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dusk to dawn 

Childrens Hospital Los Angeles never sleeps. Even from dusk to 
dawn, when others are winding down for the night, countless 
hospital staff make sure the caring continues. Here are behind-
the-scenes glimpses of a few of the people and places that help 
children get well in the wee hours.
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childrens hospital los Angeles24/7

Top row, left to right: Childrens Hospital entrance at night; Paul 
Liehr, RN; and Melissa DeLeon, RN, in the Hematopoietic Stem Cell 
Transplant Unit. Second row, left to right: Hector Rosas, staff chef; Alvin 
Castillo, clinical laboratory scientist; the health information manage-
ment file room; lab coats pressed and ready. Third row, left to right: 
Breana Dyk, RN, in the Postanesthesia Care Unit (PACU); Kay Gilmore, 
RN, 6 West; Stephanie Moore, pharmacy technician. Bottom row, left 
to right: Janie Ito, chaplain, with Kaci Bella Urquieta; Jace Vargas, RN, 
PACU; and Matilda Young, pharmacist.
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Pain is a signal, warning us that 

something is wrong in the body. Yet 

only a few decades ago, the dominant 

belief was that young children did 

not experience pain as severely as 

older children or adults — or suffer 

long-term effects. 

Newborns were once given anes-

thesia without analgesia (pain medi-

cation) because it was considered too 

risky. Studies show that children in 

pain were often under-treated as late 

as the 1990s.

“The general history of pediatric 

pain management is shocking,” says 

Randall C. Wetzel, MB, BS, head of 

the Department of Anesthesiology 

Critical Care Medicine at Childrens 

Hospital Los Angeles and professor 

of pediatrics and anesthesiology at 

the pain signal
The Comfort, Pain Management and Palliative Care Service reaches out 
to children in need of relief and comfort around the clock.

dren and families; massage, acupunc-

ture, hypnosis and biofeedback; the 

Johnny Mercer-Mark Taper Artists 

Program and the Amerman Family 

Foundation Animal Assisted Therapy 

Program. Someday soon, its tools 

may include virtual reality, currently 

under study in clinical trials at the 

hospital. 

“Distraction is key to helping kids 

manage their pain,” explains Nurse 

Consultant Meghan Middleton, RN, 

PNP PC/AC, CNS. “If children are 

using their imaginations — play-

ing video games, making art or even 

petting a dog — they can more eas-

ily pretend they’re somewhere else, 

where there is no pain or symptoms.”

The service is dedicated to the 

continuing education of all pediat-

ric caregivers to increase their skills 

and knowledge in recognizing and 

managing physical and emotional 

distress.

One of Dr. Cucchiaro’s primary 

interests is in implementing new 

ways of managing pain, such as 

regional anesthesia — much like 

the Keck School of Medicine of the 

University of Southern California. 

“Outside of pediatric specialty ser-

vices such as Childrens Hospital, 

many medical professionals are 

reluctant to treat children’s pain 

adequately,” he adds. 

The dedicated professionals at 

Childrens Hospital have been work-

ing hard for the past 12 years to 

change both attitudes and practices. 

Today, the expanding Comfort, 

Pain Management and Palliative Care 

Service employs a creative combina-

tion of conventional, complementary 

and alternative health care to ensure 

comfort for hospitalized children or 

outpatients, in acute or chronic pain 

or near the end of life.

“We have a continuous, 24/7 pres-

ence throughout the hospital,” says 

Giovanni Cucchiaro, MD, a national 

leader in pain management research 

who recently became director of the 

Comfort, Pain Management and 

Palliative Care Service. 

The pain service’s arsenal includes 

psycho-emotional support for chil-
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dentists use to numb a mouth. 

“The main way of controlling post-

operative pain is through opioids 

like morphine. But they have a lot of 

side-effects, and if we stay away from 

opioids, children recover faster,” he 

explains. “By using local anesthetics 

to block nerves in the surgery area, 

we minimize the use of opioids. Kids 

are much more comfortable and up 

and running quicker.”

Dr. Cucchiaro has high hopes for 

alternative medicines in dealing with 

chronic pain, too. “Eighty percent 

of children have problems that go 

beyond just pain — psychological 

issues can often trigger chronic pain. 

The idea is to not only manage the 

child but also the environment.”

Creating a comforting environ-

ment also is key to the growing  

palliative care area. “We want to give 

children with life-limiting illnesses 

a high quality of life, so they can 

participate as much as possible in 

the same activities as their friends,” 

explains Nurse Consultant Deborah 

Jury, MSN, PNP PC/AC, CNS. 

As the end approaches, she adds, 

“we make sure the family has spiri-

tual and psychosocial support while 

incorporating their cultural beliefs 

into the care setting.” 

Lisa Marshall of Simi Valley expe-

rienced this level of care when her 

son, Cole, passed away two years 

ago at age nine from a brain tumor. 

“Childrens Hospital’s support was 

exceptional. We felt very cared for,” 

she says. “The doctors were wonder-

ful about talking directly to Cole, 

instead of around him. And the 

nurses did a fabulous job of matching 

us up with a hospice team. They all 

helped us with the belief that we were 

handing our child back to God.”

Providing quality care for children 

with acute, chronic and palliative 

needs is a financial challenge, espe-

cially since pain services receive little 

or no reimbursement from health 

plans. “Our program is supported by 

hospital leadership because we have 

a vision that recognizes its impor-

tance,” says Dr. Wetzel.

“One of the most humane things 

donors can do is support our pro-

gram,” adds Dr. Cucchiaro. “Help  

us do our job, and we will show a 

positive impact on children and on 

society in general.” •

– ashley jude collie

Pain Management and Palliative Care

Opposite page and above, left: Giovanni Cucchiaro, MD, a national expert in pain management. Above right: Careful calibration of pain 
medication for children is critically important.



24  |  imagine fall 08

i
gi

vi
ng

holidays at childrens hospital los angeles

toy town

This holiday season, Fred Drexel of 
Sherman Oaks will spend some quality 
time standing in for the Man in Red — 
complete with a cart decorated like a 
sleigh or a chimney — when he helps 
deliver toys to sick and injured children 
at Childrens Hospital Los Angeles. 

 “To see a child who is ill and 
unhappy or alone light up and smile 
when I enter the room as Santa Claus 
is an unbelievable experience,” says 
Mr. Drexel, who with his wife, Linda, is 
a longtime volunteer at the hospital. 
“Handing a child a simple toy symbol-
izes hope and normalcy, things that are 
extremely important to the child and 
the family.”

More than 15,000 toys are given to 
hospitalized children, outpatients and 
their siblings during this season, which 
makes the need for toy donations even 
more vital at this time of year. 

Each child hospitalized or treated 
in December receives at least one age-
appropriate toy per week and a gift bag 
at Christmas. The largest distribution 
occurs in late December, when outpa-
tients visit the John C. Wilson Memorial 
Library to receive gifts.

As the holiday season approaches, 
the Sue Smigel Toy Room at Childrens 
Hospital — stocked with toys year-
round for patients — begins to fill with 

donations from generous individuals, 
businesses and groups.

Soon, dozens of volunteers, includ-
ing hospital employees and the parents 
of former patients, will begin working 
long hours to unload, sort and shelve 
toys — “a lot like Santa’s Workshop,” 
says Albert Garcia, toy/gift coordina-
tor in the Department of Volunteer 
Resources. “People are here early in the 
morning until late at night. It’s a spe-
cial time.”

Wendi Kellaris, manager of 
Volunteer Resources, has observed 
the healing effect on entire families. 
“Parents and siblings especially appre-
ciate the family being remembered. 
Many wouldn’t have a holiday without 
this.”

The season officially kicks off in 
early December when a tree is illumi-
nated in the Joyce and Stanley Black 
and Family Healing and Meditation 
Garden at the hospital entrance. A 
week later, the Los Angeles Kings 
hockey team arrives to visit ambulatory 
patients and the bedsides of others 
and give away souvenirs.

Astronauts visit in mid-Decem-
ber, brought in by Pratt & Whitney 
Rocketdyne to hand out presents, play 
with children and take pictures. The Los 

Angeles Galaxy and Chivas USA soccer 
teams arrive the same week.

Throughout the month, parties take 
place in every hospital unit, with up to 
200 children at each festivity. Among 
the spirited activities are face painting, 
games, entertainment, gift-giving and 
refreshments. 

There are many ways that friends of 
Childrens Hospital can reach out to sick 
and injured children. You can:
• 	D onate child-safe, new toys in 

their original packaging. Please call 
Volunteer Resources at (323) 361-2371 
for guidelines and arrangements.

• 	S ponsor or support a holiday party. 
Please contact Betti Fernandez in 
Donor Relations at (323) 361-1713 or 
bfernandez@chla.usc.edu.

• 	 Make a tax-deductible, year-
end financial gift that will help 
the hospital provide outstand-
ing clinical care, education and 
research. (323) 361-3850 or www.
ChildrensHospitalLA.org/giving.

• 	S ponsor a family in need through 
“Holidays from the Heart,” which 
provides food, essentials and gifts 
for the families of chronically ill or 
injured children. For more, visit  
www.holidaysfromtheheart.org. • 

– steven wagner

Wendi Kellaris, manager of Volunteer Resources, in the Sue Smigel 
Toy Room at Childrens Hospital
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