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Orphans
of the

health
system
Children with emotional,
mental or behavioural
problems get little help
BY VALERIE HILL
RECORD STAFF
hen a child develops an
illness such as cancer,
there is often a rallying
of the troops: friends and family gather to help, to raise funds,
to support the family in myriad
ways.
But not so if that child suffers from a mental illness.
“No one ever made me a
lasagna,” said Tina Blanchette,
mother
of
nine-year-old
Thomas, who has Tourette syndrome among other serious
emotional issues.
With statistics suggesting
one in five Canadian children
will suffer from some emotional, behavioural or mental health
problem, it means a lot of children and a lot of families who
are getting little empathy or support from their communities.
“What are we saying about
our kids?” asked the Waterloo
mother, who is a member of
Parents for Children’s Mental
Health, a support, advocacy and
education network.
In school, such children are
often segregated and treated differently, she said. Blanchette
talked about one teacher who
couldn’t handle the disruptive
behaviour of Thomas and instead kept him in a segregated
area in the back of the classroom, alone.
“These kids get labelled, as if
they’re choosing to be different.
What kid wakes up in the morning and wants that?”
Laura Coughlin of Kitchener has years of experience battling public perception of mental illness, particularly in relation to children.
“They think it’s bad parenting,” she said.
Coughlin and her husband
Alan have adopted six children:
all have struggled with some
measure of mental health issues. In July their 20-year-old
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Tina Blanchette with Thomas, 9, and Danielle, 12, in their Waterloo home. Thomas has Tourette
syndrome and emotional issues. Parents of children with mental illness say they get little empathy or
community support. ‘These kids get labelled, as if they’re choosing to be different,’ Blanchette says.

READ A HISTORICAL
PERSPECTIVE OF
KIDSLINK IN
TOMORROW’S ETC
daughter Ashlee took an accidental overdose and died. The
Coughlins adopted Ashlee at
age nine months and spent the
next 20 years battling to get service, to find some level of acceptance for their children.
“A number of parents decided we needed to do something to
advocate for them,” Coughlin
said. “There’s a real void for
families with children with
mental health issues . . . there
hasn’t been enough advances.
“Kids with mental health
problems are the orphans of the
mental health system. It’s partly the stigma.”
Coughlin has two adopted
children still at home: Tracy, 13,
and Shamari, 7. Both have behavioural problems that affect
most aspects of their daily lives.
Not everyone understands,
Coughlin said. “If I said Tracy
can’t write because she has finger motor problems, they understand that but if I say she
has complex mental health
problems, they don’t.”
Tracy is thought to be bipolar and have anxiety disorder,
developmental delays, autism,
fine and gross motor problems,
among other concerns.
“There isn’t an official label
that goes with her. You have to
be 18 to get an official label:
bipolar, schizophrenia, anxiety
disorder, depression, suicidal,”
Coughlin explained.
With limited government or
medical assistance for these
children, parents like Coughlin
and Blanchette can lead an exhausting life, enjoying limited
relief, with one exception: kidsLINK, a St. Agatha-based organization, which this year celebrates 150 years of assisting
children with mental, behav-
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The Coughlin family, Shamari, 7 (left), Laura, Alan and Tracy, 13, at their Kitchener home. The Coughlins have six adopted children who have
all had some mental health issues. ‘There’s a real void for families with children with mental health issues,’ Laura says.

WHERE TO GET HELP
■ Parents for Children’s Mental Health: a support, advocacy
and education network
Local contact: Laura Coughlin, 519-743-1422
e-mail: mparent.advocacy @hotmail.com.
■ kidsLINK: 519-746-5437

ioural and emotional problems.
kidsLINK provides a number of services, including a oneday respite for families where
the child stays at the centre

from morning until 7 p.m.,
meals included. At present, 91
children with mental health
problems, and 28 with autism
are in the program. This sum-

mer 30 more spaces will open.
For the children, it’s a day of
learning and fun, where they
meet other children just like
themselves, children who have
mental health problems and
who struggle daily with the
same issues, the same public
perception.
But at kidsLINK they are
just kids. With limited funds,
however, kidsLINK can offer only one respite day about every
three months, slightly more if
the child has been diagnosed

with autism because there is a
different funding source.
Most of the respite program’s $240,000 budget is raised
from the Gourmet Trail, an annual restaurant tour run by volunteers that this year has already sold out.
While the respite care has
helped many families, it’s not a
total solution, particularly given there is no provision to take
a child for longer than a day,
Coughlin explains.
SEE ORPHANS: PAGE D2

Mom’s mission is to get word out about meningitis
Kathryn Blain has worked to halt
the illness since her son’s death
BY JOHANNA WEIDNER
RECORD STAFF
athryn Blain was stunned
how quickly the disease
progressed.
On a Friday, her 19-year-old
son Michael Longo felt ill. By
Saturday evening, she said, “he
was fighting for his life.”
Michael died of meningitis
in 1995. Since then, the Conestogo woman has campaigned to
prevent another mother from
enduring the devastation of losing a child to the disease.
Blain founded the Meningitis Research Foundation of
Canada 10 years ago, and it has
been growing steadily since
then.
The organization just released a new public service announcement featuring the story
of five mothers from across the
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country, including Blain, whose
children died of a meningitis
infection, suffered permanent
disabilities or survived with no
health repercussions.
Blain has discovered in her
years of talking to people about
meningitis that there still is a
lack of understanding about the
deadly disease among parents.
“You can tell they really
don’t know much about it, but
they know it’s something to be
fearful about,” she said.
“That’s our struggle — to
raise awareness.”
The foundation lobbied the
provincial government for the
meningitis vaccination program that’s currently in place.
All Grade 7 students are immunized for the C strain of
meningitis.
Youth are at the highest risk

of getting meningitis, which is
spread through close contact including coughing, sneezing, or
any behaviour that passes saliva such as kissing or sharing
utensils.
Most outbreaks are in high
schools, universities and colleges. An outbreak in Waterloo
Region in late 1997 into 1998
killed two Kitchener teenagers.
Children under two are also
at risk. Meningitis vaccination
is included in routine immunizations.
Now the foundation is lobbying the Ontario government,
along with other provinces, to
switch to a new vaccine that
covers four out of five meningitis strains rather than just one.
Both the vaccine currently
being used and the newer one
offer long-term protection, possibly lifelong. The vaccination
used for the regionwide immunization campaign after the outbreak in 1997 offered immunity
for only three to five years.

The best ways to prevent
meningitis are to avoid sharing
items where saliva is passed
and to get vaccinated.
Since the foundation started
a decade ago with meetings
around Blain’s dining room
table, it has grown into a large,
countrywide organization.
There are regional co-ordinators in British Columbia, Alberta, Quebec and Newfoundland, and the charitable group
is looking to fill posts in the remaining provinces. All provinces have medical advisers,
and the group wants to hire an
executive director this year. The
organization is also funding a
couple of research projects.
Blain continues the campaign in her son’s memory.
“I would hope that in my lifetime that I would see the end of
this disease,” she said.
“No parent would want to go
through what I’ve gone
through.”
jweidner@therecord.com

LEARN
ABOUT
MENINGITIS
■ Find out more
about meningitis
online at Meningitis
Research Foundation
of Canada’s website,
www.meningitis.ca.
■ Questions about
the meningitis
vaccination can be
answered by calling
the Region of
Waterloo Public
Health’s vaccination
information line at
519-883-2006,
ext. 5273.
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Kathryn Blain of Conestogo at her
interiors store in Kitchener. Blain started
the Meningitis Research Foundation of
Canada after her son Michael Longo
died of meningitis in 1995.

