of the family's clothes is also a good idea to keep them from getting contaminated.

Certain home remedies and medicines, such as pay-loo-ah, azarcon, and ghasard, can also be sources of lead to children and should be avoided. Recalled toys and inexpensive children's jewelry have been found to be other sources of lead for children.
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A recent report has shown that many people do not know how old their home is and so may underestimate their children's risk of lead poisoning. If you live in an older home or apartment, but aren't sure how old it really is, ask your pediatrician to test your infant for lead poisoning.




Cord Blood Banking

There are few things that you can invest your money in that have the potential to save your child's life. Sure, buying a car seat, getting your child vaccinated, and having working smoke and carbon monoxide alarms in your home can save your child, but none of these will cure her if she gets sick.

Unlike these preventive strategies, storing your baby's umbilical cord stem cells in a cord blood bank does have the potential to save her if she someday gets seriously sick. Once collected, stored, and saved, umbilical cord stem cells can later be used for a stem cell transplant if your child develops a genetic disease or a type of blood disorder or cancer that can be treated with a bone marrow transplant.

In recent years, many for-profit programs that collect and store umbilical cord stem cells have been developed. You probably have seen advertising in parenting magazines and may even have received brochures in the mail describing these services. Because your baby's cord blood must be collected at the time she is born, you will have to think about and be prepared to have her cord blood collected while you are still expecting. It is not a decision you can make later.
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If you have a child with sickle cell disease, thalassemia, leukemia, lymphoma, or another cancer, you may be eligible for free collection and storage of the umbilical cord stem cells of your future children through the Children's Hospital Oakland Research Institute Sibling Donor Cord Blood Program (www.chori.org).



The marketing of the cord blood banks that describe a “once-in-a-lifetime opportunity” can be persuasive, but the procedure is expensive. After a one-time “banking fee” of about $1,500 to $1,700, you will have to pay about $95 a year to store the stem cells. Even with payment plans, that is a lot of money for most new parents.

It doesn't hurt your baby to take the blood from the cut umbilical cord, and this blood would just be thrown out if you decided not to save it. That seems to leave money as the main deciding factor. So should you pay to bank your baby's umbilical cord stem cells? If it is something that you can afford and you feel better knowing that you are storing your baby's stem cells in case you ever need them, then signing up with a cord blood bank might be for you.

When making your decision, keep in mind the clinical report on cord blood banking by the AAP, which concluded that “private storage of cord blood as ‘biological insurance’ is unwise.” In other words, the AAP doesn't think that it is necessary for the average parent to store their child's cord blood. However, it may be a good idea if you already have a family member who needs or may need a stem cell transplant due to leukemia, a severe hemoglobinopathy, or other disorder, both because he may be able to use your baby's cord blood for a transplant and because your child may be at increased risk of developing these conditions too. The AAP does recommend that parents donate their babies' stem cells to nonprofit centers, like the National Marrow Donor Program cord blood banks, so that they can be used for stem cell transplants in unrelated recipients.


Newborn Screening Tests

Not all birth defects can be easily recognized at birth, because many don't cause symptoms until weeks or even years later. However, some birth defects can be found through newborn screening tests. Many of the illnesses that are screened for can cause severe mental retardation or even death.

Among the disorders that can be easily screened for are the following:


	
Phenylketonuria (PKU)



	
Galactosemia



	
Congenital Hypothyroidism



	
Sickle Cell Disease



	
Congenital Adrenal Hyperplasia (CAH)



	
Homocystinuria



	
Maple Syrup Urine Disease (MSUD)



	
Cystic Fibrosis



	
Medium Chain ACYL-CoA Dehydrogenase (MCAD) Deficiency



	
Glucose-6-Phosphate Dehydrogenase Deficiency (G6PD)





Most of these are disorders that cannot be totally cured, but can be easily treated. There are medications for congenital hypothyroidism and CAH, and special diets for PKU, galactosemia, and MSUD. Your pediatrician or state health department can let you know what your baby will be automatically screened for. Fortunately, most states have greatly expanded what they test for beyond the previous minimum testing that they used to do.

For those parents who want even more extensive screening, expanded or supplemental screening tests are also available. The blood specimen for these tests can be taken at the same time that the state screen is done. It's possible to test for an additional thirty to fifty diseases from a single specimen of blood. Although each disease that is screened for is rare, the tests are relatively inexpensive, at about $25 to $60 for all of them, and so can be a good idea for those parents that want some additional reassurance. Start thinking now about whether you want to pay for extra tests or check with your insurance company to see if this is a covered benefit.
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You can find out how to order a supplemental screening test kit at www.savebabies.org. Have the kit ready when your baby is born so that the hospital can send it off at the same time your baby's state screen is sent.




Circumcision

Even though getting a baby boy circumcised can be a controversial topic, parents usually have a strong opinion one way or the other about whether or not a circumcision is a necessary procedure. Circumcision is another thing you and your partner need to think about and discuss before your baby is born, so that you don't feel rushed into making a decision.
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