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Community issues Public health

Maryland kids in distress are being kept in
emergency departments for weeks, months
By Liz Bowie, Hallie Miller and Ryan Little
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Maryland children are spending weeks and months living in emergency departments and other

areas of hospitals because of a failure by the state to provide the right places for them. Noah

Godfrey, who constantly keeps on the move, takes a moment's rest on a bench with his mother

Sunday Stilwell at Glasgow Regional Park in Delaware. (Kirk McKoy/The Baltimore Banner)
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Hundreds of Maryland children have spent weeks or months living in

emergency departments and other areas of hospitals over the last few

years — confined to bare rooms and barred from going outside, seeing

friends or having access to an education.

The longer these children with behavioral issues stay, hospital physicians

and administrators say, the more their mental health deteriorates, and

the more that limited and costly emergency room resources are shifted

away from other patients.

There are few alternatives. Their release is dependent on an open spot

somewhere that can help treat their challenging behavior problems, and

keep them safe. Those places are so scarce that hospitals have often

become the default dumping ground.
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As the number of facilities that could treat these children decreased over

the last five years, Maryland state agencies failed to take significant

action, fueling what is now a crisis, according to medical professionals,

social workers and children’s advocates.

State officials acknowledge they’ve given little attention to the dilemma

amid the coronavirus pandemic, during which the problem has only

become more fraught.

Earlier this summer, after a three-month stay in a Western Maryland

hospital emergency room, Jeremiah Boyd, a 14-year-old who has autism,

returned home 100 pounds heavier and on 13 medications, said his

mother, Jessica Boyd. Once a smiling teddy bear of a boy, he now never

smiles, she said. After only 10 days at home and no services such as

aides, therapy or school to help his family cope with his escalating

agitation and aggression, Boyd said that he became uncontrollable and

landed at Northwest Hospital’s emergency room on July 28.
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