Today's article comes from the New York Times, and is titled, "A Seattle School Where Extra Kindness is Part of the Curriculum". 
 

It describes the Hutch School, which is part of the Seattle Cancer Care Alliance. Children of patients receiving bone marrow transplants are schooled together at Hutch while the patients are in town. The article provides an interesting description of an effort to address the impact of illness in a family member on children. And the fact that it is a local effort receiving national attention also made it interesting."
 

A well-regarded contemporary developmental/behavioral pediatrician from San Francisco, J. Lane Tanner, M.D., co-authored a book, "The Family IS the Patient" that deals with this issue.  The first chapter in this book is entitled "The Family as the Treatment Unit and the Pediatric Clinician as the Interviewer".  The book assists in interviewing families of children with developmental concerns.  
 

The kids at the Hutch School either have a family member with cancer, or have cancer themselves.  Children of family members undergoing cancer treatment and children with cancer have a number of stressors that will have impact on behavior and development (including the stressors of family members dealing with cancer, risk of loss/death, stressors of moving to a new city as many children at The Hutch School do, financial resources changes due to loss of income or health-expenses, feelings anger and guilt and fear, adjusting to new limitations due to illness, etc.).   All of these things will have impact on family dynamics.  I participated in one of Dr. Tanner's workshops, in which he uses a suspended mobile, and asks participants to describe what they see.  The mobile represents the family, all pieces move together but separately, different weights, etc.  A fun exercise!  He has others, too.
 

RESOURCE:
The Family IS the Patient - 2nd edition
Allmond BW and Tanner JL. 
Published by Williams & Wilkins, 1999
 

Feel free to borrow!
 

And that's today's Developmental/Behavioral Pediatrics: IN THE NEWS!
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Education
A Seattle School Where Extra Kindness Is Part of the Curriculum 

By JESSICA KOWAL

SEATTLE, May 25 — After her father was found to have acute myeloid leukemia, Jorie Lawson felt tormented by well-meaning questions from her classmates in Kingsport, Tenn. How was her dad doing? How was she feeling? 

School was one place where Jorie, 14, did not want to talk about her father's illness. To give her some peace, Jorie's mother, Kimberly Lawson, recalled, an assistant principal assembled the entire eighth grade in the gym and threatened them with detention if they asked about her father.

"People here are more understanding," Jorie said during her second month in her new school, the tiny Hutch School, not far from downtown Seattle.

Hutch is perhaps the best school that parents hope a child never attends. There is one criterion for admission: someone in a student's family is receiving a bone-marrow transplant for a life-threatening type of leukemia, lymphoma or other blood-related disease.

Financed primarily by the Fred Hutchinson Cancer Research Center and the Seattle public schools, Hutch is the only hospital-sponsored academy in the United States that mainly educates healthy children. They leave behind friends, pets, debate tournaments or cheerleading practice while a parent or a sibling endures a punishing medical treatment that typically lasts four months. 

The nation's other major transplant centers arrange tutoring for pediatric patients, but not for other children in the family. 

On any given day, about 20 students, including a few patients, attend the Hutch School. They come from tiny Alaskan villages, from towns and cities from Vermont to California, and from foreign countries. The current student body includes a great-grandson of John D. Rockefeller and the two daughters of Susan Butcher, the Iditarod sled-dog race champion. 

The school, which costs about $400,000 a year to run and is free to all students, was started 25 years ago in an effort to make it easier for families. It has three teachers and a math tutor who rarely assign homework and a social worker who suggests relaxation techniques for anxious moments.

In the competitive world of cancer treatment, the Hutch School gives a marketing edge to the two transplant centers in Seattle that are affiliated with the Hutchinson research center. And it gives an extra layer of protection for patients whose immune systems are severely compromised. Students and staff members wipe tables and computers with disinfectant and stay away from school if they have the slightest sniffle, all in an effort to keep them from spreading germs among one another and back to their sick relatives.

Hutch teachers sometimes become surrogate parents for children who know that a family member could soon die. It often falls to the teachers to explain what is happening to a patient, from the first days of chemotherapy and radiation to "Day Zero," when a patient receives a transplant, on to "Day 100," the earliest that someone who has had a successful transplant can leave. 

"Every family is going through crisis, a crisis of life and death," said Anna White, who teaches fourth through seventh grade. "We tell the kids it's O.K. to have all the emotions they have — to be sad and quiet one day and giddy the next day."

In what is the most common transplant situation, involving a nonrelated donor, about 60 percent of adult patients of the Seattle Cancer Care Alliance survive for at least one year, according to the National Marrow Donor Program. The national one-year survival rate is 47 percent.

After 9 a.m. on a recent weekday, students drifted into the school's spacious common room, on the ground floor of the apartment building where many transplant families stay. Along with bright posters, a few hundred photographs of past students and poignant poems about home decorated the walls. 

Students here are told to "treat each other with extra kindness." Friendships are immediate but distressingly fleeting, students said, because children enroll, skip school for days at a time or return home with little notice, all depending on changes in patients' health.

In the K-3 classroom, five children gave the teacher, Eileen Hynes, their daily patient update. A boy's father had gone into the hospital; a girl's father was well enough to drive her to school. 

Aidan Avey, 6, of Anderson Island, Wash., was beaming. "I'm going home today, and my dad's doing fine," he said. Ms. Hynes congratulated him.

His classmates wrote notes in Aidan's "goodbye book," which every student takes home as a keepsake. Before lunch, Aidan's parents dished up chocolate cake for the entire school before driving back home to the island, in the southern end of Puget Sound. The next day, without him, children painted a mural depicting people who had helped them during their "cancer journey."

The teachers encourage daily reading and journal writing rather than strictly following a language-arts curriculum. In the afternoon, younger children spend time with their families and high school students have tutors for math, foreign language and science.

Sitting around a wooden table in their upstairs classroom, the older students, including Jorie Lawson, talked about books. Their teacher, Jason Bavuso, let them choose any book that engaged them, so the discussion touched on "Runaway Jury" by John Grisham; "A Million Little Pieces" by James Frey; and a Civil War memoir, "Company Aitch." 

Later, with the help of a local theater group, the students practiced a play they had written about a love triangle involving an egotistical doctor. Jorie camped it up as one of the jilted girlfriends.

The teenagers sometimes hang out after school and buy snacks and energy drinks at the corner deli. They seemed relieved, and slightly drained, to share a school where everyone has a sad story. 

Kayla Kohr, 15, of Spokane, Wash., who has Hodgkin's lymphoma, was preparing for her own transplant. Maria Bird, 16, of Daly City, Calif., was dealing with the death, just 36 hours earlier, of her grandfather and guardian. Matthew Neeley, 15, of Redmond, Wash., had arrived a week earlier to help care for his father.

Colin Rockefeller, 16, from Little Rock, Ark., has spent most of his sophomore year at Hutch. His father, Win Rockefeller, the lieutenant governor of Arkansas, had a second bone-marrow transplant after the first one failed. 

At the school, "there are always things happening, most good, but sometimes things don't work out," Colin said. "One of the first guys I met, his dad ended up dying."

Jorie had expected to stay in Seattle until July, but her father's leukemia did not respond to chemotherapy, and his doctors abruptly canceled his transplant, saying there was nothing more they could do, Kimberly Lawson said.

Jorie and her parents returned home to Tennessee in mid-May. In the performance of the Hutch School's spring play this Friday, she will appear on videotape. 
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Micheline Hall, a staff member, fixes the sign on the front door of the Hutch School, which is for students who have a family member receiving a bone-marrow transplant.
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A book about dealing with cancer is one of the teaching materials in a classroom at the school. It often falls to teachers to explain what is happening to a student's family member.
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Some of the school's students are patients themselves, including Kayla Kohr, 15, of Spokane, Wash., who has Hodgkin's lymphoma.
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Students take part in a drama class activity. The school, which was started 25 years ago, is free to all students.
