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voice of the newborn

The path forward is rich
with opportunities.

-Samantha Butler
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The Heidelise Als Lecture — 35th
NIDCAP Trainers Meeting 2024

Shaped by Wisdom: Dr. Heidelise Als’ Impact on My
Professional Journey

Samantha Butler, PhD

r. Heidelise Als was more than a

mentor; she was a guiding force
in shaping my career and fostering my
personal growth. Her commitment to
compassionate care continues to impact
my approach to developmental care, along
with engagement with life, family, and
my professional career. Dr. Als shared
her life experiences generously, weaving
personal insights into her philosophy.
Her support extended to fostering my
professional growth and instilling faith in
my potential, which remains a constant
source of motivation. To me, she was
family, always available with sage advice
and encouragement.
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I draw directly from the principles
Dr. Als instilled in me. I strive to embody
her philosophy that the care we provide
effects outcomes and lifelong development.
Her words, “It matters how we listen to
the voice of and care for each newborn
and each family. It matters how we care
for one another and for ourselves,”
continue to inspire my approach. These
words serve as a powerful reminder of
the profound responsibility we hold as
professionals in newborn care to deliver
thoughtful, individualized attention during
the earliest and most critical stages of a
child’s development.

Continued on p.2



Dedication to Care

From the first moment I observed Dr. Als with an infant, I was
struck by her profound compassion and keen insight into the
experiences of newborns and their families. Her dedication to
improving care for the most fragile patients deeply resonated
with me. She demonstrated that even the smallest adjustments,
rooted in respect and understanding, could create a transfor-
mation on the well-being of others.

Dr. Als” influence guides how I create environments that
prioritize family-focused developmental practices. Dr. Als
emphasized that every detail matters, not just in medicine but
in every aspect of how we present ourselves. She reminded us
that we are public figures and thus all interactions matter and
deserve intention. Whether creating an environment to uplift
others, preparing for an assessment, or organizing a meeting,
attention to detail shapes how messages are received and how
others feel within that space. She emphasized the power of
projecting confidence, clarity, and empathy to rear connec-
tion and trust. This philosophy has extensively shaped my
approach, driving me to approach interactions and decisions
with thoughtfulness, ensuring that I reflect a sense of well-be-
ing, respect, and intentionality.

Philosophy and Mentorship

This deep commitment to care was also reflected in her ap-
proach to mentoring. Dr. Als embodied an extraordinary work
ethic, dedicating countless hours to her mission and inspiring
others with her drive and high expectations. Her approach to
training was rigorous and comprehensive. Through the NIDCAP
curriculum, she cultivated a philosophy of thoughtful engage-
ment, observation, and practice, cultivating a community of
clinicians dedicated to individualized developmental care. I
feel a profound responsibility to honor and carry forward her
vision. In my own NIDCAP training efforts, I strive to uphold
her meaningful approach, providing structure and depth while
also offering additional guidance to make the process accessi-
ble and encouraging for trainees. This sense of responsibility
drives me to motivate others to see the insights she uncovered,
publish meaningful research, and promote transformative care
practices that improve outcomes for infants and families.

Dr. Als fostered a commitment to listening to, supporting,
and inspiring others. Through her example, I advocate for the
vital role we play in the lives of infants, their families, and others.
I believe that as a professional in the field of neurodevelopment,

Continued on p.3
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Editorial
A French Treat

his issue offers insights from the
recent 35th NIDCAP Trainers
Meeting, highlighting the exchange
of knowledge that defines our global
community. These meetings continue to
grow in strength and scope, showcasing
an outstanding diversity of information
and experiences. The picturesque setting
of Toulouse in the south of France provided a vibrant backdrop
for the event, which also served as an invaluable opportunity
for networking among delegates representing many countries.
In this issue, Samantha Butler shares the wisdom and legacy
of Heidelise Als, taking us on her inspirational NIDCAP jour-
ney—a testament to vision and dedication. Deborah Buehler
introduces us to an innovative perspective on the Synactive
Theory, exploring its application across all areas of care.
The abstracts featured in this issue reflect the diversity and
depth of the meeting. From groundbreaking research and new
educational approaches to parent-led initiatives and strategies

for expanding NIDCAP expertise. Additionally, we are de-
lighted to include poster abstracts that highlight the incredible
work of our NFI members.

For the first time, we have translated several articles from
the original French, making their valuable content accessible to
a broader audience. This new venture was made possible thanks
to the generous assistance of Kiki Remont, and I extend my grat-
itude for her efforts. I would love to hear your thoughts on this
new approach to fostering accessibility and understanding.

Thank you for your continued engagement and dedication
to advancing the NIDCAP mission.
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we hold a position of immense responsibility, to serve as the
bridge between science, clinical care, compassion, and advocacy.
Our role transcends the walls of hospitals and the pages of med-
ical journals; we serve as the voices for those who cannot stand
up for themselves. Advocacy in this context is not merely a
choice, it is an ethical obligation. We are called to utilize our ex-
pertise, our voices, and our influence to ensure that our patients,
their families, and our colleagues are recognized and prioritized.
By doing so, we fulfill our moral duty to make a meaningful
difference in the lives of those who rely on us most.

I see advocacy as a natural extension of compassion,
whether we are caring for a newborn in the ICU, mentoring
colleagues, or helping others navigate professional challenges.
One of the most compelling reasons for our activism is the
simple fact that hospitalized newborns cannot speak for them-
selves. Infants, particularly those undergoing surgical inter-
ventions, are in their most vulnerable state. When we advocate
for newborns, we are addressing their immediate medical
needs and nurturing the foundation of their future health and
developmental outcomes. As is the motto of NIDCAP, we are
the voice of the newborn, ensuring that every decision made

respects individuality and promotes growth. ‘
Continued on p.4
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Dr. Als created NIDCAP, which provided a way to observe
and understand infant behavior, minimize stressful experienc-
es, decrease the separation of infants from parents, and op-
timize development with consistent caregiving. The art of read-
ing infant behavior, a skill Dr. Als pioneered and emphasized,
provided an understanding of the infant’s unique experiences
and responses. By prioritizing observation, we collaborate
with infants to enhance their development in a personalized
way. [ strive to motivate others in thoughtful interpretation
of infant behavior, moving beyond surface-level solutions to
connect with our patients, ensuring that every interaction is
meaningful and tailored to a family’s unique circumstances.
This approach was especially crucial during my transition from
newborn medicine to the world of cardiology, where infant
behavior varies greatly, but the ability to read and respond to
cues remains invaluable in providing effective care.

Dr. Als frequently reminded us of the meaningful influ-
ence of language in shaping perceptions and practices. She
prioritized choosing words thoughtfully, because the language
we use in policies, discussions, and everyday speaking reflects
our values and priorities. This mindful use of language encour-
ages us to affirm the roles of infants and families and avoid
diminishing their significance. In my professional career, I
am mindful of the power language holds and the impression
it has on how we perceive relationships, responsibilities, and
roles within the ICU. NIDCAP care involves creating a culture
where the language used consistently respects and values fam-
ilies, team members, and the infants themselves, reinforcing a
collaborative and compassionate approach to care.

Dr. Als’ teachings went beyond advocating for infants and
families and extended to highlighting the importance of nour-
ishing all members of the team. This includes acknowledging
the perspectives of professionals whose contributions are often
overlooked. Therapists, environmental services staff, and other
essential contributors are vital to creating a cohesive, nurturing
environment. Their expertise elevates the care we provide and
enriches discussions around standards of practice. I actively in-
corporate diverse perspectives, seeking out a multidisciplinary
team that includes family members, various disciplines, and
inpatient staff. I take great pride in our collaborative team,
where we learn from and promote one another, cultivating an
atmosphere of mutual respect and shared purpose.

Inspiration for Growth

Dr. Als was a positive energy in the field of newborn med-
icine. She supported engaging with the infant rather than
simply offering treatment, at a time when the medical world
often overlooked the individuality and humanity of newborns
and failed to fully acknowledge the challenging path faced by
the parents of an ill child. She moved us to strive for more.

Her perseverance acknowledged that rousing change can be
challenging. Her example continuously drives my commitment

“She supported engaging
with the infant rather than
simply offering treatment,
at a time when the medical
world often overlooked the

individuality and humanity
of newborns and failed

to fully acknowledge the
challenging path faced by

the parents of aniill child.”

to carry forward her vision, ensuring that thoughtful, individ-
ualized care remains a priority, even when faced with barriers.
Her work moves me to continue my efforts, knowing that this
approach holds transformative potential.

She instilled the importance of continuous learning,
reminding us that knowledge is ever evolving. Her dedication
to education stimulates me to seek growth through research,
collaboration, and reflection. This commitment ensures that
care practices advance alongside new discoveries, improving
how we care for newborns and their families.

Dr. Als placed great importance on reflective processing,
urging us to thoughtfully consider every interaction. This
approach shaped my connection between theory and prac-
tice to make intentional decisions. It also fostered a deeper
understanding of how each moment fosters the emotional
development of both the infant and their family, along with the
professional course of myself and others.

Gratitude and Aspiration

Reflecting on my journey, I feel immense gratitude for Dr.
Heidelise Als. Her guidance provided inspiration, motivation,
and unwavering support. She demonstrated that true leader-
ship is about accompanying others and her belief in me served
as a guiding light in both my professional and personal life.

By promoting collaboration, amplifying the perspectives of
often overlooked professionals, emphasizing the importance
of reading and responding to infant behaviors, focusing on the
significance of every detail, and committing to lifelong learn-
ing, I strive to fulfill and advance Dr. Als’ vision of thoughtful,
intentional, and individualized care.
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Carrying the Vision Forward: Inspiring the Future of
Developmental Care

Together with the NIDCAP family and the NIDCAP
Federation International, I am dedicated to ensuring that

her profound impact on newborn care and developmental
practices flourishes. Her legacy lives on in the countless lives
she touched, reminding me daily of the difference one person
can make in the world and that we can all do more.

The path forward is rich with opportunities to expand the
transformative principles of NIDCAP. Future research must
continue to evaluate the impact of NIDCAP on outcomes
for infants and families, as well as quality improvement
initiatives and feasibility studies in diverse healthcare settings.
Disseminating knowledge through impactful publications
and engaging presentations will ensure that these principles
reach a wider audience, inspiring others to adopt and
innovate upon Dr. Als’ approach. Additionally, increasing
accessibility to NIDCAP training is crucial. Efforts to create
online resources, mentorship programs, and multidisciplinary

collaborations can foster a global community of practitioners
who are passionate about developmental care. By embracing
continuous learning and reflection, and by championing
advocacy and education, we can honor Dr. Als’ legacy and
inspire the next generation of caregivers to amplify her

vision. Together, we can ensure that her teachings continue to
transform lives, reminding all of us of the extraordinary power
of compassion, intentionality, and individualized care.
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