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SUN PHOTOS BY SARAH COWARD, scoward@sun-herald.com On the cover: Cameron Peterson, 17 months, sits quietly in his dad Zachery arms during a vision awareness rally in Punta Gorda. Above: The legally blind Port Charlotte toddler has been diagnosed with optic nerve hypoplasia, and is traveling to China for stem-cell treatment. 
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	Healthy Families makes a difference 

By Eric Stockley SPECIAL TO FEELING FIT 


   
I must confess that as a health care professional there are still some agencies in Charlotte County I am not familiar with.   Recently, I paid a visit to the Family Service Center here in Port Charlotte to familiarize myself with their services and it was almost by accident that I found myself in the offices of Healthy Families.  The reception staff was warm and friendly, and when I told them what I was doing I was whisked in to the back office for a one on one discussion with the center’s Program Manager Cheryle Worthen.   Cheryle came to Florida from Agawam, Massachusetts and has a background in teaching.   She joined Healthy Families in January 2000, right after the programs inception in July 1999. Cheryle explained to me how Health Families is a program of the Charlotte Behavioral Health Care's Family Support and Prevention Services. 

  
It is a voluntary home visiting program designed to promote positive parenting and healthy child development. The program currently has two family assessment workers that provide conversational assessments to pregnant women or families with newborns. They then link the families to needed resource as a service to the community. Currently, the two workers have a full case load completing on average 40 assessments a month.  Those accepting Healthy Families program services are referred to one of the ten family support workers with the program. These workers begin visiting the family on a weekly basis.  Services can last up to five years depending on the needs and desires of the family. 

  
Jointly, the 10 family support workers serve 169 families annually. The family support workers are trained paraprofessionals who come alongside the families to encourage and help them increase in self-sufficiency as well as enhance parenting attitudes and skills.  Visits are emotionally supportive and include fun activities based on the latest research on brain development and child health.  When I asked Cheryle what she saw as the focus of their work she pondered then responded, “We want parenting to be a positive experience by providing the support and tools parents need to be successful.” 

   
Having worked for the Florida Department of Health for more than 12 years, I was somewhat embarrassed that I had overlooked such an important agency as this and wanted to know more.   Cheryle proudly asked if I would like to talk with one of the families they serve, and a couple of weeks later Cheryl, Family Support Worker Ann Nickerson, a 17-month-old baby called Cameron and his parents were sitting in my office.  For all the world Cameron looked like a perfectly normal healthy child, but with one exception — he’s “legally blind”. Being visually impaired myself, Cameron’s story touched a heart string with me and I would like to share it with you.  While pregnant and attending pre-registration classes at the Women’s Center of Peace River Medical Center, Cameron’s mother, Melissa, was assessed by Healthy Families and referred to Ann Nickerson for services. Ann describes Melissa as a model program participant. 

   
During pregnancy Melissa did not smoke, drink or do any kind of drugs. She kept all her appointments and ate a balanced diet. Birthing went quite well with a minor complication and Melissa and father Zachary left the hospital with a perfectly normal baby. Zachary says it was only when Cameron reached around three months of age that they noticed his eyes did not “track” properly and they were quick to seek expert medical advice.  Cameron was diagnosed with optic nerve hyperplasia, or a lack of development of the optic nerve. The diagnosis was confirmed by a second opinion, and Cameron’s parents were told that their baby would be legally — not completely — blind for life and to concentrate on developing his other senses.  On hearing this, Ann put her social work skills into high gear. She began linking both Cameron and his parents to all the services that would support and help Cameron to be the best that he could be.  Referrals included “Early Steps” an agency dedicated to helping those with developmental problems. 

   But this story does not end there. Cameron’s paternal grandparents were not prepared to accept Cameron’s fate without a fight, and they began searching the Internet for answers.  Cameron’s grandfather came upon a newspaper report on a young girl in Missouri with the same diagnosis as Cameron, and she was about to take part in an experimental umbilical stemcell research project in China.  Melissa and Zachary jumped right on this thread of information, by tracking down the young girls parents and contacting the hospital in China. To cut to the chase, in less than three days they had Cameron scheduled to register into the Hangzhou Hospital in Hangzhou China on Aug. 8. They leave Monday. 

   
Once in China, Melissa and Zachary will share a self contained room/apartment in the hospital with Cameron.  The hospital has a laundry mat and a grocery store built into the facility to support guests for their one-month stay in the stem cell research program.  Following tests and assessments, Cameron will receive a series of five injections of umbilical chord stem cells directly through his spine into the fluid that surrounds the brain. It’s interesting to note that they are using cells harvested from umbilical chord blood and not the controversial embryonic cells that are such a hot topic in the media right now.  Each injection delivers over 10 million stem cells in combination with additional neuron growth factor cells. These cells guide the stem cells to the damaged nerve cells, which in Cameron’s case is the optic nerve. Once the stem cells have located the damaged nerve they begin to rejuvenate and replace and repair the damage. 

   
Nerve rejuvenation is a slow process and there will be no immediate changes. On returning to the United States, Cameron will have to under go three months of intensive therapy to stimulate his sight. For 12 months, Cameron must spend a yet unspecified amount of time, five days a week in an Hyperbaric Oxygen Decompression unit.  Much like a divers have to do in a case of “the bends,”. this therapy, Melissa tells me, is to “encourage armature stem cell growth.”  Fortunately Ann and Healthy Families will be there to provide encouragement and again link Cameron’s parents to the many agencies they will need for help and support.  Like me, by now you are probably, asking yourself “What’s all this going to cost”.   The answer is $100,000.  That’s a small price to pay when comparing it to the cost of special education and occupational training and support or a possibility of lifetime disability payments.  And, the cost of giving a child sight:.Priceless. But it’s far from a small price to pay when you are footing the bill as Melissa and Zachary are prepared to do. 

   
Melissa was quick to express to me her delight at the way the people of Charlotte County have once more banded together again for those in need. There have been car washes, service club and church donations, private contributions, bake sales, yard sales and more. Despite all of this, they are still well short of meeting their goals.  Charlotte Behavioral Health Care provides other services at the Family Service Center, including: The Nurturing Dad’s Groups; a Family Resource Center, which provides educational materials and information on a variety of parenting topics as well as linkage to community resources; and other short term, 10-week, parenting classes for both voluntary and court ordered families. 

   
All programs are found at the Family Services Center on the corner of Easy Street and Gibraltar Avenue.  Why not do what I did and just swing by and “check it out.” I think you will be pleasantly surprised at all the services that they offer for the community.
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Eric Stockley works for the Charlotte County Health Department. 
