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Making a huge difference for even the tiniest patients 






THE MIRACLE OF A BABY'S BREATH 
While perfecting the use of high-frequency ventilation to save the lives of infants, Duke spreads hope and healing around the world. 




Chauncie Height entered the world on January 9, 1998, weighing 12.5 ounces - one of the smallest babies ever born in the United States. 

Fortunately, she was at the right place at the right time. Chauncie was born at Duke University Medical Center, where the neonatal intensive care unit has one of the nation's best survival rates for low-birthweight babies. 

That these babies survive at all is one of the miracles of modern medical technology. But Duke's achievements in neonatology go well beyond its state-of-the-art equipment, says Dr. Ronald Goldberg, chief of neonatology. "Tools are only tools," he says. "Duke also has the right kinds of 'carpenters' - the clinicians and researchers dedicated to using new therapies and medications to improve the quality of babies' lives." 

One aspect of Duke's neonatology research focuses on high-frequency ventilation (HFV) - a special respirator that helps premature babies like Chauncie breathe hundreds of tiny breaths each minute. While widely used for infants threatened by respiratory failure, HFV is still considered an emerging therapy - and one hotly debated in the neonatology community. "When it's used right, it saves lives and reduces the risk of chronic lung disease in babies with lung failure," says Dr. Goldberg. "But the data also show that when it isn't used right, it can cause permanent injury. At Duke, we're defining strategies for using it safely." 

A standard respirator for preemies "breathes" 40 - 60 times per minute. On HFV, administered via a tracheal tube half the width of a pencil, Chauncie breathed 600 times a minute, taking in just a fifth of a teaspoon of oxygen with each puff. "A baby on HFV actually vibrates," says Dr. Goldberg. "The closest analogy I can think of is the very short, rapid breaths of a panting dog. By providing shorter breaths and more of them, HFV carries far less risk of overinflating and injuring the baby's lungs." 

Though she was only on the ventilator five days, the technology bought Chauncie the time her fragile lungs and heart needed to stabilize. "Duke physicians told us that newborns have a remarkable ability to heal themselves, if they get the right start," says Chauncie's mother Rubie Height. "When they put her on the high-frequency ventilator, it made all the difference." Chauncie's long-term prognosis is good, Dr. Goldberg says, despite the fact that "four or five years ago, a baby her size would have had no chance." 

"We connected with Duke instantly," says Mrs. Height, an associate minister at the Missionary Baptist Church in Durham, where her husband William is the pastor. "We believe this type of technology is something God blesses us with, to be a blessing to others. We feel like we're part of a caring extended family. The entire neonatal team was absolutely exceptional." 

Though HFV is used worldwide, physicians are eager to be educated on how to use it safely and effectively, Dr. Goldberg says. Duke physicians share their knowledge of HFV on a global scale, traveling to such distant places as Hong Kong, Italy, and Singapore to present their findings and teach physicians at hospitals and medical conferences. "When you discover something that will make a difference in a life," Dr. Goldberg says, "you don't want to keep it to yourself." 
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