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Dose of reality

INSIDE: Realistic baby helps combat teen pregnancy, Page A2

RICHARD SAYER/Meadbville Tribune

Toneasia Cunningham picks up a ‘RealCare Baby,” a computerized, simulated infant meant to educate young adults about

" what it’s like to take care of an infant on a daily basis. Cunningham and Teionna Sheard both had to care for the ‘baby’
recently at Bethesda Children’s Home. The computer chip reports all the things that the the caregivers do wrong.
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Realistic baby helps fight teen

By Ryan Smith
MEADVILLE TRIBUNE

WEST MEAD TOWN-
SHIP — Teionna Sheard
said she never knew what
24/7 newborn baby care
was like — but she found
out in a hurry over a week
this past summer.

So, how’d it go?

“Bad,” the 14-year-old
said bluntly, sounding a little
tired, a little aggravated just
thinking about it.

The baby “would cry — a
lot,” she said. “One minute it
was hungry, the next it needed
its Pampers changed, then
again, and again and again,”
morning, afternoon and night.

“You miss out on a lot of
stuff,” said Sheard.

Toneasia Cunningham,
17, dove in to some new-
born parenting around the
same time. “I always want-
ed to know” what it was

like, she said.

Now, she said, she knows:

“It’s very hard. Having that

baby is hard. It’s complicat-
ed — very complicated.”

RICHARD SAYER/Meadville Tribune

Toneasia Cunningham checks to see if her ‘baby’ is on and if it is
recording how she handles it as Teionna Sheard looks on.

- “It was so annoying,” she
said.

But for Sheard and
Cunningham — and other
teens at Bethesda Children’s
Home Lutheran Social
Services in Meadville —
that was only a test.

They’re two of the teens
there who said they’ve
gained some true-to-life ex-
perience using the RealCare

Baby, a high-tech infant
simulator doll that looks,
sounds and acts like, well, a
real baby. It’s programmed
to cry when it needs to be
“fed” (or “changed,” or
“burped,” or “rocked,” or
anything else an infant
needs), to recognize its
“mother” — and to show
(actually, report through a
computer) the effects of all

pregnancy

Teen pregnancy rate
rankings among
Pennsylvania’s 67 counties.

1 - Philadelphia

2 - McKean County

4 - Erie County

11 - Venango County

18 - Mercer County

21 - Warren County

38 - Crawford County

improper care or neglect.

Bethesda helps at-risk
kids — many are in trouble
with the law or have been re-
moved from potentially
dangerous homes. It offers a
number of special programs
and has launched a new ed-
ucational offering using the
simulator (created and com-
mercially marketed by a
firm called Realityworks)
with funding assistance
from the Crawford- Heritage
Foundation.

“The real goal — the very
simple goal — is to prevent
teens from having babies,”
said David Johnson,

SEE BABY, PAGE A8
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CONTINUED FROM PAGE A2

Bethesda’s director of devel-
opment. The simulator doll is
“the closest thing to having a
real baby without having a
real baby,” he added.

“And it’s a reality check.”

Sheard and Cunningham
are both from Philadelphia,
the state’s largest urban area
and, by county, the one with
the highest reported teen birth
rates. According to 2008 sta-
tistics from the Pennsylvania
Coalition for the Prevention of
Teen Pregnancy, a federally-
supported nonprofit,
Philadelphia County teens
gave birth to nearly 15 percent
(3.525) of the 23,689 infants
bom in that county that vear.

But according to the same
statistics, teen pregnancy is
not only an urban-area issue
in Pennsylvania’s 67 coun-
ties. The second-highest
teen birth rate listed in the
PCPTP report, was for
McKean County, one of the
most rural areas in the state;
there, a total of 63 teen
births accounted for 13.4
percent of all births in the
county in 2008,

Crawford County ranked
lower on that statistical report,
listed 38th with a total of 85
teen births accounting for 8.9
percent of all births in 2008.
Erie County's teen birth rate
was ranked fourth at 12.1 per-
cent; Mercer, 18th (10.2);
Warren, 21st (10.1); and
Venango, 11th (11.1).

“Locally, we do have is-
sues of teen pregnancy,”
said Christian Maher, the
Heritage Foundation's exec-
utive director, so when ap-
proached about the program
by Bethesda, the foundation
“immediately thought (the
RealCare Baby program)
was really good” to get in-
volved in.

‘Maher said the foundation
provided Bethesda $700 of
the total cost (approximately

$2,400) for the baby simula-
tor, which has been used by
both teen girls and boys
there.

Omne of those boys is a 16-
vear-old who recently com-
pleted his stay at Bethesda and
returned to his hometown with
a girlfriend who has a baby due
soon, said James Holding, a
Bethesda therapist/case man-
ager. Holding said that teen’s
initial air of confidence about
being able to care for the simu-
lator doll gave way to a
“ragged” demeanor pretty
quickly, but that's part of the
pointof the education; *He un-
derstood then what a big com-
mitment he had to his family
when he got back home.
{Now) he really wants to do
good for his child.”

A 2009 study published by
the National Campaign to
Prevent Teen Pregnancy indi-
cated the national rate of teen
births — and their related so-
cietal costs — showed a rise
after what had been a decline
over the course of 14 years.
Teen childbearing cost tax-
payers across the country at
least $9.1 billion annually as
of last year, according to the
study, and in Pennsylvania,
nearly $400 million in tax
dollars is spent each year on
services including public
health care and child welfare
for teen mothers.

“Alot of kids ... (seem to)
have this predisposed notion
that having a baby is a badge
of honor,” said Johnson.
“We're here to try to change
their thinking,” he said, and
10 “try to prevent them from
having babies at the wrong
time, which is now.”

Johnson said Bethesda’s
goal is to further develop the
program in Meadville and at
its community-based center
in Erie.

—Ryan—Smith—ean—be
reached at 724-6370 or by

e-mail ar rsmith@ meadvil-
letribune.com.
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