GUIDES FOR PARENTS

Characteristics
of newborn babies

By Barton D. Schmitt, MD

APPEARANCE

Even after your pediatrician assures you that your
new baby is normal, you may find that he looks a hit
odd. He does not have the perfect body you have seen
in baby books. Be patient. Most newborns look
slightly peculiar to their parents. Fortunately the pe-
cularities are temporary. Your baby will begin to look
“normal” by 1 to 2 weeks of age.

The list that follows deseribes some common phys-
ical characteristies of newborn babies. Most are tem-
porary; a few are congenital defects that are harm-
less but permanent. Call our office if you have ques-
tions about your baby's appearance that this list does
not address.

Fontanel. This “soft spot” is found in the top front
part of the gkull. It is diamond shaped and eovered
by a thick, fibrous layer of tissue. It usually pulsates
with each beat of the heart. It is safe to touch this
area. The purpose of the fontanel is to allow rapid
growth of the brain. It normally closes over with bone
when your baby is between 9 and 12 months of age.

Molding of the head. Molding refers to the long,
narrow, cone-shaped head that results from passage
through a tight birth canal. This compression ean
temporarily hide the fontanel. The head returns to
a normal shape in a few days.

Caput. This swelling on top of the head or through-
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out the sealp is caused by fluid that is squeezed into
the sealp during birth. Caput is present at birth and
clears in a few days.

Cephalohematoma. This is a lump on the head—
usually confined to one side—that oecurs when blood
collects on the outer surface of the skull under the
skin. Tt is caused by friction between the infant’s
skull and the mother’s pelvie bones during birth. It
first appears on the second day of life and may grow
larger for up to five days. It doesn’t disappear
completely until the baby is 2 or 3 months of age.

Sealp hair. Most hair is dark at birth. This hair is
temporary and begins to fall out by 1 month of age.
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