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MAKING

SMILES HAPPEN
IT TAKES A VILLAGE

When a child is born with a cleft lip, cleft palate, or some other craniofacial problem it can
be heartbreaking for a family as their dream for a “perfect” baby is shattered. But amidst the
heartbreak and broken dreams, there is a multitude of people who give them help - and give
them hope. They are all a part of the Cleft/Craniofacial Program in Montana, sponsored by
the Children’s Special Health Service, which is part of the Montana Department of Public
Health and Human Services.

Great Falls plastic surgeon Dr. Antonio Santin is one of the team leaders and hosts
the Cleft Craniofacial Clinic at his o ce four times ayear Dr Santin had an early interest
and compassion for children’s malformations and, following his plastic surgery residency,
he spent an additional year in pediatrics in Salt Lake City doing a fellowship in craniofacial
surgery. He was attracted to Montana because of the wonderful lifestyle, but he also had the
unsel shgoal of being somewhere where hewasneeded Montanadid not have a craniofacial
plastic surgeon and he was able to 1l that void

Dr. Santin’s expertise helped expand the cleft lip/palate program in Montana to
include more complex cranial malformations when he joined the group in 1995.

Even though his expertise and addition to the team resulted in the newly expanded
Cleft/Craniofacial Program, Dr. Santin is quick to credit the teamwork that makes the
program so e ective He notes that it takes numerous team members expertise ~ multiple
surgeries, coordinated care, and many years to improve and correct a child’s malformations
and assist the families of these children through this process.

The team includes a wide range of specialists to deal with the complications of these
malformations including craniofacial specialist, plastic surgeon, pediatrician and/or primary
care doctor, geneticist, audiologist, otolaryngologist, dentists and orthodontic specialists,
nutritionist, public health nurse, speech/language pathologist, and social worker and/or
psychologist.

Team members often become lifelong friends of the children and their families as
they follow a child’s progress from birth to adulthood. Sometimes they become involved
before the child is even born because of the early diagnosis from ultrasound images.

Tasha Handa sits patiently while Dr. Antonio Santin performs a routine oral exam to monitor
growth patterns in her palate and nasopharynx. Tasha was born with a disfiguring cleft lip

and palate and underwent numerous reconstructive surgeries from birth. Courtesy of Dr. Santin
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Dr. Santin says an early diagnosis helps parents prepare
for the extended needs of their child and to work through the
grieving process. The team helps them arrive in a more hopeful
place before the child is born by showing them the treatment
options thatareo ered  Exposure to other children at di

stages of repair and age demonstrates to the soon- to-be parents

Today there are Cleft/Craniofacial Clinics held in eight
locations throughout the state, led by team leaders Dr. Santin
and Dr. Stephen Hardy, a Missoula plastic surgeon. The clinics
are held one to Helena

ve times a year in Great Falls Billings

erenBozeman, Browning, Wolf Point, Kalispell, and Missoula.

Through the clinic visits, each team specialist assesses each

thee ortand time it will take for their child to achieve the best patientindividuallyand then reviewsavailable treatment options

result possible. It also introduces them to the multi-specialty
team members who will
their child
and the family as a whole

work with
as  practitioners  and
as support during this
period.

Approximately one
in 700 babies are born in the United States with cleft lip and/or
palate, which is an opening or defect in the upper lip and/or the
palate (roof of the mouth.)

Helena nurse, Frances Seyler, founded the Montana
program in 1958 when she saw the need to help children with
these malformations. The original team members were Dr.
Joseph Brinkley, a Great Falls pediatrician; Dr. Wyman Roberts,
otolaryngologist from Great Falls; Dr. Harry Roch, dentist from
Great Falls; and Dr. Stanley Dohrman, an orthodontist.

FALLS QUILT GUILD

‘ADOPT A BEAR

n the fall of October 2000, Suzan Seery approached fellow
members of the ‘Falls Quilt Guild’ with an idea. She
wanted to see if there was a way to provide a special gift for
newborns and children who were sick or terminally ill at Bene
Hospital. “I felt terrible for the kids when they were left alone
at the hospital” she said. “We wanted to provide something that
would comfort them when things were scary and confusing.”
Thus the concept for ‘Adopt a Bear’ was born. The Guild
shared Suzan’s enthusiasm for the project. Then there was the
question of funding.
Suzan had heard about Walmart granting money for
di erent organizations and decided to approach the superstore
with her idea. She spoke with a Walmart representative about
her ‘Adopt a Bear’ concept and was presented with a proposition

and o ers a consensus of recommendations to the family The

Team members often become lifelong friends of the
children and their families as they follow a child’s
progress from birth to adulthood.

team currently has 348 active cleft patients. In 2008 there were
234 clinical visits throughout the state for children with cleft lip
and palates, craniofacial deformities, and speech issues.

Dr. Santin explains that cleft lip/palate surgical
interventions are an ongoing process and occur as the child
develops. At one-month of age, when the risks of surgery are
less, the baby receives lip surgery. At six to 12 months the palate
repair is performed; at four years work is done on the nose; and
when the child is six to 12 years old surgery is done on the gum

l

for funding If she could raise ve hundred dollars Walmart
would match her amount.

Suzan worked on raising the money by selling root beer

oats and popcorn at a booth in Walmart displaying the Guild s

proposed bears. The venture went well and Suzan repeated her
concession stand at the Fairgrounds, selling popcorn and cotton
candy to meet her quota of ve hundred dollars

When the funding was received, the Falls Quilt Guild
ordered bears in blue sweaters that said “Adopt a Bear”. They
would present each child with an ‘Adopt a Bear’ teddy bear in a
blue gift bag, each with its’ own hand sewn quilt.

The program was a success and the Quilters ended up
Suzan was

giving away two hundred bears in their rst year

ready for her second year, but this time Walmart gave her




FROM LEFT TO RIGHT: Members of the cleft lip and palate treatment team: Dr. James Reynolds, geneticist; Dr. Antonio Santin, Plastics/

Craniofacial/ENT; Krystal Tweet, RN GF Cleft/Craniofacial Team coordinator; Jessa Youngers MS, Nutritionist; Andree Deligdisch MSW, Clinical
Social Worker; Kelly Marrinan PhD, Audiologist; Umut Ulge PhD, Medical student; Christopher Bruch DDS, MSD, Orthodontist; Julie Borgreen

MS, Speech therapist; Martha Reeves MS, Speech therapist.

the grant without match. “I didn’t have to raise the funds in
our second year of ‘Adopt a Bear’; it was a great bonus for our
organization and the children”. Suzan has been working with
Deanna Sheldon, Community Involvement Coordinator for
Walmart, ever since and the need for bears has grown steadily
over the years.

Suzan doesn’t hesitate for a moment to mention all of
the people that are responsible for making the ‘Adopt a Bear’
program happen. Marilyn Secor and her quilting group include:
Ellen Rasmusson, Cindy Zellner, Mary Lou Tucker, Dee White,
LeeAnn Call, Faith Medean, and Gervaise Ferry. “Marilyn gets
the quilting sessions going for the kids; they are responsible in
large part for getting the quilting work done” Suzan mentions.
Then there is Jo Fitzpatrick who has been known to produce up

Courtesy of Dr. Santin

In all, the ‘Adopt a Bear’ program is a gracious gift given
freely by some very special women. Both Suzan Seery and
Marilyn Secor refuse to take credit for their e orts however
both women are tremendously grateful to the ladies in the
Guild that make it all happen. The ‘Adopt a Bear Program’ has
presently entered its’ ninth year, and will continue the tradition
of bringing joy to the children at Bene s Hospital In closing
Suzan mentions that, “In October of 2000 we started our
organization by gifting a total of two hundred bears with quilts.
As of this year our program has produced three thousand ve
hundred bears with quilts for the children. There never seems
to be enough bears, but as long as there is a need, the ‘Adopt a

Bear’ program will provide.” _m

to six quilts per month for the children Jo squiltstend tore ect

the changes in season and holidays. “If it’s Valentines Day, Jo
embellishes her work accordingly  She does a lot for oure ort

Others in the quilting community also lend a helping
hand. ‘Big Sky Quilts’ and ‘Quilt Away’ donate space for the
cause, allowing quilters to craft their quilts to go along with
the bears.

~Laura Crotty is from New York City where she
worked as a freelance writer and culinary professional.
She now resides in Montana with her husband and
three children and contributes regularly to several
publications.




line  When the child has achieved full growth the
completed on the nose and jaw areas.

Along with the surgical interventions are the other team
members coordinated cares during these time periods, including
ongoing dental care; orthodontia starting at approximately six
years of age, ongoing speech therapy, hearing testing as needed,

Genetic,

and continuing care by the child’s pediatrician.

nal work is

Dr. Santin notes that a multispecialty approach is
necessary and the clinic provides all of these specialists in one
place. He has seen a wonderful camaraderie develop as they all
work together to help the children.

The State program assists in early intervention
and specialty coordination and if necessary, in obtaining
government aid. Some families lose their insurance after the

Mikaela DeVries was born with a severe bilateral cleft lip
deformity. After multiple surgeries, Mikaela has blossomed into

a beautiful and normal functioning teenager. Courtesy of Dr. Santin

nutritional and psychological counselingiso ered to the family
of the child during their growth to adulthood. The program is
available to children from birth to age 21, if necessary.

Because of his specialty in craniofacial malformations,
Dr. Santin has seen some extreme cases. “I have seen kids with
multi-malformations when the family felt that they had no
chance.” He shares one sad story with an extraordinary ending.
The child had a bilateral cleft lip and palate deformity. She
also had a brain tumor that was causing epileptic seizures. The
family was having problems with their insurance’s willingness
to assist in payment for out of state surgery. The team helped
them work through insurance issues and began the hard, long
journey of helping the little girl. She was unable to speak so
the family learned to sign so they could communicate. It was a
wonderful process that opened her world and uni ed themasa
family as they faced her long road to recovery. Today her future
is bright. Dr. Santin says, “She learned to talk again and she is
now an amazing, beautiful young person.”
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child is diagnosed. But no child is turned away, because, as
Dr. Santin says, “It is all about the children.” Specialists and
other volunteers donate a signi cant amount of time at the
community clinics.

They give a lot, but they get something very special

back—they get a smile. oM

If you would like to make a donation to this special program
please contact The Children’s Special Health Services at the
Department of Public Health and Social Services and specify
that the donation is made to the Cleft/Craniofacial Program

Children’s Special Health Services

PO Box 20295

Helena MT 59620-2951

Phone:

406-444-3622 or 800-762-9891 (toll free in state)

~A love for words and pictures led Kay Bjork to a career
as a feature writer and photographer for numerous
newspapers and magazines. Her home and family on
Swan Lake have been the subject of many of her stories
and photographs about their outdoor adventures
including skating, skiing and hiking.



