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One day at a time

Teen deals with mental health issues stemming from beatings 

	
	By RUTH BROWN 
rbrown@postregister.com 




Editor's note: This story is the first in a three-part series on issues dealing with children's mental health. It is an update of a series of stories the Post Register completed 10 years ago.

Rosalyna Parker was beaten, sometimes savagely.

From the ages of 5 to 8, she lived with her biological father, who would chain her to an air compressor in the garage until the evidence of his beatings healed.

Today, five years later, the bruises are gone but the mental illness beaten into her remains.

Grab her and she melts down as a result of her attachment disorder and post-traumatic stress disorder.

Rosalyna is one example of a mentally ill child, one of 18,857 Idahoans younger than 18 who struggle with a serious emotional disturbance. In 2003, that number stood at 16,000.

It's a problem that isn't going away. But health care experts say it's also a problem they are better able to deal with today.

To keep up with the needs of these children, schools, mental health providers and juvenile detention centers have altered their mindset and their services.

Lynne Whiting, a former advocate for the Idaho Federation of Families for Children's Mental Health, can attest to the improvements.

Whiting -- whose son is mentally ill -- said services have improved dramatically since her son was a child. Those improvements include the creation of Idaho Federation of Families for Children's Mental Health and changes in juvenile justice.

"I do think services have improved over time," Whiting said. "The courts and probation department aren't incarcerating these kids at the drop at of a hat."

THE PROBLEM

Officially, a child with a major mental illness is labeled as "seriously emotionally disturbed." The phrase covers a variety of diagnoses, from depression to bipolar disorder to schizophrenia.

The term comes from the American Psychiatric Association's bible, the "Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders."

To be considered "seriously emotionally disturbed," children need to display one of following characteristics:

An inability to learn not explained by intellect or health factors.

An inability to build or maintain relationships with peers and teachers.

Inappropriate behaviors.

A pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression.

Fears associated with personal or school problems that are manifested in health problems.

All of those issues lead to children having struggles in school and at home.

Some children are born with their illness. Others, such as Rosalyna, have it beaten into them through physical, mental or sexual abuse.

The problem cuts across age, race and economic status.

Affected children can be found in every town in eastern Idaho and almost every classroom in the state.

And it is a problem that affects everyone.

Per capita, in 2009 Idaho ranked fourth in the nation in suicide among children and adults, with a rate 66 percent higher than the national average.

Nearly 30 percent of the state's adult inmates have a mental health issue and 59 percent of inmates in the juvenile correction system have a mental illness.

During fiscal year 2012, the Idaho Department of Health and Welfare Children's Mental Health spent $73,948,853 in state and federal funding trying to treat the problem.

While the number of children categorized as seriously emotionally disturbed statewide has jumped by more than 15 percent in the past decade, experts said that number is misleading because it matches Idaho's population growth and better awareness of the problem.

"I think we're identifying more children that have issues," said Brad Baker, a clinical supervisor with Region 7 Children's Mental Health, a department of the Idaho Department of Health and Welfare. "In (years past) maybe they were suffering silently. But now, with our relationship with the schools and juvenile probation we can see it more; and hopefully it helps them be successful."

FINDING HELP

Rosalyna's adoptive parents, Teriann and Randy Parker, said their daughter has "improved by miles" since she moved in with them about a year-and-a-half ago.

Teriann Parker believes Rosalyna's mental health improvements are because of counseling, building trust and a sense of stability.

"It's gotten harder being here and I know what it feels like now to be a kid," Rosalyna said. "My counselor says when I first moved in it was fine and the honeymoon stage. But then you get to reality and everything isn't easy."

Teriann held her daughter's hand as she spoke. It is the only form of touch Rosalyna allows.

Children's Mental Health Services with the Idaho Department of Health and Welfare offers a variety of services to children and families such as the Parkers. The department's children's mental health program has more than doubled its budget in the past nine years. That's led to better services.

Baker said his department offers individual counseling, family counseling and parenting intervention classes on how to cope with a child's mental illness at home.

Parenting with Love and Logic, for example, is a six-week class for parents of children with oppositional behaviors and mental health issues. Counselors and specialists work with the parents and adolescents, both together and separately, and offer in-home counseling to reinforce the classes.

Crisis services also are available for situations when a child doesn't need to be hospitalized, but time at home is getting too tense and a family needs to decompress, Baker said. It is a 72-hour crisis placement.

Local school districts offer services including school companions, psycho-social rehabilitation workers and in-school counseling, said Lisa Sherick, assistant superintendent at Idaho Falls School District 91.

Day-treatment programs are available in elementary schools and soon will be in middle schools, Sherick said.

There also is help in the legal system for those children who end up on the wrong side of the law. They include better mental health screening, more counseling and a specialty court that helps children stay out of no-win situations.

MOVING ON

After bouncing from foster home to foster home and suffering multiple rejections, Rosalyna has found stability.

Teriann Parker, a former social worker for the Department of Health and Welfare, watched Rosalyna's movements as her caseworker. Teriann was essentially the only constant, reliable person in her life. After fostering the girl, an adoption was finalized.

"That was hard because I've been rejected a lot of times by (foster homes)," Rosalyna said. "I like to reject people before they reject me."

Rosalyna's trauma will stay with her for the rest of her life. Finding a normal life will remain a constant challenge.

Rosalyna said she's beginning to realize what "normal" is all about. Before living with the Parkers, she didn't have an understanding.

"Living with (her biological father) had been good in some ways," Rosalyna said. "Because sometimes I think if it didn't happen I wouldn't be as strong or where I am now."

Saturday: Read about juveniles who come through the correctional system with mental illnesses and what officials are doing to help.

Ruth Brown can be reached at 542-6750.

Children's mental health issues by the numbers

13 to 20 percent of children in the U.S. experienced a mental health disorder in a given year.

Suicide is the second leading cause of death in children ages 12 to 17

6.8 percent of children ages 12 to 17 have parent-reported attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder.

3.5 percent of children ages 12 to 17 have parent-reported behavioral or conduct problems.

3 percent of children ages 12 to 17 have parent-reported anxiety disorders.

2.1 percent of children ages 12 to 17 have been diagnosed with depression.

At least 40 percent of children with a mental health disorder have more than one.Each year, only 25 percent of children with a diagnosable mental disorder get help.

One in 10 children and adolescents suffer from a mental illness severe enough to result in a significant functional impairment.

An estimated 90 percent of children who commit suicide have a mental health disorder.

Sources: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and National Federation of Families for Children's Mental Health

Extra insight

May 18, 2003 "Companions fight for kids' mental health" tinyurl.com/MentalHealthPart1

May 19, 2003 "It's inhumane" tinyurl.com/MentalHealthPart2

May 20, 2003 "Seeking solutions" tinyurl.com/MentalHealthPart3

Where to get help

There are a number of resources for children with mental health issues. They include:

Idaho Department of Health and Welfare Region 7: Visit www.healthandwelfare.idaho.gov or call 528-5700.

National Alliance on Mental Illness Idaho: (208) 242-7430, email namiidaho@yahoo.com or www.nami.org.

Idaho Federation of Families for Children's Mental Health: (208) 433-8845

Suicide Prevention Action Network of Idaho: (208) 860-1703

National Suicide Prevention Hotline: (800) 273-8255

