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silvanna petrocelly [coaster connoisseur]

Ask Silvanna Petrocelly anything about roller coasters, and she can tell you — 
including which one has the best acceleration and which is the most thrilling start 
to finish. When she faced surgery for scoliosis (curvature of the spine) in summer 
2008, she had a short list of questions for Vernon T. Tolo, MD, her orthopaedic sur-
geon at Childrens Hospital Los Angeles. One was, “Am I going to die?” Another was: 
“How long until I can ride a roller coaster again?”

Dr. Tolo, chief emeritus of the Division of Orthopaedic Surgery, assured 
Silvanna that not only would she live, she’d only have to wait a few months to hit 
warp speed.

Silvanna’s scoliosis — hard to detect for the untrained eye — came as a sur-
prise to her parents, Lorena and Tony Petrocelly. “She had always been so healthy,” 
says her mother. Fortunately, Silvanna’s school decided to exceed the state-man-
dated scoliosis screening for seventh-grade girls and screen sixth graders as well. 
Each year, the Division of Orth0paedic Surgery assists the Los Angeles Unified 
School District by conducting secondary screenings at 600 schools. While at Lone 
Hill Middle School in San Dimas, Phyllis D’Ambra, RN, caught the first signs of 
Silvanna’s curvature. 

Silvanna, 13, woke up from her surgery two inches taller. A year later, the teen 
who enjoys art, swimming and singing says she can now swim faster and breathe 
more deeply. The benefits are more than physical. “If I didn’t have the surgery,  
I wouldn’t be who I am right now,” she says. “I gained more confidence, too.” •

by candace pearson
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Rhett Hemingway knows a lot 

about diabetes. Although he’s only 

five, he’s been learning about the dis-

ease for over a year. Showing off the 

remains of his birthday party piñata, 

he explains that it was filled with tiny 

toys instead of candy. 

“Because I’m a diabetic,” he says. 

“And candy is the baddest thing for 

kids with diabetes.” 

Rhett is one of about 183,000 

American children living with type 

1 diabetes. This autoimmune dis-

ease destroys insulin-producing beta 

cells in the pancreas and occurs in 

genetically predisposed individuals. 

Without insulin, the body cannot 

utilize glucose derived from food, 

and additional glucose is produced 

by the liver. Glucose builds to toxic 

levels, which affects the kidneys, and 

youngsters become dehydrated. The 

normal balance between acids and 

bases in the body becomes danger-

ously acidic, potentially leading to 

coma and even death.

That’s the precipice at which Elisa 

and Blaise Hemingway stood when 

they rushed their son to Childrens 

Hospital Los Angeles in 2008. “From 

the moment we arrived, everyone 

rallied around us, reassuring us and 

teaching us how to care for Rhett,” 

his mother says. 

“Education is the founda-

tion on which the care of diabetic 

children must be built,” explains 

Lynda K. Fisher, MD, in the Center 

for Endocrinology, Diabetes and 

Metabolism at Childrens Hospital. 

Dr. Fisher is associate professor of 

clinical pediatrics at the Keck School 

of Medicine of the University of 

Southern California and an expert in 

pediatric diabetes. She also is Rhett’s 

doctor. “Since there is currently no 

cure, survival hinges on how well the 

family learns to manage their child’s 

disease.” 

Within hours of Rhett’s diagno-

sis, the Hemingways received basic 

safety training at the hospital: how 

and when to prick their son’s finger, 

test his blood sugar and give insulin 

injections. Because he was so small, 

they also had to learn to dilute insu-

lin with saline and fill syringes with 

miniscule amounts of the mixture. 

The next day they began hours 

of in-depth diabetes management 

education. They learned what foods 

to give and how much; how to count 

carbohydrates and calculate the 

resulting units of insulin that must 

be given; how to adjust dosages 

according to time of day, level  

of activity and even stress.

“It’s like a crash course in diabe-

tes,” says Rhett’s father. “At first it’s 

terrifying.”

At Childrens Hospital Los Angeles,  
families Facing diabetes  
receive an in-depth education  
from the day of diagnosis.

crash-course diabetes
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Luckily, Louise A. Brancale, RN, 

CDE, made the experience easier. She 

is one of the Center’s four diabetes 

nurses. At any given time, she works 

with 150 to 200 families, offering 

one-on-one encouragement and 

advice. When she’s not available, 

they can access a 24-hour telephone 

hotline, staffed by others well-versed 

in diabetes care. 

“Initially, parents are over-

whelmed by the scope of their new 

responsibility,” she says. “I’m here  

to de-escalate that stress.”

Like the time the Hemingways 

called from Legoland, near San 

Diego. They’d forgotten Rhett’s insu-

lin at home. “I reassured them that 

he’d be fine,” Ms. Brancale recalls. 

“Then I located a nearby pharmacy, 

ordered the supplies they needed, 

and their vacation went off without 

another hitch.”

The Center’s pediatric educa-

tion program — among a select few 

nationwide officially recognized by 

the American Diabetes Association 

— also includes expert dietitians and 

clinical social workers. 

Most of the 2,000 families served, 

like Rhett’s, are dealing with type 

1 diabetes. “But in the last decade, 

we’ve seen a dramatic increase in 

children with type 2,” says Susan 

R. Benson, RN, clinical manager. 

Strongly linked to obesity, inactivity 

and genetics, type 2 demands major 

changes in healthy eating and exer-

cise habits. 

The Center is helping to spread the 

word by making its Kids N Fitness 

weight management program avail-

able to hospitals, health clinics and 

after-school programs.

“The goal is to move everybody 

toward independent problem-

solving,” says Ms. Benson. “Our  

job is done when families no longer 

need us.” 

More than a year ago, Rhett 

switched from insulin injections to a 

more convenient and precise pump 

he wears on a belt around his waist. 

Through ultra-thin tubing, it con-

tinuously delivers insulin under his 

skin. This change necessitated more 

hours of parent education. 

Passionate and well-informed, 

the Hemingways already are starting 

to share what they’ve learned about 

diabetes. For example, they recently 

attended a local school board meet-

ing to lobby for full-time, on-campus 

nurses who can help keep Rhett — 

and all diabetic students — healthy 

and safe. • 
–kate vozoff

Left to right: Elisa, Rhett and Blaise Hemingway with Louise A. Brancale, RN, CDE. Opposite page: Rhett.
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the william randolph hearst foundation

the power of education 

On his most recent visit to Childrens 
Hospital Los Angeles, Paul “Dino” 
Dinovitz, executive director of the 
Hearst Foundations, couldn’t help 
but see evidence everywhere of the 
hospital’s mission to provide the best 
care possible to all children. “Childrens 
Hospital is a very special place, and 
we’re impressed by its commitment  
to serve the underserved,” he says.

The Hearst Foundations have been 
generous supporters of Childrens 
Hospital for some time, providing two 
grants for the Versant RN Residency in 
Pediatrics and one for the Boone Fetter 
Clinic, which provides clinical diagnos-
tic and treatment services for children 
with Autism Spectrum Disorders 
(ASD). An initial gift of $100,000 to 
create an endowment for the Versant 
RN Residency was established in 
December 2001, with an additional 
$150,000 added in October 2005.

“Nursing is the foundation of the 
health care system, and it is a signifi-
cant area of priority for us,” says Mr. 
Dinovitz. “We are proud to support the 
hospital’s residency program in train-
ing young nurses.”

The William Randolph Hearst 
Foundation was founded in 1945 by 
legendary publisher/philanthropist 
William Randolph Hearst. Today, this 

national philanthropic organization 
operates two separate foundations, 
one based in New York and one in San 
Francisco. Together, they advance an 
agenda focused on education, health, 
culture and social services, and have 
provided more than $800 million in 
funds to various organizations. 

The contributions to the Versant 
RN Residency “have allowed us to 
continue to grow and to take our pro-
gram to the next level,” says Jessica 
Klaristenfeld, RN, BSN, program man-
ager. “We have so many innovative 
ideas to improve the experience of our 
residents. We’re extremely grateful for 
this support.”

So far, the funding has served to 
further the program’s educational 
goals, including the purchase of lap-
top computers used by residents to 
access curricula, research material and 
schedules. In addition, new hand-held 
computer devices enable residents to 
submit responses to interactive ques-
tions during group classes. The fact 
that all student answers can appear 
on the teacher’s PowerPoint projector 
instantaneously aids group discussion.

 “This is a great tool to test knowl-
edge, poll the audience and keep every-
one engaged in the presentation,” 
explains Ms. Klaristenfeld. “It will make 
such a difference in our teaching.”

In December 2008, the William 
Randolph Hearst Foundation made 
another generous gift to Childrens 
Hospital — a $200,000 grant for the 
Boone Fetter Clinic, which operates 
within the CHLA-USC Institute for 
the Developing Mind (IDM). The IDM 
is engaged in an innovative program 
of translational and clinical research 
designed to address a full spectrum 
of neurological difficulties that affect 
children, including ASD. Within the 
Boone Fetter Clinic, families can access 
one central source on the hospital 
campus for comprehensive evaluation 
and treatment options by a team of 
experts. 

The William Randolph Hearst 
Foundation is supporting the Boone 
Fetter Clinic’s Autism Warm Line, 
which gives families up-to-date infor-
mation on treatment options and 
access to care. Funds also support a 
new quarterly e-newsletter for use by 
clinic experts in community education. 

“Autism is a significant health care 
issue that we feel strongly about sup-
porting,” says Mr. Dinovitz. “Childrens 
Hospital is doing a great job educating 
the community and offering needed 
resources.” • 

–elena epstein

Hannah Geralo, RN, far left; Emily Stewart, RN; 
Lauren Roos, RN; and other nurses attend class with 
laptops funded by the William Randolph Hearst 
Foundation.
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