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Approaching Pediatric Mental 
Health Disorders in Primary Care

Teresa Blaskovich MD

Objectives

‐ Discuss the importance of primary care providers in identifying and 
managing mental health disorders.

‐ Identify common pediatric mental health diagnoses.
‐ Understand how to incorporate pediatric mental health care into a busy 

practice.
‐ Understand how to screen and assess for common pediatric mental health 

disorders.
‐ Identify strategies that may improve pediatric patient outcomes in the 

primary care practice setting.
‐ Discuss behavioral health integration.
‐ Discuss further training to improve management.
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� The unique role of pediatricians in mental health care stems 
from the �primary care advantage,� which is a developmental 
mind-set, and their role at the frontlines of children�s health 
care.

� Longitudinal relationship 

� Prevent throughout education and anticipatory guidance.

� Intervene in a timely way. 
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Case

� 6yo F presents for behavioral concerns during her well visit. She was initially seen for emotional 
dysregulation and outburst when she was 4 years old. She started occupational therapy, worked on structure 
and behavior appeared to improve. 

� Now she is in first grade and behavior has significantly worsened. Struggles to follow directions and is 
disruptive to her class. Aggression is also much worse. Will scream and throw things when there are minor 
changes to her schedule at home.  Kids at school will not play with her because she refuses to comply with any 
rules to games. Hits siblings and parents. Teachers have described no learning concerns, but opposition to 
completing work. Lies and manipulates to get her way. Has appeared more down in the last few weeks. Made a 
self‐harm statement to her mom and counselor. States that everyone hates her and she just wants to go away. 
Parents separated recently. There are different expectations at each house. 
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Case

� Initial thoughts?

6yo F presents for behavioral concerns during her well visit. She was initially seen for emotional dysregulation and 
outburst when she was 4 years old. She started occupational therapy, worked on structure and behavior appeared to 
improve. 

Now she is in first grade and behavior has significantly worsened. Struggles to follow directions and is disruptive to 
her class. Aggression is also much worse. Will scream and throw things when there are minor changes to her schedule 
at home.  Kids at school will not play with her because she refuses to comply with any rules to games. Hits siblings 
and parents. Teachers have described no learning concerns, but opposition to completing work. Lies and manipulates 
to get her way. Has appeared more down in the last few weeks. Made a self‐harm statement to her mom and 
counselor. States that everyone hates her and she just wants to go away. Parents separated recently. There are 
different expectations at each house. 

Common pediatric mental health diagnoses
� ADHD

� Anxiety disorders
� Autism spectrum disorder
� Depression

� Developmental delays
� Gender identity, sexual orientation
� Genetic disorders with associated psychiatric symptoms

� Learning disorders
� Mood disorders
� PTSD

� Tics and Touretts
� Sleep disorders
� Suicidality 
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Integrating mental health care into pediatric practice

Foy, J. M., MD (2019). Mental Health Competencies for Pediatric Practices. Pediatrics, 144(5)

How to engage 

� Questions to ask during 
mental health screening and 
surveillance.  

Brief Mental Health Update. PEDIATRICS Volume 125, Supplement 3, June 2010
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Brief primary care interventions 

Foy, J. M., MD (2019). Mental Health Competencies for Pediatric Practices. Pediatrics, 144(5)



6/20/2023

9

Build therapeutic alliance

Foy, J. M., MD (2019). Mental Health Competencies for Pediatric Practices. Pediatrics, 144(5)

Common elements intervention

Foy, J. M., MD (2019). Mental Health Competencies for Pediatric Practices. Pediatrics, 144(5)
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Screening Test

ADDRESSING MENTAL HEALTH CONCERNS IN PEDIATRICS: A PRACTICAL RESOURCE TOOLKIT FOR CLINICIANS, 2ND EDITION. Retrieved May 23, 2022 from 
http://toolkits.aap.org

Screening Test

� High score: would benefit from 
further assessment.

� Subclasses for 
� Attention

� Internalizing (depression/anxiety)
� Externalizing (conduct)
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Rating Scale

� Questionnaire that has been 
well‐tested to measure 
symptoms and help predict a 
specific diagnosis entity 

� Can be used to make a diagnosis
� May or may not track treatment 
response. 

� Vanderbilt

� PHQ‐9
� GAD‐7
� SCARED
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Combinding tools

PSC 17 
positive score

Inattention  Vanderbilt, 
CATS

Externalizing
Vanderbilt, 
MOAS, CATS

Internalizing
SCARED, 

PHQ‐9, GAD‐7
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Where to find screens and rating scales

AAP: Mental Health Screen and Assessment Tools for Primary Care.
� https://downloads.aap.org/AAP/PDF/Mental_Health_Tools_for_Pedia
trics.pdf?_ga=2.266126092.224868815.1685766920‐
2094128202.1645576559

Project Teach NY
� https://projectteachny.org/child‐rating‐scales/
� NIH Ask Suicide Screening Questions (ASQ) Toolkit
� https://www.nimh.nih.gov/research/research‐conducted‐at‐
nimh/asq‐toolkit‐materials
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Improving pediatric outcomes in the primary 
care practice setting

� Consultive relationship

� All staff embrace 
mental health care

� Establish systems
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Behavior Health Integration

The American Medical Association along with seven other leading physician organizations have 

established the BHI Collaborative, a group dedicated to catalyzing effective and sustainable 

integration of behavioral and mental health care into physician practices.

Behavioral Health Integration

The American Medical Association along with seven other leading physician organizations have 

established the BHI Collaborative, a group dedicated to catalyzing effective and sustainable 

integration of behavioral and mental health care into physician practices.
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Further training to 
improve management

� The REACH Institute offers a �mini-fellowship�; 
in pediatric psychiatry for general 
practitioners called �Patient Centered Mental 
Health in Pediatric Primary Care.� Participants 
participate in a a 3-day long intensive training 
in diagnosing and treating pediatric 
depression, anxiety, and ADHD, with some 
training on psychosis, oppositional and 
conduct disorders, and bipolar disorder. This 
is followed by a six-month, case-based 
distance learning program.
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