Our Personal Success Story:
Depression has been a life long struggle for me.  Its intensity wavered throughout my teen years and into young adulthood.  When I was 21 years old and my oldest daughter, Corbi was two years old, my second child died suddenly and unexpectedly.  This incident caused trauma issues for Corbi and for me.  We suffered for years with little assistance.  Our mental issues were passed off as grief and the trauma responses were unidentified and misunderstood.  

Corbi’s issues became more apparent when she entered preschool.  But her anxieties and behaviors were misconstrued as bad behaviors.  The school systems wouldn’t believe that the loss of her sister had a part in her behaviors.  We sought professional help from psychologists, therapists and psychiatrists.  There was little information regarding children’s mental health issues at the time and I was not informed enough to be able to advocate for my child effectively.  We were bounced around by professionals and specialists.  At no time in the first six years did any professional we saw take the time to perform a thorough diagnostic work up.  Most appointments consisted of a 30-60 minute appointment with the doctor providing a quick assumption of her illness – “She has ADD, give her this medicine” “She has Asperger’s Autism, go see this specialist” “She has Pervasive Development Disorder, go to this person” and so on.  An additional barrier came from the legalized discrimination against people with mental health issues in the state of Wisconsin where insurance carriers are not required to cover mental health costs like they do physical health costs.  We often found ourselves in the situation where our insurance coverage ran out and we were left unable to pay for necessary services and could not continue trying to find comprehensive treatment until the next year began.
By the time she was in third grade she was spending most of her time in a small room next to the principal’s office that was used for punishment.  She was not part of the class and was not being taught.  All the homework came home every night and I would sit with her for hours after I’d worked a full day and teach her the material to keep her caught up, but she steadily fell behind.  When she reached fourth grade, she was considered unteachable.  We had finally gotten special education services for her and she would spend her days in the special education room playing with blocks and reading books instead of in the classroom learning with her peers.  The years of treating her like a bad child had taken its toll on her esteem and confidence.  She had little social skills and was unable to relate to her peers.    


Throughout all of this our family was going through major changes.  In 2001 I started having physical health issues and I was becoming very depressed.  My husband had lost his job and became a full time college student.  My supplemental income became our family’s only income.  With the burden of providing for my family financially, the drastic changes in our income, my physical health issues and with Corbi’s illness ever escalating the pressure became too much for me.  I was hospitalized for suicidiology and major depression in early 2002.  The next year only brought more changes and stresses.  We moved to Fond du Lac to be closer to Mike’s school and I got a new job closer to home.  My physical issues intensified.  
We were in this downward spiral desperately trying to hold on and survive.  But the stresses were too much for all of us.  In early 2003 Corbi became suicidal at the age of 10 and was hospitalized.  During her hospitalization she was diagnosed as having bipolar disorder.  The diagnosis was frightening, but it gave us hope at the same time.  We felt like we finally knew what we were up against.  During her hospitalization, I approached my employer to discuss mine and my child’s mental health issues.  I was naïve and unaware of the stigma surrounding mental illness.  When I disclosed my diagnosis to my employer he physically backed away from me.  The next week I was informed that I could no longer interact with clients or company personnel.  I was strictly clerical.  Just days after Corbi’s release from the hospital I was admitted, again for suicidiology and major depression.  While I was in the hospital I was terminated from my employment.  
We made the decision that Mike should finish school, as he had only four months left until he got his degree.  I was able to collect unemployment income, but it barely covered our rent.  Most months we were asking for help from local churches and organizations just to keep a roof over our heads.  Every week we went to the local food bank.  It was a desolate time for all of us.  It was rock bottom.  When Mike graduated we moved back to Westfield with my parents.  This was a time of healing for us, physically, mentally and financially.  

Corbi thrived in this small town and in her new school.  The special education teacher saw past the behaviors and found this amazing little girl.  The teacher worked with her diligently and brought her from a 1st grade math level up to a 6th grade level.  I struggled to find direction for myself, but was determined to be a productive member of society again.  I am a very religious person and took a spiritual hermitage to evaluate my life to try to understand what my purpose was.  The disconnect in the mental health system with the social implications of having a mental illness became my focus.  I felt like we had been let down, I felt like there was irreparable damage done to my child because of the fragmented system that had been available to us.  I wondered how many other people were out there experiencing similar situations.  This is where Stable Life was born.  
In the meantime, Corbi was still struggling with the medications that were given to her to treat her “bipolar” illness.  She was taking 1800 mg of Lithium and 40 mg of Zyprexa daily.

The transition into the middle school proved too much for her to handle.  The transition, the school’s lack of understanding, and the misdiagnosis and over medicating had caused her to reach new lows.  By the middle of her 7th grade year she was only going to school ½ days and was having several blow ups a day.  
In order to understand more about mental health issues I started attending conferences, conventions and trainings throughout the state regarding mental health, both for children and adults.  I did everything I could to better help myself and my child and to have the tools necessary to help other people through.  I became involved with NAMI, the National Alliance on Mental Illness and was empowered to change my life after years of being given the impression that I would never have control over my illness.  I began to realize the options that were available to me and had access to treatment as well as support from peers.  We became involved in a program for children called Wraparound and were assigned a team coordinator who started mediating school meetings and focusing on Corbi as a whole person.  Through these different avenues of access, education and support we found ourselves on the road to recovery.  
I have attended more conferences, have received more certificates for teaching classes, courses and trainings, and have been involved in many more meetings and taskforces locally, statewide and nationally than I can list in any brief amount of time.  But with all of this I received the tools that were necessary for both of us to navigate the mental health system and to direct our treatment and lives.  This transformation has enabled us both to alter the limitations that were previously set by our illnesses.  We went from passive recipient in our services to active participants in our recovery.  We were no longer victims of our illnesses.
Through this journey I was able to create this career for myself within the mental health industry and am steadily becoming a resource to others with illnesses and to mental health service providers.  Counties in my area routinely refer people to me that need assistance outside of the county service parameter.  The bulk of my work is simply helping folks access the resources and services they need and educating professionals on how to be recovery focused in the services they provide.  I started the equine therapy part of the business because I know how powerful the connection is between a person and a horse.  I have always been complimented for the confidence I display, even when I’m feeling completely opposite inside.  I attribute this to growing up with horses and learning to develop the leadership skills necessary to work with them.  The equine therapy is a tool in my wellness toolbox.  Without it I would not be able to function as well as I do.  
Corbi now has a strength based Wraparound team and we collaborate with the school so she has the support she needs.  There has been a new addition to the Diagnostic Statistical Manual, version five (DSM V) that has included a new diagnosis of Childhood Trauma Disorder.  After 14 years we know that this is Corbi’s accurate diagnosis.  Because she has been properly diagnosed and is now receiving comprehensive trauma based treatments and understands her illness and behaviors she is thriving on a minimal dosage of an anti-anxiety medication (10 mg!).  Corbi is a sophomore in high school.  She is fully integrated in her classes.  She just made honor roll and is tutoring other students in Biology.  She still struggles with her anxieties and continues to work on her social skills, but she is growing by leaps and bounds.  She utilizes the equine therapy to work on her fears and to enhance her confidence and esteem.  She is a lead horse handler and volunteers with other people’s therapy.  She is an advocate in her own right for her peers and the injustices of mental illness and she never stops educating others about mental illness.  She is my biggest champion and provides me with motivation to grow these services.
There is no doubt in my mind that this journey has enabled both of us to have a much different future than what was previously expected.  And there is no doubt in my mind that our struggle would have been much different if we’d had access to a mental health system that was recovery focused from the get go.  We can’t get back those wasted years, but we can work very hard to ensure others receive the help they need in a timelier manner.  The goal is to give individuals the tools they need to create for themselves a stable life.  
