
Whitney was born September 6th, 
2013, weighing in at a petite one 
pound two ounces. Her gestational 
age was twenty five weeks, one 
day. Her birth came after a mostly 
uneventful pregnancy, plagued 
only with occasional morning 
sickness and wacky cravings. That 
all quickly changed after my labs at 
twenty four weeks diagnosed 
severe HELLP syndrome (which 

involves life-threatening complications with maternal blood and liver), 
seemingly out of the blue. As my health rapidly deteriorated, my 
husband and I were bombarded with information about prematurity and 
neonate statistics. We met with Dr. Bass and Dr. Siegfried, who offered 
guarded, but realistic hope. My husband and I are both dentists and we spent enough years in doctoral medicine classes to know the 
severity of my situation, and hers. This was not at all what we expected. At 10pm, on a day we will never forget, Whitney was born via 
emergency c-section. 

The first few days were a blur. I was still on magnesium sulfate and family had just flown in from all corners of the country. Whitney 
and I were both very sick. The first thing the nurses told us was that she was “extremely feisty.” Knowing what I know now, that 
feistiness is probably what kept her alive. 

The first month was rough, to say the least. In an attempt to stop her frequent desats, Whitney 
had her PDA ligation at two weeks old.  Whitney spent 
eleven weeks on the vent, with some of that time on the 
Jet. She went through the Avastin injections in her eyes 
at nine weeks followed by the laser eye surgery a month 
or so later. All in all, Whitney spent 121 days in the 
NICU and was discharged home on oxygen on January 
3rd, 2014 weighing four pounds four ounces.   

Fast forward three and a half years, Whitney weighs in 
at a whopping twenty four pounds and she is just as 
sassy as her days in the NICU. She caught up 
developmentally around two and a half, when she went 
from barely uttering a sound to talking in full sentences. 
She’s a ball of energy and spunk, and continues to wow 
us with the things she learns at preschool. As I write 
this, I’m reminded of how quickly I forgot all that she 
(and us) went through. I guess that’s a good thing. 

My advice to parents in the thick of it now is simply this: 
try to relax. Try to avoid the temptation of Dr. Google, as hard as that can be. I wasted so 
much time reading through medical journals and old textbooks, trying to find out how 
Whitney was going to turn out, when the truth is that no one knows exactly what is going to 
happen. Instead, go to a NICU class and meet other families. Dine & Discover was truly a 
source of comfort and normalcy for me and my husband. Try to have faith in something; be it 
religion, modern medicine, or just good luck. The doctors, nurses, and staff of CHKD, as well 
as all the parents who have been where you are, understand the joy and the sorrow which may lie ahead. Take comfort in knowing 
that you and your child are not alone on this journey. Best of luck! ♥
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One of the best things that you can do for yourself with a baby in the NICU, is to 
practice good self-care (which is easier said than done). Having a baby in the NICU 
can be a very isolating experience. It’s common for NICU moms to wonder if there is 
something they did or didn’t do that caused their baby to deliver prematurely and/
or with other medical complications; please know that your baby’s medical status is 
not the result of something that you did or didn’t do. It’s hard to accept that there 
are things outside of our control, but this is one of them.  Frequently, doctors are not 
able to say for sure what caused your baby to be born prematurely and/or with 
other medical complications, but more importantly, they know how to treat your 
baby in the NICU. Please know that your baby is in good hands.  

Due to the additional stress factors of having a baby in the NICU, as well as the 
strong emotions that come along with it, NICU moms are at higher risk for 
Postpartum Depression and Anxiety. These illnesses affect up to 1 in 5 women 
during pregnancy or the first year postpartum. They are caused by changes in 
biology, psychology, hormones and environment. Being aware of the signs/
symptoms is very important; PPD signs and symptoms may include feeling 
overwhelmed, anxious, angry, sad, guilty, irritable, hopeless, as well as exhausted 
but unable to sleep.  

In the NICU, each family is assigned a Social Worker (Rachel, Denise or Sharon) 
who is available to help you cope with the ups/downs of your NICU journey.  NICU 
Social Workers are available to provide support, in addition to more specific 
information; including PPD screenings, to evaluate and to help link with community 
resources as needed. In addition, there are a number of support groups offered on 
the unit, including Mommy Care and Healthy Mommy, Healthy Baby; the main 
purpose of these groups is to link moms up with other NICU Moms, by providing an 
opportunity and outlet for them to discuss postpartum concerns and fears related to 
having a baby hospitalized in the NICU. (Refer to the NICU monthly calendar to find 
scheduled support groups/classes). Taking care of yourself is also one of the best 
things you can do for your baby.   

-Rachel Houck, LCSW  
 NICU Social Worker  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Caring for your Mental Health During a NICU Stay 
Many people describe the NICU journey as a rollercoaster— with ups, downs, twists, and turns happening at unexpected times. 
While this analogy might seem to fit your baby’s journey perfectly, your child isn’t the only one along for the ride. Parents 
experience many complex emotions throughout their child’s NICU stay. You may be trying to sort through emotions about the 
pregnancy or birth that didn’t go as planned and the prospect of bonding with your baby in the NICU instead of at home. As your 
baby goes through ups and downs, your emotions probably will too. Read on to find information about common emotions, self-
care tips, and stories from parents who have been there. 

Practicing Self-Care 
• Go for a walk  
• Take a long shower 
• Sing in the car 
• Read a good book 
• Watch a funny TV show 
• Call a friend 
• Get a cup of coffee 
• Ask someone for help 

with your to-do list 
• Stretch or do yoga 
• Go outside for a few 

minutes 
• Close your eyes and 

take a few deep breaths 
• Write (blog, journal, 

etc.) 
• Connect with another 

NICU parent 
• Take a nap 
• Do a hobby you enjoy 
• Eat a healthy snack 
• Exercise 
• Meditate or pray 
• Get plenty of sleep 
• Spend time with your 

partner 
• Attend a support group 
• Tell friends and family 

how they can help 
• Spend time with pets 
• Turn on a favorite song 

and dance (not in the 
pod though!) 

• Listen to a podcast or 
audiobook 

When I delivered my daughter four months early I was terrified! Would she be okay? 
Was it something I did to make this happen?  I wanted an answer of why she may have 
come so early. Since I didn't have one, the guilt began to set in. One way I learned to 
cope with my situation was by talking to other parents. This helped me to understand 
that I wasn't alone. It also helped me to understand that I had done nothing wrong and 
that sometimes babies come into the world too early. I was able to find strength by 
talking other people. And as a result, I have made some wonderful friends.”  
–Brandi 

Parents of Graduates Share their Stories 



“My experience coping with the trauma of my daughter's 
illness at birth taught me the importance of allowing myself 
processing time. Being told she would die, my immediate 
response was to connect with my spirituality to find mental 
peace. Being in a position to have to accept I had no control 
over the outcome but still had other children to support, I 
needed a place of peace. However, I failed to take care of my 
physical health and failed to process emotionally by not 
allowing myself to feel the pain. My advice would be to allow 
yourself to feel, process and release every emotion by some 
form of therapy. Counseling saved my sanity and allowed me 
to remain an active part of my family and my community. 
Taking control of my physical health remains a challenge but 
it's something I still work on daily. Know that everyday is an 
opportunity to do better at something, an opportunity to 
make life manageable.” –Yolanda 

“I had an emotional breakdown 
the first day I was able to see 
Corwin which was 3 days after 
he was born. When I was rolled 
into the room and saw all the 
machines and the isolettes and 
I saw my baby laying there 
helpless, the first question that 
popped into my mind was 
"What did I do to cause this?" 
The first thing out of my mouth 
that I said to Corwin was, "Hi, 
I'm your mommy, I'm so sorry." 
I think I cried for like 15 
minutes. Even though the nurse 
that day explained everything 
to me, I felt like I was in the Charlie Brown cartoon where the 
teacher is talking and it sounds like ‘whaaa whaa whhaaa 
whhaaa’. That's the best way I can describe how I felt that 
day. For the next five months I came in smiling and kept a 
positive attitude because I knew that my baby could feel and 
feed off of my energy. But on the inside everyday I would ask 
myself what I did to cause this. I felt like I was less of a 
mother. I thought about the moms that did drugs and had 
healthy babies. I thought about the women who treated their 
bodies terribly and had healthy babies. I wondered why I was 
being punished. I started to think that God had given up on 
me. Here I was in a city with no friends and no family. The 
love of my life was half way around the world in Japan, which 
made it difficult to even communicate effectively. The trip 
home for him to see his son took 17 hours and he was only 
able to stay for 7 days. Afterwards I was alone again. My 
parents were able to visit the first week and then they both 
became ill and were not able to travel. So again I was alone. 
Had it not been for the nurses, especially Diane Brown, Mary 
Beth, Melissa McCann and Laura Durbin and Heather 
Murphy, the Parent Support Coordinators, my Social Worker 
and the Chaplain, I would not have made it. They made sure I 
had everything that I needed. I had no idea where things 

were because I had only been in the area for a couple of 
years and at the time I had no car so I had to depend on the 
medicaid cabs to transport me back and forth to the hospital 
each day until Corey was able to come home.”  
-Octavia 

“I felt like I did an okay job managing my mental health while 
my daughter was in the NICU. It was hard, but I knew that I 
needed to take care of myself to be the best mom and 
advocate I could be for my daughter. I made sure to take 
time away from the hospital each day to rest and did other 
things to recharge like writing, talking to family members, 
connecting with other NICU moms, or going on walks with 
my dog. I was thrilled when my daughter came home, but 
once we started to settle into our life at home I began 
thinking about many of the things I hadn’t had time to 

process while she was 
in the NICU. When I 
packed away maternity 
clothes I never got a 
chance to wear or saw a 
very pregnant woman, I 
grieved for my 
pregnancy that ended 
much too soon. When I 
saw a picture of a 
happy mom holding 
her baby just after birth, 
I grieved for the special 
moments we missed 
out on. Even though I 
knew I didn’t do 
anything wrong, I felt 

tremendous guilt for my daughter’s premature birth and all 
the complications that followed. I spent countless hours 
analyzing the days leading up to my daughter’s birth, trying 
to figure out what went wrong and what I could have done 
differently. About a month before my daughter’s first 
birthday, I realized that while I was happy about her special 
day and all the strides she made her first year, I was still really 
struggling with the difficult emotions surrounding her birth 
and NICU stay. I finally decided it was time to see a therapist. 
Therapy helped me process the emotions I had about my 
pregnancy, my daughter’s birth, and her time in the NICU. It 
helped me heal me and made me a better mom; now I am 
able to celebrate how far we’ve come and look forward to 
the future without constantly thinking back to those difficult 
times. I really recommend seeing a therapist to any parent 
who has been through a NICU stay.” -A Former NICU Mom  

“The NICU journey is an overwhelming one. I felt flooded by 
many emotions and struggled to make sense of them all. I 
felt like I had to plow through and stay strong and yet I felt 
like a bubbling volcano might erupt from within me at any 
point. All the various emotions - grief, anger, sadness, guilt, 
and loneliness being some of the primary ones - were very 
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difficult to deal with. While my son was in the NICU, my 
husband and I saw a counselor a couple of times together. 
After discharge, I continued doing individual counseling for 
about a year as I worked to process all that we'd been 
through. Looking back, I see how important it is to make the 
most of the support resources in the NICU while you are 
there and then continue with a counselor or support group 
after discharge.” –A Former NICU Mom 

“The mental and emotional aspect of my experience is one 
that is still difficult to talk about and feel. I suffered extreme 
anxiety and postpartum depression after Gus was born. I 
blamed myself and my body for the pain he was having , and 
it took weeks for my own body to recover from the lingering 
effects of HELLP syndrome; I was in physical and emotional 
pain all the time. I learned that one way for me to take 
charge of my own situation was to learn as much as I could 
and be an advocate for my son. I asked hundreds of 

questions, read books, and talked to other parents, looking 
for ways to better plan and be informed. For eight hours a 
day, for 115 days, I became an expert on my son. I would 
encourage parents not to watch your child’s care, but to be 
involved in it. Don’t be afraid to ask questions, participate 
and give your opinion. You may not be a doctor or a nurse, 
but you are your child’s parent and you know more than you 
think you do. Knowledge and participation; that’s what 
helped heal me.” –Carter 

“While my son was in the NICU, meeting and talking with 
other NICU mothers that understood and shared the same 
worries, fears, concerns and celebrations helped me 
tremendously with my mental and emotional stability. Even 
now that my son is home and almost three, the 
communication with other NICU moms is always my saving 
grace.” –Meagan 
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Back to School 

Summer Fun for NICU Grads!

Who is ready for summer fun? We are! Top row from left: Gus, 26 weeker now 
3.5, enjoying a boat ride; Catherine, 25 weeker now 3, taking the ferry on her 
birthday; and Thomas, 25 weeker now almost 3, building sandcastles in the 
Outer Banks. Second row: Corwin, 27 weeker now almost 4 poses for his 
school pictures in anticipation of summer break! 

If your baby will be discharged during the summer months it is the perfect 
time to get out and explore! Take your baby on walks around the 
neighborhood, try some tummy time on a blanket in the shade, visit the farm 
animals at the zoo, or head to your local public library for baby/toddler story 
time. 


