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Infusion & Dialysis Center Campaign 
Underway at Connecticut Children’s 

An $8 million fundraising campaign is now 
underway at Connecticut Children’s to 
build a state-of-the-art Infusion & Dialysis 
Center, where patients requiring infusion 
therapy for a range of chronic illnesses — 
and those requiring outpatient pediatric 
dialysis services — will receive world-class 
care close to home. 

Each year, about 3,400 infusions are 
administered to patients at Connecticut 
Children’s, with illnesses ranging from 
Crohn’s disease and ulcerative colitis to 
rheumatoid arthritis, infectious disease and 
more. But the existing infusion suite in the 
Gastroenterology Division is equipped with 
only six infusion chairs and can no longer 
comfortably accommodate the growing 
needs of patients and their families. 

“The past decade has seen a tremendous 
increase in the use of biologic medications 
to treat a variety of immune-mediated 
conditions, including inflammatory bowel 

disease and arthritis,” said Jeffrey Hyams, 
MD, Division Head of Gastroenterology 
and Director of the Center for Pediatric 
Inflammatory Bowel Disease at 
Connecticut Children’s. “Many of these 
medications are given intravenously over 
one to two hours.”

“The space we currently utilize opened 20 
years ago when we had 20 percent of the 
patient volume we have now,” Dr. Hyams 
explained. “Given that patient and family 
experience is a critical part of our mission, 
the need for a larger, friendlier and safer 
environment to provide this therapy is 
critically important.”

The new center, which will be built on 
the 4th floor of the Medical Center in the 
former Executive Management Suite, will 
provide ample space that is quiet, private 
and comfortable for children and their 
families.

Continued on page 2.
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We hope you enjoy Partners in Caring, 
a quarterly publication of Connecticut 
Children’s Medical Center Foundation, 
prepared especially for friends and 
patient families of Connecticut Children’s. 
Read on to learn more about the many 
programs and services the hospital 
provides and about our generous friends 
and donors who help make it happen.

The current infusion suite on a typical day. (Photo Credit: Erin Blinn-Curran)

F R O M  C O N N E C T I C U T  C H I L D R E N ’ S  M E D I C A L  C E N T E R  F O U N D AT I O N  

Healthy Start with SCOR

Learn More on Page 6 . . .
Jeffrey Hyams, MD, the Division 
Head of Gastroenterology at 
Connecticut Children’s, pictured 
here with patient Michaela Herzog, 
has been named the inaugural 
holder of the Mandell-Braunstein 
Family Endowed Chair for Pediatric 
Inflammatory Bowel Disease. Read 
about the generous donor gift that 
led to this prestigious honor on page 
4. (Photo Credit: Erin Blinn-Curran)
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PEDIATRIC OUTPATIENT 
DIALYSIS FACILITY A  
FIRST IN THE STATE

The new facility at Connecticut Children’s 
will also provide outpatient dialysis services 
for children, making it the first center of its 
kind in the state. 

“Children needing outpatient dialysis will 
be getting the highest level of care at our 
new center,” said Cynthia Silva, Division 
Head of Nephrology and Medical Director 
of Connecticut Children’s Center for 
Kidney and Bladder Disorders. 

Children awaiting kidney transplants 
are among those who rely on regular 
outpatient dialysis. When their kidneys no 
longer function, children as young as 15 
months of age may require dialysis three 
to five times a week for up to three to four 
hours per session. 

According to Dr. Silva, at any given time, 
there are between three and five pediatric 
patients at Connecticut Children’s who 
need outpatient dialysis while awaiting 
transplant.

“Currently, these children are dialyzed 
in facilities alongside adults – without 
toys or Child Life Specialists or nurses 
trained in pediatrics,” she explained. “It’s so 
traumatizing just to need dialysis; it’s like 
adding insult to injury to send them away 
to an adult facility. The new center will 
provide them with child-appropriate care at 
the Medical Center.”

Outpatient dialysis services are also used 
on a short-term basis for children whose 
kidneys are not functioning properly 
due to illness, such as hemolytic-uremic 
syndrome (HUS), a condition in which the 
kidneys’ filtering system is damaged. The 
most common cause of HUS in children 
is an Escherichia coli (E. coli) infection of 
the digestive system, typically caused by 
uncooked meat or unwashed lettuce.  

Infusion & Dialysis Center Campaign Underway, continued from page 1.

Dr. Silva said they see about five children a 
year who require dialysis for HUS.

“In those cases, sometimes it takes three 
to six months for children to recover their 
kidney function,” Dr. Silva said.

A NEPHROLOGY FELLOWSHIP

In addition to providing needed pediatric 
outpatient dialysis services, the new center 
will pave the way toward a Nephrology 
Fellowship at Connecticut Children’s. 

“Getting a dialysis center is the first step 
toward a Nephrology Fellowship,” Dr. Silva 
said. “Our ability to train and attract talent 
in our state would be fantastic, and we 
would be able to offer more services on-
site. A fellowship of that nature would be 
phenomenal.” 

“We’re already involved in cutting-edge 
research,” Dr. Silva said, “but this will elevate 
the care we provide for our children.”

INFUSION & DIALYSIS CENTER 
DONOR HONOR ROLL GROWING 

We salute the following donors who have 
each pledged a six-figure gift toward the 
construction of our new Infusion & Dialysis 
Center at Connecticut Children’s:
•   Lauren Oland Casazza & 

Christopher Casazza
•   Connecticut Business Systems
•   The Daly Family
•   Mike & Eileen Kolakowski 
•   Anonymous

•   Anonymous

To read why our donors have 
chosen to give — or to make a 
personal donation — please visit 
connecticutchildrensfoundation.
org/InfusionDialysis.

Foundation 
Welcomes New VP 
of Operations 

Dakota Atley 
has joined 
Connecticut 
Children’s 
Medical Center 
Foundation as 
Vice President 
of Foundation 
Operations. In 
his new role, 
Mr. Atley is 

responsible for annual giving, database 
management and operational activities 
across the Foundation. 

Mr. Atley comes to Connecticut 
Children’s from the Orthopaedic Institute 
for Children in alliance with UCLA Health 
in Los Angeles, where he served as 
Assistant Vice President of Development 
& Operations, providing leadership in 
rebuilding the Foundation team and 
launching two back-to-back $10-million-
dollar-plus capital campaigns.  

With more than 10 years of successful 
and progressive responsibility 
leading and managing diverse 
teams of fundraisers raising more 
than $55 million, Mr. Atley has also 
served in leadership, operational and 
development roles previously at Joslin 
Diabetes Center and Tulane University 
School of Medicine. 

He brings to the position more than 
20 years of experience in operations, 
spanning medical and nonprofit 
organizations, university, start-up, software, 
retail and marketing, as well as expansive 
experience in database management and 
maintenance of data health.  

Mr. Atley said his decision to join 
Connecticut Children’s team is 
reconfirmed each day. “I am happy 
to be partnering with the talented, 
passionate and caring people who work 
smart every day and challenge me to 
be my best to ensure Connecticut’s 
children grow up healthy,” he said.

Mr. Atley earned his undergraduate 
degree from Western Connecticut 
State University and a paralegal 
certificate from the University of San 
Diego. He assumed his new role at the 
Foundation in October.

Patient Anna Santacroce (second from left) spends a recent afternoon in the infusion suite. (Photo 
Credit: Erin Blinn-Curran)

Dakota Atley
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A “Wondrous Night” at 
Connecticut Children’s Gala 

It was a “Wondrous Night” at 
Connecticut Children’s 2017 Gala, 
where 850 guests helped raise 
more than $1.1 million in support of 
patient care, including $418,000 in 
support of a new Infusion & Dialysis 
Center at Connecticut Children’s 
Medical Center. 

With the Aladdin-based theme, 
“A Wondrous Place for You and 
Me,” the Connecticut Convention 
Center was transformed November 
11 into an Arabian marketplace, 
where Gala attendees enjoyed an 
array of Arabian-inspired sights 
and sounds while shopping for 
unique silent-auction items. 

Following a dinner fit for a sultan, 
Gala attendees were dazzled by 
Arabian-themed entertainment as 
well as the talents of Craig Karges, 
an award-winning entertainer who 
performed astonishing illusions 
and baffling feats of mind-reading. 

The Bid4Kidz portion of the 
evening included a speaker 
presentation by patient Erin Edgar 
(see story this page), which raised 
$150,000 in 10 minutes for the 
new Infusion & Dialysis Center.

At the end of the evening, the 
entertainment switched to dance 
mode with Soul Sound Revue.

Bid4Kidz Appeal . . . 

Patient Shares Need for New 
Center at Connecticut Children’s
Living with a chronic 
disorder that requires regular 
intravenous infusions can 
be challenging for people 
of any age. But for children 
undergoing that treatment 
in a small, crowded infusion 
suite, the challenge can be 
even greater. 

Erin Edgar, who receives 
infusion therapy for 
rheumatoid arthritis at 
Connecticut Children’s, 
shared her story in her Bid4Kidz presentation at the 
2017 Gala, explaining why she feels a new Infusion & 
Dialysis Center is urgently needed.

“When you live every day with a chronic disease and 
require infusions to control the pain, it is so important 
to work with the best possible people and facilities,” 
Erin said. “That’s why a new Infusion & Dialysis Center 
is so important to the growing number of patients who 
will need treatment this year.”

The 15-year-old sophomore from Darien said she had 
led an active lifestyle up until age 11, participating in 
many different sports, dances and other activities, until 
her diagnosis in June 2013.

Since then, Erin said she underwent at least 350 
shots, infusions and blood draws, including multiple 
attempts at starting an IV line, which would leave her 
teary eyed, exhausted and in pain—until she began 
treatment at Connecticut Children’s.

“My experience with the infusion suite at Connecticut 
Children’s has been the complete opposite and 
nothing short of amazing,” Erin said. “The quality of 
treatment and the warm and caring nurses have all 
made the three-hour drive I make monthly with my mom 
more than worth it.”

Erin said the one thing she would change about her 
infusion experience at Connecticut Children’s is the 
space. “The current infusion suite seats just three 
patients per room,” she said. “When you factor in 
parents, a potential sibling, the equipment and staff, it 
creates really close quarters.”

With infusions lasting anywhere from 45 minutes 
to up to eight hours, private conversations can be 
challenging, she noted. “But tonight, you have the 
power to change that,” she told some 850 Gala 
attendees. “You have the power to create a whole new 
world for infusion and dialysis patients just like me.”

To lend your support, please visit 
connecticutchildrensfoundation.org/
InfusionDialysis. 

Among those enjoying the evening were (front, l-r) Connecticut Children’s Nurses Caitlin 
Greenslad and Carol Miller and Dietitian Kyle Lamprecht, along with Edward and Cynthia Silva, 
MD, Division Head of Nephrology. 

Alyssa and Lily Temkin, daughters of Honorary Committee Co-Chairs Steven and Gayle Temkin, 
had some on-stage fun with Gil Peri, Connecticut Children’s President and Chief Operating 
Officer, as he prepared to reveal the Bid4Kidz total raised that evening.

Erin Edgar at the 2017 Gala.
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Thanks to an extraordinarily generous 
seven-figure gift from the Mandell-
Braunstein family, the Gastroenterology 
Division at Connecticut Children’s has 
established the Mandell-Braunstein 
Family Endowed Chair for Pediatric 
Inflammatory Bowel Disease. 

The chair will initially be held by Jeffrey 
Hyams, MD, the Division Head of 
Gastroenterology and Director of 
the Center for Pediatric Inflammatory 
Bowel Disease. Dr. Hyams is a world-
renowned clinician and researcher who 
has authored over 400 peer-reviewed 
scientific papers and has led multiple 
pivotal studies investigating the causes of 
inflammatory bowel disease (IBD).

The gift will allow the Center for Pediatric 
Inflammatory Bowel Disease to expand 
both its research and clinical treatment 
efforts, which have already earned the 
Gastroenterology Division a designation 
as one of the best in the nation from U.S. 
News and World Report. “Connecticut 
Children’s has long been a leader in 
IBD research and in providing high-
level patient care, particularly to this 
most vulnerable population,” said Jim 
Shmerling, President and CEO of 
Connecticut Children’s. 

“This gift from the Mandell-Braunstein 
family will help us capitalize on our 
strengths, advance our research, and 
most important, make an impact on 
the lives of children and families here in 
Connecticut and the region, now and far 
into the future. We are deeply grateful for 
their support.”

“We have admired Dr. Hyams’ work for 
many years,” said family spokesperson 
Mark Mandell. “Dr. Hyams and the team 
at Connecticut Children’s is nothing short 
of extraordinary. We are very pleased to 
be able to support Dr. Hyams and his 
team at Connecticut Children’s in this 
major expansion of efforts to advance the 
search for a cure for inflammatory bowel 
disease.”

UNDERSTANDING IBD

Crohn’s disease and ulcerative colitis, the 
two main inflammatory bowel diseases, 
are debilitating conditions that cause 
intense pain and chronic digestive 

distress—conditions that can cause 
children to feel stigmatized. One of the 
more serious consequences of these 
diseases is growth failure, which can 
happen in children who are not treated. 
There is no cure and ongoing care is 
required for a lifetime, usually involving 
oral and intravenous medications, special 
diets and, at times, hospitalization and 
intestinal surgery. Psychosocial support is 
critical for affected children, who are often 
first affected in early adolescence. 

Doctors do not know for certain what 
causes IBDs, though genes, environment 
and the patient’s assemblage of intestinal 
bacteria all appear to play a role.

THE SEARCH FOR A CURE

According to Dr. Hyams, a key element 
in finding a cure and improving care 
is a better understanding of how the 
disease progresses and how it responds 
to therapy. That understanding can be 
achieved only by intensively studying 
each affected patient. The Center for 
Pediatric Inflammatory Bowel Disease 
has been conducting collaborative 
research with other leading institutions 
in North America directed at precisely 
characterizing clinical, genetic and 

microbiologic manifestations of IBD, 
and this large-scale work has produced 
important evidence in the quest to end 
these diseases.  

With more than 800 current patients 
and 80 or 90 added each year, the 
Center for Pediatric Inflammatory 
Bowel Disease generates an immense 
amount of complex, interactive data in 
itself. Each child, after all, represents a 
unique combination of genes, intestinal 
microbiome, disease progression, 
environment and reactions to medication, 
all of which, until now, have gone 
underanalyzed. But, with the Mandell-
Braunstein gift, that situation will change. 
The funds generated by the endowment 
will be used to support a robust medical 
informatics program that will be able 
to analyze extremely large amounts of 
clinical and scientific data. 

“The Mandell-Braunstein gift is a game-
changer in this regard,” said Dr. Hyams. 
“Big data is an essential first step toward 
research goals and would make a big 
difference in patient care. We will be 
able to generate dynamic, relevant and 
directive reports on every child as we 
follow them through their childhood, 
adolescence and young adulthood.”

Jeffrey Hyams, MD, has been named the inaugural holder of the Mandell-Braunstein Family Endowed Chair for 
Pediatric Inflammatory Bowel Disease at Connecticut Children’s. (Photo Credit: Erin Blinn-Curran)

Connecticut Children’s Receives Seven-Figure Gift to  
Create a Gastroenterology Endowed Chair 



At 16, Miriam Holtzberg has a whole new 
outlook on life—and she feels a lot better, 
too. In fact, her health has improved so 
dramatically in the past two years, you 
might call her stunning transformation 
“Miriam’s 180.” 

Diagnosed with Crohn’s disease at 
age 7, Miriam has had a complete 
turnaround since coming to Connecticut 
Children’s Medical Center for care in 
2016. That’s when she and her parents 
were introduced to Jeffrey Hyams, MD, 
the Division Head of Gastroenterology 
and Director of the Center for Pediatric 
Inflammatory Bowel Disease.   

“I feel 100 times better,” said Miriam, an 
active high school junior from New Haven 
who enjoys public speaking, writing and 
school theater. She also enjoys traveling 
and was able to go to Italy last summer 
with a small tour group, taking a side trip 
to Switzerland to visit some chocolate 
factories. “I’m taller, I’m more confident, 
I feel better. It’s like I’m a whole new 
person,” she said.

“She grew six inches in two years,” 
her mother, Chaya, noted. “Dr. Hyams 
promised us 5 feet, and she is now 5'1".” 

“At our house, Dr. Hyams is a hero, and 
we’ve named him ‘Dr. 180,’” her father, 
Meir, said. “We named him that for the 
180 degrees that Miriam has experienced 
with her health since we first met him.” 

CROHN’S DISEASE 
Crohn’s disease is a type of inflammatory 
bowel disease (IBD) that had left Miriam 

in constant pain and undersized in height 
and weight. 

For seven years, she underwent 
numerous treatments elsewhere but 
got to a point where even chicken soup 
caused her pain. Crohn’s disease, which 
is characterized by fever, fatigue and 
abdominal distress, not only affected 
her ability to eat and enjoy food, but 
affected other aspects of her life as well, 
like attending school and socializing with 
friends. The oldest of five children, Miriam 
began spending most of her time in and 
out of doctors’ offices and resting at 
home on the living room couch.

But all of that has since changed.

EXPERT CARE 
“Miriam has literally blossomed from a 
shy, growth-delayed girl into a delightful 
young woman,” said Dr. Hyams, who is a 
world-renowned clinician and researcher 
and was recently named the inaugural 
holder of the Mandell-Braunstein Family 
Endowed Chair for Pediatric Inflammatory 
Bowel Disease at Connecticut Children’s. 
“Her growth and appearance are now 
totally normal for someone her age.”

In March of 2016, Miriam underwent 
surgery in which she had a tube 
implanted in her stomach, so that she 
could receive exclusive enteral nutrition to 
promote intestinal healing and growth for 
several months. 

Today, the tube feedings are limited to 
supplemental nutrition at night, and her 
visits to the infusion suite at Connecticut 
Children’s have lessened to once every 
six weeks. But like most patients with 
Crohn’s disease, Miriam will continue to 
require medication to control symptoms 
until a cure is found.

A COMPLEX DISEASE

“Every child with Crohn’s disease is 
unique, though clearly similarities exist,” 
Dr. Hyams explained. “The uniqueness 
comes from each person’s genetic 
composition, which drives how their 
immune system works and how it 
communicates with their environment 
(mostly food) and how they react to our 
medications.”

“The care of children with IBD is 
becoming enormously more complex, 
as our understanding increases along 

with our therapeutic options,” Dr. 
Hyams noted. “The whole concept of 
personalized medicine is going to require 
a medical informatics platform, so we can 
match therapies to the right child and 
monitor those therapies in an anticipatory 
fashion.”

AN OPTIMISTIC OUTLOOK 
Today, Miriam is dairy-free and follows 
a gluten-free diet that includes protein, 
like meat and chicken, and special 
homemade bread baked by her mother 
with an easily digestible flour. “I also have 
gluten-free snacks, which taste pretty 
good,” she said.

While she does get tired, she also has 
energy. But perhaps most importantly, 
Miriam—who aspires to be an editor—has 
a new-found optimism that comes with 
getting the personalized care she needs.

“Going to Italy really proved that I can 
do stuff on my own and that my Crohn’s 
disease doesn’t have to hold me back,” 
she said. After graduation, Miriam is 
planning a potential “Judaea Gap Year” in 
either Israel or Australia.

“I really see a huge transformation for 
which we are truly grateful,” Chaya said. 
“She went to Connecticut Children’s 
malnourished and really sick. Today, she’s 
just a regular, average teenager, and it 
makes me very happy.”

“Miriam’s 180”: Teen Tackles Crohn’s Disease with Determination 
and Customized Care at Connecticut Children’s 
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In 2016, at age 14, Miriam Holtzberg, pictured here 
with her father, Meir Holtzberg, had just begun 
treatment at Connecticut Children’s.

Today at age 16, Miriam (pictured here with her 
mother, Chaya) is an active teenager who has 
grown six inches in the past two years.
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Supported by Kohl’s Grant . . . 

Connecticut Children’s Launches Initiative 
to Reduce Childhood Obesity  
Connecticut ranks among the top of all states in 
many statistics, from wealth to submarines, but 
there’s one area that is not a source of pride for 
state residents: Connecticut’s childhood obesity 
rates are among the highest in the nation. 

That’s a statistic that needs to change, and 
Connecticut Children’s is tackling it through 
the Kohl’s Start Childhood Off Right (SCOR) 
initiative. This two-year program, supported 
by a $350,000 grant from Kohl’s, will use a 
comprehensive system to reduce childhood 
obesity in Hartford and is expected to have a 
regional impact as well, because it includes a 
substantial public-awareness campaign. SCOR 
is aimed at children from birth to 2, where 
changes will have the greatest and longest-term 
effects.

NEED FOR URGENT CHANGE

The need for change is urgent: A 2016 study 
by the University of Connecticut found that 32 
percent of 3- to 5-year-olds in Hartford were 
overweight or obese. And obese children are 
at increased risk for a range of health issues, 
including asthma, heart disease and mental 
health disorders. They are 50 percent more 
likely to be obese as adolescents and adults. 

“When I started in practice 25 years ago, I 
had one 4-year-old patient who weighed 100 
pounds, and now that is not unusual,” said 
Nancy Trout, MD, a Connecticut Children’s 
pediatrician and co-director of the Kohl’s SCOR 
initiative. 

“The incidence of childhood obesity has tripled 
in the past 30 years and disproportionately 
affects low income and minority children,” Dr. 
Trout said. “We need to engage in greater 
preventive efforts starting from birth, so children 
are starting childhood off right with healthy 
nutrition and physical activity, and we need to 
build a system that helps families engage in 
those efforts.”

A COMMUNITY APPROACH 
Obesity is a community problem, and it will take 
a community approach to address it, so the first 
element of the SCOR initiative is to re-establish 
a community wellness alliance. This will include 
mobilizing a network of community partners, 
with the goal of identifying resource gaps and 
barriers to healthy eating. For example, are there 

During the press conference for the program’s launch, 
local community partner families were invited to come in 
and learn about better nutrition. 

Pediatric Obesity 
Center Tailors 
Care to Families
In addition to a two-year Start 
Childhood Off Right program 
supported by a grant from 
Kohl’s, Connecticut Children’s 
has a permanent Pediatric 
Obesity Center that serves 
more than 700 children a year, 
offering treatment, research 
and education.

The program takes a 
comprehensive approach 
to its subject, with a 
multidisciplinary team of 
pediatricians, surgeons, 
psychologists, dietitians 
and physical therapists. 
In cases where obesity 
has reached a level that 
threatens overall health, 
they offer bariatric surgery 
for children between 14 and 
19, the only such program 
in the state. The Center’s 
approach is decidedly 
family focused, aiming to 
get the entire family involved 
in healthier eating, activities 
and behaviors.

“One of our biggest 
challenges with the kids 
is finding an activity they 
really enjoy,” says Melissa 
Santos, PhD, the clinical 
director of the Obesity 
Center. “We’re trying to 
find an activity that they 
feel comfortable doing, 
that won’t have other kids 
laughing at them and that 
they feel confident about. 
We’re always looking for 
opportunities to get them 
engaged in new activities. 
In the past, we’ve done 
Zumba, dodge ball teams 
and dancing.”

The team meets with each 
family individually and 
develops a plan tailored to 
their particular circumstances. 
The key is finding a plan that 
is realistic and that features 
small steps that a family can 
take together. 

Continued on page 7

full-fledged grocery stores within easy reach? 
For some families, the nearest store selling 
fresh vegetables may be several miles away. 
In some cases, a low-income family may not 
be able to afford fresh vegetables and meats, 
even if they are available. (See article this 
page about Connecticut Children’s Pediatric 
Obesity Center.)

A second goal is to educate pediatricians and 
staff about risk factors for obesity, so they 
can screen their youngest patients, provide 
interventions and help them connect to 
community resources.

FEET ON THE STREET 
Then there is the need for feet on the street—a 
training program for community outreach 
workers who are from the community and who 
can help teach local families about how to 
prevent obesity for their children. They will help 
promote breastfeeding, encourage introduction 
of healthy solid foods and promote limits on 
sugary drinks and unhealthy snacks, as well as 
encourage physical activity. And, of course, they 
will connect mothers and fathers with resources 
that can help them. 

The initiative will also host community events to 
strengthen the sense of community, reinforce 
the messages about starting childhood off right 
and connect families with alliance partners. 
At the end of two years, the hope is that the 
program will have established a broad network 
of knowledge, resources and habits that will 
carry the effort forward after the program ends.
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“It’s not a sprint,” Dr. Santos says, “it’s 
a marathon, and it takes time to get 
there. When families come to us, they’ve 
often tried a lot of things, and they feel 
pretty beat up. They’ve been told that 
it’s their fault that their child is like this, 
and they don’t know what to do about 
it. Meanwhile, the kid thinks there’s 
something wrong with them because they 
keep going to all these appointments.”

The Obesity Center treats children from 
every county in Connecticut, which 
means that there is a huge range of 
issues, circumstances and considerations 
that go into each family’s plan. Many of 
the most important considerations have 
nothing to do with food and activity levels. 

“We deal with all kinds of issues,” 
Dr. Santos says, “including parents’ 
mental health issues, poverty, lack of 
transportation, no health-insurance 
coverage, or maybe the family’s house 
has burned down. We have to remember 
that while we want kids to get healthy, 
that may not be the biggest thing in 
their world because there are so many 
stressors going on. We can’t get the 
whole family healthy if they don’t know 
where they’re going to be living tomorrow. 
It’s a struggle for families if they want to 
do the right thing but they can’t afford the 
healthiest foods.”

By taking all of these factors into 
consideration and focusing on a 
manageable, realistic plan, it’s possible 
to achieve success even in the most 
challenging situations. “We don’t always 
see the change while they’re in our 
program,” Dr. Santos says. “But I’ll get 
emails from a parent years later saying 
that their child still talks about what we 
taught them.”

Pediatric Obesity Center Tailors Care 
to Families, continued from page 6.

Melissa Santos, PhD, Clinical Director of the Obesity 
and Weight Management program (left) and 
pediatrician Jessica Zimmerman, MD, are part of the 
seven-member team.

In Battle Against Pediatric Cancer . . .  

Statewide Support Grows for “PJ Day”  

“PJ Day” — a small, grassroots fundraiser 
launched in 2011 — became an official 
statewide effort in 2017, raising more than 
$175,000 in support of children fighting 
cancer at Connecticut Children’s Medical 
Center. 

“This is a staggering figure, and we are 
beyond grateful,” said Tara Wesoloskie, 
RN, a perioperative nurse at Connecticut 
Children’s who chairs the annual event. 
“These funds will make a vital difference 
for children fighting cancer locally in 
Connecticut.”

It was Tara’s son, Nick, who had proposed 
the first “PJ Day for the Kids” at Coventry 
Grammar School in 2011 in honor of 
his sister, Charlotte, who had battled 
rhabdomyosarcoma, an aggressive form of 
cancer, at 21 days of age. She underwent 
a year of chemotherapy and multiple 
surgeries, and today, at age 10, remains 
cancer-free.  

“Nick wanted to show our gratitude 
to Connecticut Children’s and support 
for other kids who fight cancer,” Tara 
explained. “Nick chose PJs to show 
support for patients who had no choice 
but to wear theirs while fighting cancer 
and serious illness at Connecticut 
Children’s. It was a small gesture that 
would have a big effect,” she said.

Since then, the fundraiser has gathered 
tremendous steam, with thousands of 
school children participating each year, 
joined by a growing number of business 
owners, civic organizations and many 
others across the state. 

A DAY OF AWARENESS

In 2017, the fundraiser took another giant 
step forward when State Rep. Tim Ackert 

proposed legislation naming the second 
Friday of each December as “PJ Day,” an 
official day of awareness in Connecticut. 
The legislation passed.

“For me,” Tara said, “one of the most 
impressive parts of this is that people across 
the state have pulled together to show how 
much they want to help these kids fighting 
for their lives at Connecticut Children’s—
one dollar, one student, one family, one 
school, one business, one civic group, one 
community, one town at a time. Together, it all 
added up to something amazing!” 

“A couple of years ago, in an interview, 
Nick said he looked forward to a day 
when people all across Connecticut stood 
together on ‘PJ Day’ in support of kids 
fighting cancer at Connecticut Children’s. 
It sounded like a lofty goal but it is 
happening,” Tara said. 

OVERWHELMING RESPONSE

“With more than 250 schools and 
business partners,” she added, “the 
participation map turned green from one 
end of the state to the other! Our hearts 
are overflowing with joy and gratitude. 
We are beyond grateful to our generous 
partners, including Dunkin’ Donuts, Aetna 
and the Harry and Sylvia Livingston 
Philanthropic Fund—and many more.”

“There are not enough words to express 
our thanks and admiration for our partners 
at public and private schools, preschools, 
day care programs and even local 
colleges,” Tara said. “The response has 
been simply overwhelming. Donations of 
$1 or more were very, very often more! 
The generosity of students and their 
families speaks volumes about how 
people feel about helping patients at 
Connecticut Children’s.”

A local Dunkin’ Donuts 
“Brewing Coffee Joy” 
campaign raised $1,000 in 
addition to the $6,700 raised 
by Dunkin’ locations across 
the state. On hand for the 
check presentation were the 
Wesoloskie children (l-r) – 
Nick, 13, Caroline, 11, and 
Charlotte, 10 – along with 
Mason Yanez, 22 months, 
and sister Madisen, 10.
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Cardiac Care 
at Connecticut 
Children’s
At Connecticut Children’s Medical 
Center, our heart specialists span 
all areas of pediatric cardiology—
from fetal and pediatric cardiology 
to adults with congenital heart 
disease. No other program in the 
state provides the full spectrum 
of cardiac patient care that 
Connecticut Children’s provides.

To learn more about  
services, visit our website at  

www.connecticutchildrens.
org/cardiology.

A Proud Member . . . 
Connecticut Children’s Medical 
Center is a proud member of 
Children’s Miracle Network 
Hospitals. Children’s Miracle 
Network Hospitals helps to raise 
funds and awareness for 170 
children’s hospitals across North 
America, helping more than 17 
million kids each year. Funds 
raised through 
this organization 
stay in the local 
community in which 
they are given. For 
more information, 
please visit www.
cmnhospitals.
org.
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