Lessons in healing

By Kelly Hinchcliffe, The Herald-Sun
December 8, 2006   12:00 am 
DURHAM -- If Katie Vogel can get one child to smile during science class, she views that as a success. 

In her classroom, there are no grades or tests -- just fun science projects and lots of disinfectant spray. 

"I like to bring a sense of wonder with me and bring the outdoors in to kids," Vogel said. 

She has to bring the outdoors in, because many of her students can't go outside the walls of Duke University Medical Center. 

The students, who range from elementary to high school age, are enrolled in the Durham Public Schools' Hospital School. 

The school serves about 420 students who have medical problems including chronic illness, brain trauma, psychiatric and behavioral disorders as well as students undergoing physical rehabilitation. 

This fall, Vogel debuted "Healing and Hope Through Science" -- a program she created to provide hands-on science classes and one-on-one instruction for hospitalized children at Duke and UNC's children's hospitals. 

She hopes the program, part of the Children's Education Department at Sarah P. Duke Gardens, will expand to hospitals across the country. 

"I'm living my dream," Vogel said. 

When she meets a new child, she said, she prefers not to know what the ailment is. It makes her too sad. 

Vogel never knows how many children will show up for her class. It depends on how they feel. 

On a recent Monday, Ester Buenrostro, a fifth-grader, and an older patient, Jamie Long, 23, showed up for a lesson on birds. 

"Which one should I squeeze first?" Vogel asked, pointing at stuffed toy birds sitting on the table. 

When squeezed, each bird made its appropriate sound. The birds had to be kept in clear plastic bags, which could be easily wiped down to guard against the spread of germs. 

"Oh, the Blue Jays, they're annoying," Long said, describing the bird's sound. 

Vogel has to get creative to teach hospital children about wildlife. She hoped to set up a video camera outside and show her students live images of birds, but that's still a work in progress, she said. 

Instead, they listened to pre-recorded sounds, made bird houses and played bird bingo. In between the fun projects, Vogel taught them interesting facts about song sparrows, mockingbirds, kestrels, woodpeckers and others. 

Then, 2-year-old Noah Harris entered the room. 

Grasping his dad, Charles Wartchow, for comfort, Noah's eyes were red from crying. 

Just this past summer, Noah's family learned he has a rare form of leukemia. Wartchow and Noah's mother, Anne Harris, recently traveled to Duke Medical Center from their home in California for Noah's cord blood transplant. 

"We just tell [Noah] we're trying to make him well," Harris said. 

When Noah entered the science class, it was the first time he had left his hospital room in three days. 

"Noah, you wanna squeeze some birds?" Vogel asked. 

"No," he said quickly, still clutching his father and crying. 

With some coaxing, the 2-year-old agreed to squeeze a bird to hear its sound. And for a moment, he stopped crying. 

"Even though Noah was having a hard time, he smiled," Vogel said. 

Durham Hospital School teachers Elaine Golden and Trish Peters know how hard Vogel's job can be. 

Getting children interested in learning can be tough when they are so sick. 

It's not unusual for a teacher to be in the middle of a lesson with a child when a doctor comes in to do some tests, Golden said. Other times, teachers have to put a lesson on hold so a child can throw up. 

Students typically do an hour of school work each day, depending on how they feel, said Durham Hospital School Principal Rick Lemke. Some kids and their parents actually welcome the work, though. 

"It's an escape," said Lemke. 

That's how Vogel views her program for children -- as an escape from their sickness. 

Whether she's bringing in fake leaves or making tissue paper flowers, Vogel said she tries to do lessons that will inform students while making them smile. 

Her program is funded with a grant from The Oak Foundation, as well as an additional Kids Care grant from The Children's Miracle Network for programming at Duke Children's Hospital. Vogel hopes to secure more funding so she can work more than 30 hours a week. 

"I'd love to be full-time," she said. "This has been a dream of mine for years. I believe we'll find a way to get money to keep doing it." 
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