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into the emergency room at Children's National Medical Center in the District with burns, broken
bones, fractured skulls and injured stomachs. Puzzled, she called colleagues across the country, who
told her that they, too, noticed an increase in child abuse cases.

"We are all questioning whether it's the economy and the stresses that come with a bad economy,"
said Jackson, who is the medical director of the hospital's Child and Adolescent Protection Center.

That connection is more evident at the hotline centers, which get frazzled parents' calls for help.

On a recent night shift at the Prevent Child Abuse Virginia hotline call center, a woman called to say
that she was pregnant and out of work and that her husband's hours had just been cut. She told the
hotline that she feared her temper was flaring when she yelled at her 4-year-old son.

"She said her family is doing everything they can to keep afloat," said Johanna W. Schuchert,
executive director of Prevent Child Abuse Virginia, who took that call. "She was worried about what
she's going to do next."

At Childhelp USA, a national hotline, calls reporting physical abuse have risen about 10 percent in
recent weeks, said John Reid, executive director of the child abuse prevention organization, based in
Arizona.

"We're seeing parents facing unemployment, foreclosure, losing their automobiles," Reid said. "And
that increase in stress can lead to drug and alcohol abuse, and that's directly linked to child abuse."

In Alexandria, Suzanne Chis, director of social services, said that although her area has seen a 13
percent rise in investigations of child abuse and neglect, she has noted in reviewing cases that she has
seen more instances in which domestic violence seemed to be part of the complaint. "That seemed to
be related to the economy," she said.

Chis noted that, for families struggling with a problem such as violence or substance abuse, the
addition of economic stress "could push that situation into something more."

In Loudoun County, the longer-term trend shows a significant increase in abuse and neglect cases,
even though the jump is not reflected in statistics from July through October, said Laurie Warhol,
division manager with Child Protective Services. She said child-welfare workers are seeing more
families with serious financial problems and some on the verge of eviction or homelessness. "We
anticipate the numbers are going to go higher as the economy gets worse," Warhol said.

Montgomery's swelling caseload is largely due to families living without utilities or skipping their
children's medications -- for asthma, for example -- because they lack the money, Leshner said. This
was particularly notable in October and November, which were up more than 40 percent compared
with the previous year.

"Kids who have chronic health problems are not getting to the doctor and not getting the medications
they need," she said.

Still, Cathy Mols, executive director of the state Social Services Administration in Maryland,
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cautioned against drawing too close a link between child maltreatment and the economy. She noted
that such cases usually arise when multiple problems take hold at the same time: families struggling
with substance abuse, domestic violence or mental illness, for example, that find themselves hit by
hard times, such as a lost job or a foreclosed home. "The combination of those risk factors increases
the likelihood, increases the risk to the children," she said.

Looking at the increases in Maryland counties -- up in some, not in others -- Mols concluded that,
with the economy, "I think we're seeing the early impact of it, the very early impact of it."

More victims are likely to come, experts predict, as thousands of families that are struggling with
home foreclosures, fueling an almost all-time high in the use of food stamps and facing homelessness
keep quiet about their troubles.

Spears said they know of "middle-class families living in their cars, so afraid of losing their kids that
they tell the kids not to tell anyone they're homeless," she said. "In late winter or early spring, |
suspect we'll just begin to see the impact on kids."

View all comments that have been posted about this article.
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Home Visits Reduce Risk of Low Birth Weight Babies

By Sylviane Duval, Contributing Writer
Health Behavior News Service

Socially disadvantaged mothers who receive home visits from trained community visitors are less likely to deliver low birth
weight babies than other mothers in similar circumstances, a new study finds.

Moreover, the earlier that visits occur in a women’s pregnancy, the greater the reduction. These results held true even after
researchers adjusted for factors such as smoking.

“This type of service holds promise for reducing low birth weight deliveries among at-risk women and adolescents,” said lead
study author Eunju Lee, an assistant research professor at the State University of New York at Albany.

The study appears in the February 2009 issue of the American Journal of Preventive Medicine.

Low birth weight babies — those less than 5.5 pounds — face significant disadvantages compared to heavier babies. Past
research shows they are at higher risk for poor health and slow development, and even early death. They are also twice as
likely to end up in foster care or to suffer abuse.

The new study included 500 women, two-thirds of whom were African-American or Hispanic and 90 percent of whom were
unmarried. All underwent screening for poverty, teen pregnancy and the risk of child abuse. Roughly, half of the participants
received biweekly home visits through the Healthy Families New York programs.

Each home visitor — who shared the same cultural background as participants they visited — first underwent intensive
training by Healthy Families America staff.

The visitor helped the participant to (1) improve the level of support from her family; (2) learn about healthy prenatal
behavior by providing appropriate information on nutrition, smoking, alcohol and drugs and (3) establish links with a health
care provider. If necessary, the visitor also facilitated the women’s access to food stamps and other services.

The percentage of LBW babies for the home-visited mothers in the study essentially met Healthy People 2010’s goal of
reducing prevalence to 5 percent. Of mothers who received home visits, 5.1 percent had low birth weight babies, while the
rate for unvisited mothers was 9.8 percent.

Carolina Reyes, executive director of the LA Best Babies Network, said that home visitation can be empowering for a mother
and can improve her ability to be more engaged in her care. Reyes said this study is consistent with others demonstrating
that an intensive, personalized home visitation program improves birth outcomes and could have a long-lasting effect on
mother and child.
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Childhood abuse linked to chronic fatigue syndrome

Last Updated: 2009-01-05 16:00:22 -0400 (Reuters Health)
By Anne Harding

NEW YORK (Reuters Health) - New research confirms that emotional and sexual abuse in
childhood are important risk factors for chronic fatigue syndrome (CFS).

Individuals who reported moderate to severe levels of sexual abuse, emotional neglect, and
emotional abuse in childhood were nearly six times as likely to have CFS compared to
people who didn't experience maltreatment in early life, researchers report in the January
issue of the Archives of General Psychology.

Dr. Christine Heim of Emory University School of Medicine in Atlanta and her colleagues
also found that CFS patients who had experienced maltreatment as children had abnormally
low levels of cortisol, a hormone the body needs in order to mount a healthy response to
stress. Cortisol secretion was normal in the patients who weren't abused in childhood.

Cortisol is "good to have during stress," Heim explained in an interview. The hormone
controls how the body metabolizes energy when stress strikes, and also influences immune
function. Having too little cortisol -- or too much -- can signal an impaired ability to cope with
stress.

"It's all about having the right balance, and childhood trauma could be more like a general
risk factor that interferes with the body's ability to maintain balance," she added.

Patients with CFS suffer from debilitating fatigue that doesn't get better with rest, and may
be worsened by physical or mental activity, according to the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention's website. Other symptoms can include joint and muscle pain and memory
problems and difficulty concentrating.

In a previous pilot study of Wichita, Kansas residents, Heim and her team had uncovered a
link between childhood trauma and CFS risk. In the current study, they compared 113 people
with CFS and 124 "controls" without the disorder.

Among the CFS patients, 62 percent had experienced at least one type of childhood trauma,
such as sexual, physical or emotional abuse, or emotional or physical neglect, compared to
24 percent of the control group.

Any trauma exposure increased the likelihood of developing CFS 5.6-fold, and the risk rose
with the number of types of childhood maltreatment a person reported.

Normally, a person's cortisol levels climb when they wake up in the morning. Overall, this
cortisol awakening response was "flattened" among the CFS patients. However, when the
researchers separated out the CFS patients who also reported childhood trauma, they found
they were the only group with abnormally low levels of the hormone. Levels in those with no
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history of trauma who had CFS were the same as those of the control patients.

Not all of the CFS patients in the study had experienced childhood abuse, Heim pointed out,
so there is likely another mechanism that caused the syndrome in these patients -- for
example, a combination of genetic vulnerability and infection.

Nevertheless, she added, the findings underscore the importance of seeing CFS as a
condition with both psychological and biological roots.

SOURCE: Archives of General Psychiatry, January 2009.
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Parenting offers the most wonderful and daunting challenges in the world. Parents are their children's most important teachers and mentors, and they bear
primary responsibility for nurturing their sons and daughters while keeping them safe. Yet parenting is one of the most undervalued and least prepared for roles
in America. Virtually everyone who has children wants to be a good parent, but some do not know how to do that, and many lack the support of extended
family or community resources. So instead of judging or assigning blame when parents come up short in providing care and protection to their children, we
should recognize that what many parents need is help.

Nobody raises a child alone and many parents need support from a spouse, parent, sibling, friend or neighbor. That support may come in the form of respite
for an hour or two of alone time once a week or the ability to attend church while a friend sits with their children. Parents, grandparents or other caregivers of
children or teenagers can benefit from support groups organized by faith-based or other community organizations where they can find help for coping with the
challenging behaviors of their children or extra support to address their children's special needs.

Many parents are plagued by poverty or unemployment that can make it particularly difficult for them to balance parenting with job searches or work. A parent
who worries about the impact on their children of an impending job lay-off or eviction may at some point vent their frustration on a child. Stress grows as
parents become more isolated.

Help for many families comes through home visiting programs that engage parents and keep them from being isolated. Home visitors work with parents to
understand and address their children's developmental needs while strengthening their parenting skills. Some home visiting programs offer a variety of
supports to families with differing needs, but most seek to help parents beginning right after childbirth when they are especially receptive to advice and
assistance.

The Nurse-Family Partnership®, a successful home visiting program, has the longest track record. It engages young women during pregnancy, focusing on
improving the health, well-being and self-sufficiency of low-income, first-time parents--many of them young single parents--and stays with them through the
child's second birthday. The nurses work with mothers on health-related behaviors during pregnancy such as cigarette smoking, drinking and drug abuse, and
educate them about the physical and emotional needs of their children.

The Healthy Families home visiting programs target mothers at risk, connecting with them at the hospital and following up with visits, to some parents and
children through age five. The Parents as Teachers program offers home visiting to parents with newborns through the schools. Recognizing that parents are
their children's best first teachers, families receive child development instruction and parenting support in their homes from a trained parent educator for the
child's first three years, and in some locations, until the child enters kindergarten. All of these home visiting models have been highly effective in strengthening
parenting skills, promoting healthy child development, and addressing child abuse and neglect.

For parents facing special challenges, such as substance abuse, comprehensive family-based treatment brings parents and their young children together so
that attention can be given to the parent-child relationship as well as the child's development. These programs also help parents prepare a recovery plan as
they transition back into their communities. As a component of some programs, mothers in recovery serve as wise parent mentors to counsel others parents
going through treatment.

Support for families in need through community-based organizations, schools or public agencies must fully engage parents, other family members and the
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children and build on the strengths of all of them. Helping adults become better parents reduces child abuse and neglect and works to prevent crime and
delinquency when children's special needs are caught early. Ultimately, this type of intervention benefits children and all of us over the long term by helping to
make the futures of those served more productive and by lowering public expenditures.

Marian Wright Edelman, whose latest book is The Sea Is So Wide And My Boat Is So Small: Charting a Course for the Next Generation, is president
of the Children's Defense Fund. For more information about the Children's Defense Fund, go to www.childrensdefense.org.
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Trying to identify, round up, and change the parenting of every adult who needs intervention is an impractical solution. Often parents don't realize they
have poor parenting skills, are not motivated to change their behavior, face serious psychological and practical obstacles, and have already damaged their
children. Instead of being reactive, we should be proactive and teach kids best parenting behaviors and practices so they'll be prepared for the most important
job they'll have as adults. The parenting education could take the form of both free and paid, permanent yet evolving, public services messages on radio,
television, billboards, print, products, and the internet designed to teach every young person how to engage in parenting that supports the healthy physical,
emotional, and intellectual development of children, and reject parenting that disrupts the healthy development of children. | can envision appealing school age
spokespersons delivering these messages. Media-based parenting education for young people could, in one generation, transform communities struggling
with child abuse, substance abuse, and other forms of violence.
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