Head Start turns out mommy MDs

Program aims to cut down doctor and hospital visits by educating parents

By Jennifer Anderson
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Many Head Start families have participated in a program that teaches parents how to care for their kids’ health, safety, nutritional and dental needs. At Albina Head Start, Alanté shows off his cup while Joana Fernandez helps Biana (left) and Ke’Mora. 




Last winter, Liliana Thirdgill remembers calling in sick from work at least once a week to take her children to the doctor whenever they broke out with hives or had a mild case of eczema.

“Once I see a rash, I’m like, ‘Gotta go to the hospital, find out what it is,’ ” said Thirdgill, 29, a Northeast Portland mother of three kids, 8, 5 and 2. “It seemed like I was going to the hospital or doctor for every little thing.”

Nowadays, she knows what to do to prevent rashes, like use baby lotion and not let her kids sit in the tub too long because hot water dries out the skin. When a rash does break out, she applies a cream and waits it out rather than panic and run to the doctor.

Thirdgill’s family was among 70 who participated in a yearlong study aimed at reducing the number of trips to the doctor and emergency room, as well as cutting down on the number of days missed from school and work when a child appears to be sick.

The thought was to give these families – who all had children at Albina Head Start and Early Head Start in Northeast Portland – a full day of basic health education, in Spanish and English.

They also received a book by Gloria Gilbert Mayer and Ann Kuklierus, “What to Do When Your Child Gets Sick,” published in both Spanish and English, as well as a bottle of Tylenol, a thermometer, baby lotion and other freebies from sponsors.

Grant came from UCLA

Researchers with the University of California at Los Angeles’ Anderson School of Management awarded Albina Head Start an $8,000 grant to be a pilot site for the study, one of several across the country. Head Start had to raise funds and pick up other sponsors for the rest of the training and costs.

Albina Head Start’s health coordinator, Bobbie Fitch, tracked the families’ habits over a year and released data last week that showed a marked difference from before and after.

Emergency room visits dropped from 8 percent to zero. Doctor usage was cut in half, from 68 percent to 35 percent. The number of school days missed each month dropped by nearly a third, and the number of work days missed dropped by more than half.

Fitch, a former pediatric nurse, said she’s encouraged by the results and wants to pursue additional grants to empower parents in health emergencies, such as providing free first-aid classes.

Early Head Start serves infants from birth to age 3 with home-based social services, parent education and year-round day care; its major supporter is the Portland Children’s Investment Fund, which has awarded a $424,000 grant this year.

Not all speak English

Head Start is a preschool program for toddlers age 3 to 5. Altogether, Albina Head Start serves about 500 children from its building at 3417 N.E. Seventh Ave.

Since Head Start serves low-income families, the children generally are at risk of not meeting health and educational milestones like learning to read or getting physical exams. Many of the families have limited English skills, no insurance and difficulties navigating the complex medical system, Fitch said.

That’s where her job comes in.

Fitch helps families with their kids’ health, safety, nutritional and dental needs – everything from reminding them to make sure their kids brush their teeth at night to helping them hook up with the right resources.

She said children at this young age mostly are suffering from common problems such as colds, asthma, anemia, eczema and food allergies, all of which can be addressed at home with the right tools, she said.

Parents said that when they were empowered with the training and health book, they were more confident when faced with a sick child – or a mysterious condition.

Maria Valdes, 33, a single North Portland mother of three kids, had thought she had seen it all with her two older children, ages 8 and 6. But when her youngest, now 3, developed ringworm, she was mystified.

“Wow, what is that?” she recalls thinking. But rather than run to the hospital, she pulled out her health book and saw that it could be treated with a cream.

“It’s not like it’s going to kill her or something,” Valdes said.
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