
Health Care experiences, such as a doctor visit or surgery, can be worrisome and stressful for children.  Preparation, or helping the child get ready by letting the child know what to expect, has been identified as one way to reduce possible upsets.  Often children become more frightened by what they imagine.  Fantasies of the experience frequently are scarier than the truth.

WHAT IS PREPARATION?
   Preparation involves communicating accurate, developmentally appropriate information including reasons for procedure, anticipated sequence of events, sensory information (i.e., what you see, feel, hear, smell), and duration in the softest language possible.  Preparation also includes developing and rehearsing coping strategies to use during procedures.

FOR WHAT KINDS OF EXPERIENCES SHOULD MY CHILD BE PREPARED?
· Doctor visits - especially if immunizations are expected

· Special tests and procedures (e.g., X-rays, computed tomography (CT)/ magnetic resonance imaging (MRI))

· Surgery

· Dental exams and procedures

WHAT ARE THE OVERALL GOALS OF PREPARING CHILDREN?

· To ensure that the child has an increased knowledge base concerning the procedure and why he/she needs to have it

· To help the child cooperate more with treatment

· To help the child experience less emotional distress

· To help the child demonstrate fewer negative behaviors during hospital routines and procedures

· To help the child identify effective coping strategies to use in difficult situations to manage his/her anxiety

· To help the child gain confidence and self-esteem

WHAT CAN I DO?

   Prepare yourself.  Ask detail-oriented questions:

· How long does the procedure typically take?

· What will my child see, feel, hear?

· Will my child be awake/asleep/ relaxed?

· Can I stay during the procedure?

   As the expert of your child and his/her personality inform the health care team about your child (likes and dislikes) to help them begin to build trust and understanding.

   Provide your child honest, accurate information in a calm, reassuring tone and allow expression of question and feelings.  Preparation can also include the following:

· Reading books and watching videos related to hospitalization

· Participating in a pre-admission tour of the hospital

· Playing "hospital" with pretend or actual medical equipment (children as concrete thinkers assimilate information much better than hands-on experience)

· Encouraging your child to bring a comfort item from home (e.g., doll, or blanket)

· Discussing possible times of separation from you and other visitation issues (e.g., staying overnight or not, siblings' visiting)

HOW CAN I ENHANCE MY CHILD'S COPING ABILITY?

   A crucial part of preparation is helping a child choose a coping plan and rehearsing it before coming to the hospital.  Effective coping can decrease the pain associated with an event and ultimately increase the child's self-control and self-esteem.  Examples of coping strategies are these:

· Deep breathing (have your child blow bubbles or a pinwheel to get the feeling)

· Looking/reading a book (pop-up books effectively capture attention/imagination)

· Storytelling

· Thinking of a favorite place

· Holding hands/body massage

· Singing songs

· Playing video games

Examples of coping tools include the following:

· Seeing:  magic wands, kaleidoscopes, pop-up books, view master toys

· Hearing:  music from radio/ Walkman/voice, books on tape

· Pocket tools:  travel games, key chain toys

· Touching:  Koosh balls, feathers, squeeze balls

   Be aware of how your own past health care experiences, stress, and anxiety can affect your feelings and, in turn your child's attitudes. 
   Afterward, provide an opportunity for your child to express feelings and fears related to her/his health care experience.  Build on the coping strategies that are effective and redesign ones that were not as helpful.
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