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Healthy Beginnings

Home health nurses help young mothers savor the sweetness of motherhood 

By Elissa Crocker, BSN, RN

Regular shoppers at a health-food store might raise an eyebrow upon hearing the claim that a sugar cookie is 
healthy. But they haven't met 16-year-old Brittany Whitaker and her son, JaDarreon. 

"He's so sweet and bright," Whitaker said. "He's like a sugar cookie." 

As JaDarreon cooed and babbled happily in the background, Whitaker described her 5-month-old as a playful baby 
who rarely cries or fusses. Adding her son is "growing up quick," Whitaker listed developmental benchmarks attesting 
to her baby's health, including his ability to follow moving objects and bright colors. 

And while sugar cookies aren't on JaDarreon's menu, the young mother said he has three teeth and tips the scales at 
20 lbs., up from a normal birth weight of 7 lbs., 7 ozs. 

"We also call him Big Boy because he's bigger than most babies his age," Whitaker said. 

Many teen mothers might not be able to recognize and verbalize normal stages in their babies' growth and 
development. However, Whitaker's education has been furthered by her participation in Healthy Beginnings, a 
program for at-risk teens administered by the Visiting Nurse Association of Texas, based in Dallas. 

Getting Moms Involved

Iris McKairin, RN, team manager for maternal and children's services at VNA of Texas is one of eight visiting nurses 
in the Healthy Beginnings program. She said teens accepted into the program must be in their first pregnancy and 
reside in Dallas County, Rockwall County or the city of Lewisville. A physician's referral also is required. 

McKairin said one of the unique features of Healthy Beginnings is developmental testing is done by the baby's 
mother, not a nurse. 

"When the nurses performed the testing, the moms had no idea what we did or why," she explained. 

The new test is administered by the mom when her baby is 4 months old and repeated every 2 months until the baby 
is 1 year of age. Consisting of four pages, the exam covers fine and gross motor skills, communication and an array 
of other developmental issues. Another plus is nurses begin to prepare a mother for this evaluation when her baby is 
2 months of age. This active preparation and participation in the testing process not only educate young mothers in 
the normal developmental stages of their children, it strengthens the mother/child bond. 

"When the mom gets to the testing stage, she's already been working with her baby and helping her baby develop 
normally," McKairin said. "We also involve the father if he's willing." 

Funded by the United Way, Healthy Beginnings was launched in July 2004 and originally covered nine home visits. 
However, McKairin said it soon became apparent additional visits were necessary to adequately mentor and educate 
teen mothers. 

"We weren't seeing these young moms enough to establish relationships and we were losing touch with them," she 
said. 

As a result, the United Way approved a funding increase that covers a total of 23 visits. The majority are made after 
the baby is born and the program continues until the child's first birthday. 



Good Guidance

Ideally, referrals are received before the baby is born in order for nurses to evaluate the mother's prenatal status and 
begin establishing relationships and the educational process. But in many cases, the referral is made after delivery. 

Barbara Turning, BA, RN, a visiting nurse in the Healthy Beginnings program, said the initial visit includes a physical 
and psychosocial assessment of the mother. In addition to evaluating the teen's support system and involvement of 
the baby's father, nurses assess her emotional state and feelings about the pregnancy. If signs of depression or 
familial dysfunction are present, a social worker can provide assistance with these and other issues, such as day 
care, transportation and medical care. 

McKairin said the overall goal of Healthy Beginnings is to help young mothers get their personal lives back in order, 
while also ensuring their babies are adequately cared for and healthy. 

"Most of our girls get back on their feet and do well," she said. 

Describing the first month after delivery as an "intensive" period during which the moms and their babies are 
monitored closely, Turning said nurses also begin teaching the ABCs of childcare. Topics run the gamut from diaper 
changing, feeding and burping, to abnormalities that might require medical intervention. 

Nutritional oversight is one of the many situations in which nurses provide professional expertise and guidance. As a 
lactation specialist, Turning said most teen mothers choose not to breast feed. But when those who do are 
successful, she said it's especially gratifying. 

"Eating is about socialization, but it's also about survival," Turning said. "When that baby latches on, there's a 
celebration." 

McKairin added nurses are a link between the mother and her physician. In one example, she said reporting 
symptoms of a baby's declining respiratory status led to a more rapid diagnosis of asthma. Initiation of nebulizer 
treatments and proper medication therapy stabilized and improved the baby's condition. 

Crucial First Year 

Pointing out pregnant teens frequently appear disengaged from the reality of motherhood on admission, Turning said 
they often appear to "wake up from a nap" during that critical first year of their babies lives when they're in the 
Healthy Beginnings program. 

"Teenagers often don't see their babies as little human beings with feelings," she said. "So it's very satisfying when 
these young moms see their babies as real people." 

Janeth Becerra is a soft-spoken 17-year-old with a 2-month-old son, Hector. She said the visiting nurses give her 
emotional support and information that keeps her from worrying. Becerra especially enjoys her nurse's upbeat 
attitude and teaching style. 

"She's always happy," Becerra said. "When she checks my baby, she plays with him and she's never negative —
always positive — and tells me things I need to know and what I should do if something is wrong." 

Unfortunately, not all the mothers in the Healthy Beginnings program reside in stable home environments. Nurses 
can experience frustration by their inability to right all the wrongs in the lives of this vulnerable patient population, and 
dysfunctional situations may warrant a referral to Child Protective Services. However, McKairin said they also 
recognize that even though interventions performed today may not result in visible changes tomorrow, long-term 
beneficial consequences remain a possibility. 

"Even if we don't see positive outcomes right away, that doesn't mean they don't happen," she said. 

Turning agreed, citing research that underscores the profound impact of the mother/child bond during the first year of 
a child's life — the time period addressed during the Healthy Beginnings program. 



"That first year is so important," Turning said. "It has a tremendous effect on every relationship that children have for 
the rest of their lives." 

And when the nurses see the fruits of their labor, it's especially gratifying. 

Growing Up

Whitaker is a well-adjusted 10th grader who makes excellent grades and plans a career selling real estate or working 
in the healthcare field. Whitaker's parents take care of the baby while she attends school and holds down a part-time 
job, and JaDarreon's father sees his son regularly. 

While Whitaker's mother described her relationship with her daughter during the early stages of the pregnancy as 
"stormy," she said the Healthy Beginnings program provided a buffer that allowed her time to accept the situation, 
while assisting her daughter to grow up. 

"It's been hard, but the baby is such a joy," Whitaker's mother said. "I don't know if we'd have it any other way." 

Both Becerra and Whitaker expressed appreciation and gratitude for the education they receive from the visiting 
nurses. 

"I've learned so many things about my baby," Becerra said. "I know all my questions will be answered, and I know 
that being involved in his life and playing and talking to him makes him more alert." 

Strengthened by the inherent power of knowledge, these young mothers have the opportunity to grow daily alongside 
their babies, savoring the sweetness of motherhood. 

"I like being here for Sugar Cookie," Whitaker said. "Miss Iris is a wonderful person with a kind heart and a kind spirit. 
I want to thank her for being an influential part of our lives." 

Elissa Crocker is a frequent contributor to ADVANCE. 


