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It’s all about healing at Wetzel

Psychiatric treatment site wins raves
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Kaitlyn Van Cott, 13, talks about her experience at the Wetzel Center in Worcester. (T&G Staff/PAUL KAPTEYN)



	




WORCESTER— “I feel like I have my kid back again,” Rebecca Van Cott said last week, remembering the tantrums, the defiance, the self-injury that her 13-year-old was going through before she ended up at the Wetzel Center. The center, a three-story building at 2 Granite St., operated by YOU Inc., is one of 18 inpatient psychiatric treatment sites in the state for children and adolescents. Only two of them, those in Worcester and Hyannis, do not have locked wards. 

Mrs. Van Cott thinks back to the yelling, breaking things, out-of-control behavior. As far back as kindergarten, Kaitlyn Van Cott experienced emotional difficulties. She had trouble with teachers and was picked on by other children. She went through years of counseling and was diagnosed with labels such as attention deficit hyperactivity disorder and oppositional defiant disorder. 

“I was angry at the world,” Kaitlyn says now. “I was hurting myself, cutting myself. At one point at the hospital I took too much medication.” She was not trying to kill herself, she said, but to hurt herself. 



About a year ago, as her visits to emergency mental health services and her admissions to the child psychiatric unit at Metrowest Medical Center in Natick increased, a new diagnosis emerged. It was bipolar illness, and it came as no surprise to Mrs. Van Cott, who suffers from the same illness. Mrs. Van Cott’s childhood mental illness never got treated until 13 years ago, when she was 30. 

So, as difficult as it was a year ago to see her daughter taken by ambulance to the Wetzel Center, Mrs. Van Cott said, “I knew we were OK.” Victor Ortiz , the evening administrator, welcomed Kaitlyn. “Kindness was my first impression,” Mrs. Van Cott said. 

Wetzel Center is a strict place that never lets any of its 28 boys and girls, ages 7 through 18, out of the supervision of a staff member, not even to go to the bathroom, said Robert Dingman, YOU Inc. clinical director of residential services. But it also is the home of the Cool-out Café, a fuzzy space with stuffed animals and books where a child can ask to go when he or she needs to get under control. 

The center has a school program in which staff members consult with the children’s home school districts, trying to keep them on track for when they return home. The children are from across Massachusetts, Rhode Island and Connecticut. 

A stay at the Wetzel Center can be as long as six months, but two or three weeks is typical, said Shelly King, adolescent unit program director. 

Kaitlyn was at the Wetzel Center for two months in March and April and needed to return for a five-week stay in September and October. In the meantime, the entire family — mother, father, Kaitlyn and her sister, Kristen, 9 — are all getting therapy. “We come from broken homes,” Mrs. Van Cott said of herself and her husband, Kevin. “We’re just trying to give our kids what we didn’t have.” 

She and her husband could not be more enthusiastic about how YOU Inc. has helped them achieve that. 

“They’re an amazing group of people, all of them. There’s not one that’s not,” Mrs. Van Cott said of the Wetzel Center staff. “They’re just so passionate about taking care of these kids.” 

Somewhat more objective about YOU Inc., although hardly less enthusiastic, is Anne T. Pelletier-Parker, vice president of network management and recovery initiatives for the Massachusetts Behavioral Health Partnership. MBHP pays YOU Inc. $612.17 a day for the most intensive community-based acute treatment for its Mass Health clients and $344.55 per day for those with less intense needs. 

Of all 18 child and adolescent inpatient psychiatry units in the state, Wetzel Center’s intensive community-based acute treatment program has the lowest rate of re-admission within 7 days of release. Its 1.8 percent rate for its child and adolescent units is about a third of the rate that would be expected for its clients, given the severity of their illnesses, Ms. Pelletier-Parker said. 

Wetzel Center’s intensive program also has a good record of re-admissions after 30 days — 9.91 percent compared to an expected 13.44 percent — and is second best in the state at keeping down the length of stay, at 10.4 days, Ms. Pelletier-Parker said. The record is all the more impressive because Wetzel may not have the resources of the locked hospital units to which it is being compared, she said. 

While those measurements mean savings to insurers, they also mean that children get back to their homes and communities more quickly. 

“At the Wetzel Center, characteristic of our experience, YOU Inc. goes above and beyond to do the right thing for the child,” Ms. Pelletier-Parker said. “For example, they exceed the expectations in their contract and their reimbursement with us to provide a higher level of psychiatry, nursing care and occupational therapy because they think it’s the right thing to do for quality of care.” 

She said the wide array of services YOU Inc. provides to children and their families — outpatient services, home-based services, a family stabilization program and group homes — all contribute to keeping children well enough to prevent returns to hospital settings. 

The most common diagnosis at Wetzel Center is post-traumatic stress disorder, clinical director Shannon Laferriere said. Other common problems among the clients are attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, oppositional defiant disorder and mood disorders. 

Ms. Laferriere spoke of the challenges faced by Wetzel Center clients and the staff who treat them. She said, “Unfortunately, a lot of (clients) have had severe abuse.” 

All of them come in with trauma, which can be from mental illness, whether their own or within the family, said Arni Casareale, YOU Inc. assistant director of residential services. 

Jo Hunken, Wetzel education director, said, “Anything that happens to a child to make them feel unimportant,” even disregard, leads to trauma that “usually comes in the form of anger or violence.” The center focuses on the trauma, but also on the child’s strengths and the family, Ms. Laferriere said. 

Children come in with a “very damaged capacity to regulate states of emotional arousal,” Mr. Dingman said. When children deliberately hurt themselves, “it’s a counterintuitive way to help themselves calm down. Our job is to convince them to give that up to healthier alternatives.” 

Wetzel’s mission is to provide therapeutic and educational experiences to help children de-escalate. 

Kaitlyn said Wetzel has taught her ways to cope with her stress, from writing poetry to listening to Aerosmith and The Used. 

“They gave me my sanity back,” she said. 

And she’s not the only one who notices. 

Little sister Kristen said of Kaitlyn, “She’s willing to spend time with me. She’s happy. She’s not doing anything bad. She’s trying to love the family. She’s being very loving.” 

