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Program helping
docs learn more of
kids' mental health

ONLY IN NEWSDAY

BY BART JONES

bart.jones@newsday.com

Dr. Marc Lashley received al-
most no training in medical
school in how to deal with chil-
dren’s mental health issues. But
when he started practicing as a
pediatrician, he found there was
a critical — and unmet — need
because of a shortage of child
and adolescent psychiatrists.

With the help of a training
program created partly by a
Long Island psychiatrist, he
started prescribing drugs to
treat anxiety and depression in
children and adolescents. A
decade ago, it made up 2% of
his practice. Today, it is 20%.

“It’s given me a tremendous
satisfaction,” said Lashley, who
is based in Valley Stream and
Far Rockaway. “There’s nothing
like helping somebody who’s
undergoing depression, anxiety
and not functioning. It’s really
the most rewarding part of my
practice right now.”

Lashley is part of a growing
trend in the medical world: pe-
diatricians who are prescribing
medication for anxiety, depres-
sion, attention-deficit/hyperac-
tivity disorder and other ill-
nesses amid the mental health
crisis because of a lack of child
and adolescent psychiatrists.
Not enough people are going
into psychiatry partly because
of the long training involved, ex-
perts said.

Some pediatricians say they
have little choice but to help fill
the gap, since it’s extremely dif-
ficult for families to find avail-
able child and adolescent psy-
chiatrists. Most have months-
long waiting lists or aren’t ac-
cepting new patients at all.

Even if families can find an
available psychiatrist, most do
not accept insurance, leaving
families with an out-of-pocket
bill that can hit $500 or $800 or
more for a monthly visit, ex-
perts said. And even if a child is
going to a therapist, only a doc-
tor can prescribe medication.

Q

‘Dr. Marc Lashley is part of a growing trend, prescribing medication

for anxiety, ADHD and other illnesses amid the mental health crisis.

u A growing number of
pediatricians are prescrib-
ing antidepressants and
other drugs to treat mental
health issues in children and
adolescents because of a
shortage of child and adoles-
cent psychiatrists.

m A Long Island psychia-
trist is helping lead a
program, Project Teach, that
trains pediatricians in this
work — a program that is
attracting attention around
the country.

® Some medical experts
are nervous that pediatri-
cians lack the background
to delve into mental health
treatment, but others say
there is no choice — many
children will go without care
otherwise.

“There will never be enough
child psychiatrists to take care
of the mental health needs” of
children and adolescents, Dr.
Victor Fornari, the vice chair of
child and adolescent psychiatry
for Northwell Health, said. “Cer-
tainly, working with a trusted
primary care physician is better
than not working with anyone.”

Training for pediatricians
Fornari is one of main cre-
ators of Project Teach, a pro-

gram that has trained 2,000 pe-
diatricians in New York State in
how to prescribe medications
for depression and other mental
health issues. The state-funded
project, which operates mostly
online, is gaining attention
around the country and even
overseas as a possible solution
to the psychiatrist shortage.

Fornari noted most psychi-
atric medicine in the United
States and around the world is
prescribed by non-psychia-
trists, mainly primary care
physicians, who are “really in
the best position to evaluate
and treat these mild to moder-
ate issues” since they know the
families and wusually accept
their insurance.

But he stressed that pediatri-
cians in the program aren’t deal-
ing with more advanced mental
health issues. If a patient is sui-
cidal or has some other major
disorder, a psychiatrist would
have to be brought in.

Dr. David Kaye, a professor
of psychiatry at the University
at Buffalo who helped create
Project Teach, said, “Increas-
ingly families look to and feel
comfortable with going to their
primary care doctors and clini-
cians for help with these kinds
of things. They know their pedi-
atricians.. . .They trust them.”

“If it is seen as part of pri-
mary care then people don’t
have to feel so ashamed and
have a barrier to getting help

DEBBIE EGAN-CHIN
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GIVING MORE BEHAVIOR MEDS

Dr. Victor Fornari is a creator of Project Teach, helping pediatricians with mental health medications.

There will never be enough child psychiatrists
to take care of the mental health needs!

— Dr.Victor Fornari, the vice chair of child and adolescent psychiatry for Northwell Health

when it is only available
through a psychiatrist for exam-
ple,” he said. “There is still
tremendous stigma and there
are a lot of barriers to people
seeing a psychiatrist.”

Not everyone is enthusiastic
about pediatricians delving
into mental health treatment.
Critics contend they lack
enough training and are suscep-
tible to making mistakes.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea
for pediatricians to treat chil-
dren without the extensive train-
ing that is required,” said Dr.
Meena Ramani, who is both a pe-
diatrician and psychiatrist based
in Nassau County. “The ideal sit-
uation for a family and a child is
to be treated by the expert.”

At a minimum, pediatricians
should work in collaboration
with a child and adolescent psy-
chiatrist, she said.

Jeffrey Friedman, CEO of the
nonprofit Central Nassau Guid-
ance & Counseling Services in
Hicksville, said many pediatri-

cians “feel very uncomfortable
having to prescribe psy-
chotropic medications to indi-
viduals. They’re not doing this
day in and day out.

“They’re not keeping up on
the latest trends in the field and
are struggling to come up with
the most effective treatment for
those individuals. It’s not their
specialty and they’re not
trained in that,” he said

Sometimes when families
come to his agency, “our psy-
chiatrist will change those
medications because they are
not the most effective or effi-
cient treatment for a particu-
lar disorder that an individual
has,” he added.

But Fornari and others say
there are few options other
than relying on pediatricians
and family physicians, and that
Project Teach successfully
trains non-psychiatrists to take
on such work.

“Without this program, these
kids don’t get care,” he said.

Fornari estimates 12% of
youths nationwide are taking
medication for mental health is-
sues, but that 25% could proba-
bly benefit from the drugs — if
there were enough pediatri-
cians or psychiatrists prescrib-
ing them.

A nationwide shortage

The psychiatrist shortage is
unlikely to end soon, medical
experts said.

There are 1,247 child and ado-
lescent psychiatrists in New
York State, placing it in the cate-
gory of “high shortage,” accord-
ing to the American Academy
of Child and Adolescent Psychi-
atry, a nonprofit professional as-
sociation based in Washington,
D.C. Nassau County has 131,
while Suffolk has 87, putting
them in the high shortage cate-
gory. Many counties upstate
have none, meaning families
would have to travel two or
three hours to reach one.

Most of the rest of the coun-
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Dr. Bruce Gerberg said he'd try to find a psychiatrist for patients,

“but now I find that's fool's gold because you just can't find one.”

try is even worse off, with most
states classified as “severe
shortage,” the academy states.
Only one has adequate levels
— Vermont.

In contrast, New York State
has a total of 8,800 pediatri-
cians and family medicine doc-
tors. They could handle many
of the lower-level mental health
issues of patients, Fornari and
Kaye contend. It’s the same situ-
ation nationwide: 11,422 child
and adolescent psychiatrists, as
opposed to 147860 pediatri-
cians or family medicine doc-
tors, according to the U.S. Bu-
reau of Labor Statistics.

It’s unlikely there will be a
big wave of new psychiatrists
to make up for the shortage,
Fornari said. A maximum of
350 child and adolescent psychi-
atrists nationwide complete
their post-medical school resi-
dencies per year, making them
eligible to start practicing in
the field, he said.

At Zucker School of
Medicine at Hofstra/North-
well, he runs one of the largest
residency programs in the na-
tion, and it sees only 10 child
and adolescent psychiatrists
complete their residency per
year. Most programs produce
even fewer — two or three a
year, he said.

The federal government has
set the number of residencies
at 350 for decades, Fornari said.
It does so in this field and oth-
ers as it tries to gauge how
many doctors with specializa-
tions the nation needs. And it
has the power to do so in part

because it helps fund the resi-
dency programs.

Yet many years not all of the
350 slots are filled — some-
times the number is as low as
300, Fornari said. He thinks the
country needs 1,000 slots, but
even if they were established
not enough medical school
graduates are signing up.

Many doctors don’t want to
go into psychiatry because it
takes years more of training
after medical school compared
to other branches of medicine,
Ramani said. Pediatricians, for
instance, do three years of resi-
dency after medical school but
child and adolescent psychia-
trists must do five to six.

Collaborating to meet need

It becomes difficult to re-
main that long in low-paying
residency positions because
many aspiring doctors already
are hundreds of thousands in
debt from four years of under-
graduate studies and four years
of medical school, she said.

The development of tele-
health has not solved the psy-
chiatrist shortage either, since
they can only see the same lim-
ited number of patients per day
whether in-person or on a
screen, medical experts said.
Telehealth simply means a pa-
tient does not have to go to a
doctor’s office — the appoint-
ments are not shorter.

Mental health problems are
on the rise among American
children and adolescents, exac-

See HEALTH on A4

RICK KOPSTEIN

wodAepsmau

20T ‘97 ¥3IGW3IAON ‘AVASINL AVASMIN



A4

newsday.com

NEWSDAY, TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 26, 2024

TOP STORIES

SHORTAGE OF

PSYCHIATRISTS
FOR CHILDREN

HEALTH from A3

erbated by the COVID-19 pan-
demic, the ubiquity of smart-
phones and screen time, social
media and increased pressure
to perform at school and in
sports, according to Fornari
and other experts.

Project Teach, founded in
2010 at the request of the New
York State Office of Mental
Health, is trying to meet the
growing need for help.

Participants go through inten-
sive in-person or online train-
ing lasting between six and 15
hours, and then have periodic
follow-up sessions. Fornai,
Kaye and others lead the train-
ing. The program is an unusual
collaboration among seven
medical teaching hubs through-
out the state: Northwell’s
Zucker, Albert Einstein College
of Medicine in the Bronx, the
University at Buffalo, the Uni-
versity of Rochester, SUNY Up-
state Medical Center, Albany
Medical Center and Columbia
University Medical Center/NY
State Psychiatric Institute.

Nassau union gets temporary health

BY CANDICE FERRETTE

candice.ferrette@newsday.com

Nassau County can’t force
members of its largest munici-
pal employees union into a
new, cheaper health plan until
the two sides agree on how
much workers will contribute
toward premiums, according to
arecent court ruling.

The temporary restraining
order impacts about 4,000
members of the Civil Service
Employees Association who
work across county depart-
ments in a variety of titles from
clerical to public works and pre-
fer to stay in the state-run Em-

After taking the classes, or
even if they did not, pediatri-
cians or any clinician who
treats children have access to a
free telephone “warmline” that
connects them with a child and
adolescent psychiatrist if they
need help treating a patient.
The “warmline” operates Mon-
day through Friday 9 a.m. to 5
p.m. and usually gets eight or
nine calls a day, Kaye said. Typi-
cally the psychiatrist calls back
within 30 minutes or at a mutu-
ally agreed on time.

Project Teach also helps pedi-
atricians find nearby psychia-
trists or therapists if it is deter-
mined a patient needs more ex-
tensive help.

The program has been repli-
cated in other states, Fornari
said. Texas started its version
in late 2019 and it “has just
taken off unbelievably,” said
Joseph Blader, a child and ado-
lescent  psychologist who
helped launch the program.

The state-funded program,
called Child Psychiatry Access
Network (CPAN), gets about
1,000 calls a month on its

pire health plan.

The decision, issued Nov. 19
by Nassau State Supreme Court
Judge Gary Carlton, is a short-
term win for the union against
the administration of County
Executive Bruce Blakeman —
in a bitter battle that has waged
on for months.

CSEA and Blakeman, a Repub-
lican who is running for reelec-
tion in 2025, are at odds over
health insurance costs because
the state discontinued the plan
the union agreed to and ratified
in its August 2023 contract.

Workers agreed to add 15 min-
utes to their workday and move
from the state’s Empire Plan

|

Dr. Mitchell Abrons said he now treats at least one patient a day for mental health issues.

“warmline,” said Blader, a pro-
fessor of child psychiatry re-
search at the University of
Texas at Austin.

Project Teach is even being
replicated overseas.

Filling the medication gap

Lashley, the Valley Stream
pediatrician, said he joined
Project Teach in its first year
as he saw growing numbers of
children with mental health is-
sues, but whose families could
not afford or find a psychia-
trist.

“It’s really been transforma-
tive,” Lashley said. “I think
that the Project Teach training
is excellent, comprehensive
and certainly enough to get a
pediatrician up and going and
treating.”

He said he’s treated hun-
dreds of children with basic
mental health issues, helping to
alleviate the burden on child

into the cheaper Excelsior plan
in exchange for salary increases.
But then the state announced in
February the Excelsior plan
would end, leaving county offi-
cials scrambling to find a new
carrier that would save as much
as the Excelsior plan. Empire
costs the county about $180 mil-
lion more over six years than
Excelsior, court papers say.
CSEA filed a grievance
against the county and Blake-
man, requesting to go back to
the Empire plan, but the county
said it would be too expensive
and offered them two new op-
tions through Anthem, including
a high deductible plan that the

psychiatrists, who can then han-
dle the more complex cases.

Other doctors “even refer me
their patients because they know
that 'm competent at doing this
and that I've gone through the
Project Teach training,” he
added. “There are pediatricians
out there who don’t want to treat
mental health because they don’t
feel comfortable.”

Dr. Bruce Gerberg, a pediatri-
cian in Huntington, said the
number of patients he pre-
scribes drugs to for mental
health issues has gone from
two or fewer a month back in
2010 to between 10 and 20 a
month now.

He has done some online
training in the area, though not
through Project Teach.

“In the past I would make an
effort to try to find a psychia-
trist” for his patients, “but now
I find that’s fool’s gold because
you just can’t find one” that’s

workers said was unaffordable.

Carlton, however, suggested
the county officials allow CSEA
members to keep their higher
coverage Empire plan, court
documents show, until the
grievance is sorted out.

“The County will bear the ini-
tial cost of the Empire plan until
the arbitrator determines the
current employees contribution
rate for 2025,” Carlton wrote.

Blakeman spokesman Chris
Boyle did not answer News-
day’s questions Monday, includ-
ing whether the county would
take the judge’s suggestion and
return CSEA members to the
Empire Plan.

available or that they can af-
ford, he said.

He feels increasingly at ease
in his new role.

“As long as I know my limita-
tions and I know when to refer
out if it’s gotten too compli-
cated or they require other
medications, I feel comfortable
doing the basic anxiety, depres-
sion kind of stuff,” he said.

Dr. Mitchell Abrons, a pedia-
trician in Rockville Centre, said
he has gone from treating one
or two patients a week for men-
tal health issues 15 years ago to
at least one a day now.

Abrons, who has done some
training with Project Teach,
said he usually recommends
his patients talk to a therapist
first to see if that alleviates the
problem before he prescribes
medication.

“Through both mental health
counseling and medication, we
see a lot of success,” he said.

plan win

CSEA spokeswoman Wendi
Bowie also did not respond to
messages seeking comment.
CSEA members have previ-
ously told Newsday they are
among the lowest paid workers
in Nassau and are unable to af-
ford the out-of-pocket health
care costs the Blakeman admin-
istration is trying to impose.

The union’s statewide presi-
dent, Mary Ann Sullivan, sued
Blakeman and the county legis-
lature earlier this month after
stripping power from the
CSEA Local 830 president and
vice president, who had negoti-
ated the 2023 collective bar-
gaining agreement.
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