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Preface

Pediatric primary care providers (PCPs) have been drafted into the mental health 
workforce. Even before integrated care per se became a buzzword in medical pro-
fessional communities, a steady stream of pediatric patients and families were 
bringing their mental health needs to their PCPs. It makes sense. In the vast majority 
of cases, PCPs are not only more accessible than mental health care specialists, but 
they are also, more importantly, already trusted and respected by families. In a per-
fect world, the mental health care system and/or a seamlessly integrated medical/
mental health care system would be optimally configured and funded to efficiently 
and equitably provide excellent mental health care to all children and families who 
need it. The reality is that our systems fall far short.

A shift is needed, and in some respects is underway, to better equip and support 
the clinicians bridging the gap out of a sense of clinical duty and beneficence. That 
said, we have a lot of catching up to do. Training in mental health during pediatric 
residency programs is variable in depth and breadth. While there are some billing 
codes that support screening, care coordination, and collaboration, they are often 
inadequately reimbursed, if at all. When screening for mental health identifies issues 
requiring further treatment, wait times for mental health care providers are too often 
too long. In this practice environment, PCPs could use a practical, easily referenced 
clinical resource intentionally designed and written with the realities of their prac-
tice environment in mind. Of note, while the term PCP is used throughout this text 
for brevity, many of the recommendations can be implemented by other clinicians 
or staff operating under the supervision and direction of the PCP.

From its conception, this project was informed by the co-editors’ experiences of 
teaching pediatric interns and residents; treating children and adolescents from 
diverse backgrounds in both private and public settings; serving as a curb-side 
resource to pediatric colleagues; consulting, doing collaborative care, and seeing 
patients in primary care settings; and engaging with local pediatric professional 
organizations in providing continuing medical education. When the search for a 
book such as this one to recommend to our colleagues yielded nothing, we took it 
upon ourselves to create one. While no single text can bridge the gaps between need 
and access to mental health interventions for children and adolescents, a tool that 
supports the process of earlier identification and, in some cases, initial interven-
tions, in the medical settings where kids and families feel most comfortable, and are 
already going, is an important contribution.
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The goals of broad applicability, clinical relevance, and practicality guided the 
development of every chapter. PCPs in rural, urban, public sector, private, resource- 
rich and resource-poor environments can all find some benefit from this text. 
Additionally, content was not included just for the sake of being interesting, it had 
to have clear clinical utility. Eloquent discussion of policy and in-depth examina-
tions of neuroanatomy have their place, but not here. There is, instead, an emphasis 
on clinical pearls such as questions to aid in the diagnostic process and key points 
for parental/family education. Finally, it was written with the cost and time limita-
tions of a busy outpatient practice in mind. For example, recommended screening 
tools are public domain and/or free, and chapters include tables and charts for quick 
reference.

The book is divided into two parts. The first includes overarching topics that can 
inform any pediatric encounter involving mental health issues. These topics include 
resilience, cultural humility, trauma, suicide and self-injurious behavior, mental 
health assessment, medico-legal considerations, measurement-based care, and 
interfacing with the mental health care and school systems. The second part includes 
diagnosis specific information for the psychiatric conditions most commonly seen 
and possibly managed (at least initially) in primary care settings. These topics 
include depression, anxiety, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), oppo-
sitional defiant disorder, autism spectrum disorder, and substance use disorder. The 
reader will notice that there is greater emphasis on more advanced management in 
the ADHD chapter, which was an editorial decision informed by PCPs’ relative 
clinical comfort managing uncomplicated ADHD in the primary care setting.

Of note, as a clinical handbook, this text is not meant to be a stand-alone resource 
regarding pediatric mental health and was written with the presumption that more 
comprehensive resources would be accessed when needed. For example, the diag-
nosis chapters include discussion of the most common and/or concerning potential 
side effects of relevant psychiatric medication classes; however, the FDA package 
insert for each medication will include a comprehensive list of adverse effects. 
Additionally, though our authors summarize diagnostic criteria, the Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) will include a complete description 
and the exact verbiage.

While we are pleased to provide this resource and hope that it is of benefit to your 
practice, we appreciate the need for a forum where easily referenced, clinically 
informed, up-to-date information and practice support tools can be shared. The 
website pedsmentalhealth.com will be a dynamic resource from the editors of this 
text that will build upon the work started here.

Atlanta, GA, USA Sarah Y. Vinson, MD 

Preface

http://pedsmentalhealth.com
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