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Premature Infants

A premature infant is a baby who is born too early, before 37 weeks. Premature 
babies may have more health problems and may need to stay in the hospital longer 
than babies born later. They may also have long-term health problems that can lead 
into adulthood. Finding and treating health problems as early as possible can help 
babies lead longer, healthier, and more independent lives.

The earlier in pregnancy a baby is born, the more likely he/she is to have health 
problems. Some premature babies have to spend time in a hospital’s neonatal in-
tensive care unit (also called NICU).

Premature birth can lead to long-term intellectual and developmental disabilities. 
These are problems with how the brain works. They can cause a child to have delays 
in:
• Physical development
• Learning
• Communication
• Being social with others
• Behavior problems, including attention deficit hyperactivity disorder    
 (also called ADHD) and anxiety
• Neurological disorders, like cerebral palsy
• Autism, a group of disorders that affect a child’s speech, social skills and behavior
• Asthma, a health condition that affects the airways and can cause breathing   
 problems
• Bronchopulmonary dysplasia (also called BPD). This is a chronic lung disease   
 that causes the lungs to grow abnormally or to be inflamed. The lungs usually  
 get better, but a premature baby may have asthma-like symptoms    
 throughout their life.
• Vision problems, like retinopathy of prematurity (ROP). Children born prematurely  
 are more likely than children born on time to have vision problems.
• Hearing loss, a common birth defect in premature babies.
• Dental problems, including delayed tooth growth, changes in tooth color or teeth  
 that grow crooked or out of place.
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Premature babies often need services that help with development and learning. 
Early intervention services are programs or therapies for children from birth who 
have disabilities or developmental delays. These programs help children learn phys-
ical, thinking, communicating, social and self-help skills that typically develop in early 
childhood.
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