SUBSTANCE-EXPOSED BABIES
Waln K. Brown, Ph.D.

William Gladden Foundation

WHAT ARE SUBSTANCE-EXPOSED BABIES?

Substance-exposed babies are babies subjected to drugs while still in the womb of a pregnant mother.  Pregnant women who use cigarettes, alcohol or other drugs endanger the development of their unborn babies and put them at risk for physical, emotional and social problems.

HOW DO MOTHERS EXPOSE BABIES TO DRUGS?

Pregnant mothers who use drugs pass them on to the fetus.  The unborn baby’s body cannot process the drugs, so they stay in the system a long time.  Mothers who use drugs throughout their pregnancy continuously expose their unborn babies to the harmful effects of drugs.  Even mothers who use drugs while breast-feeding are exposing their babies to the dangers of these substances.

HOW CAN DRUGS AFFECT THE FETUS AND INFANT?

Drugs can cause the following problems in the unborn baby and newborn infant.

In the Fetus

· Addiction

· Miscarriage

· Brain stroke

· Premature labor

· Stillborn delivery

· Retarded development and growth

In the Infant

· Central nervous system disorders

· Retarded physical development

· Impaired motor development

· Reduced brain growth

· Seizures and strokes

· Mental retardation

· Low birth-weight

· Small head size

· Poor eyesight

-1-

· Difficulty bonding

· Difficulty breathing

· Physical deformities

· Poor feeding patterns

· Internal organ abnormalities

· Sudden Infant Death Syndrome (SIDS)

CAN PRENATAL EXPOSURE TO DRUGS BE HARMFUL IN LATER LIFE?
Absolutely!  Toddlers exposed to substances in the womb may be more impulsive; they tend to score lower on developmental tests and have difficulty with language development and organizational skills.  School-age children are likely to have problems in school, learning disabilities and developmental delays.

WHAT PROBLEMS CAN SPECIFIC DRUGS CAUSE FOR AN UNBORN OR NEWBORN BABY?

All drugs can cause problems for an unborn or newborn baby.  These specific drugs can cause the following problems.

· Alcohol – A fetus exposed to alcohol is at risk to experience Fetal Alcohol Syndrome (FAS).  FAS is the third leading cause of mental retardation and birth defects.  Using alcohol during pregnancy can cause heart defects, physical deformities, growth retardation and brain damage.

· Marijuana – Using marijuana during pregnancy can cause premature delivery.  Newborn babies may suffer withdrawal, irritability, tremors and visual problems.  The also are likely to have low birth-weight and small head size.

· Cocaine – Cocaine use during pregnancy can cause spontaneous abortion, premature labor, strokes, brain damage and respiratory problems.  Babies exposed to cocaine in the womb tend to be irritable, have problems bonding with their mothers and may be unresponsive or cry easily.

· Narcotics – Heroin and other narcotics used during pregnancy can cause the newborn to go through withdrawal.  These babies are likely to be low birth-weight and may have reduced brain growth.  There also is a high risk that the fetus will be lost due to miscarriage or stillbirth.
· Barbiturates – Taking barbiturates during pregnancy can result in seizures or the death of the newborn.  The baby also may suffer withdrawal symptoms that are similar to heroin but more severe.
· Tranquilizers- Use of tranquilizers during pregnancy can bring about withdrawal in the newborn, causing breathing difficulties and the inability to nurse.

· Nicotine – Smoking cigarettes or using other tobacco products during pregnancy increases the risk of miscarriage, birth defects, low birth-weight, SIDS, learning difficulties and retarded growth.
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DO SUBSTANCE-EXPOSED BABIES HAVE PROBLEMS IN SCHOOL?

Yes.  Many of these babies have learning disorders.  A substance-exposed child may exhibit the following behaviors in the classroom.

· Difficulty sitting still
· Trouble stay on task

· Problems with changes in routine

· Inability to complete tasks and assignments

· Difficulty with non-structured events or experiences

· Tendency to give up easily and withdraw or “act out”

WHAT HAPPENS TO SUBSTANCE-EXPOSED BABIES?

All babies exposed to substances in the womb risk later problems.  However, not all substance-exposed babies will experience every symptom.  The effects on the fetus can depend on what drugs, how many, how often and when they were taken.  Because of their early exposure and addiction, these babies do risk becoming substance abusers later in life.

HOW CAN ONE HELP SUBSTANCE-EXPOSED BABIES?

Substance-exposed babies need special attention, patience, support and guidance to help them grow past the deficits with which they were born.  Family members and professionals can provide the positive role modeling these children need.  Educators should understand the problems and needs these children will exhibit in the classroom.  These children require greater attention and additional guidance and counseling in school and in the community.  Contact these agencies for further information.

National Organization on Fetal Alcohol Syndrome

www.nofas.org
American Pregnancy Association

www.americanpregnancy.org
(800) 672-2296

Family Empowerment Network

www.fammed.wisc.edu/fen
(800) 462-5254
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