Today’s piece was prepared by Sarah Dubner, MD, and is based on an article from Dr. Sanjay Gupta’s CNN blog, The Chart, entitled “Needles trump patches in treating kids' eye problem”.
http://pagingdrgupta.blogs.cnn.com/2010/12/13/needles-trump-patches-in-treating-kids-eye-problem/
This article discusses a recent study that found acupuncture to be equivalent to conventional eye-patching for correcting childhood amblyopia, or “lazy eye”.1  88 Chinese children ages 7-12 years with persistent amblyopia despite corrective glasses were randomized to 25 weeks of either patching or acupuncture.  At 15 weeks, the acupuncture group had significantly higher percentage of children with resolved amblyopia.  However at 25 weeks, resolution of symptoms in the two groups was the same.  Despite the ultimate equivalence of the interventions, and despite the article quoting a US ophthalmologist saying that acupuncture was successful for only a few of his patients, the CNN article title misleadingly suggests that acupuncture is superior to patching.  Furthermore, the article glosses over the intensity of the acupuncture intervention, which involved 8 needles being placed mostly on the head and face, five days per week for 25 weeks.  It is difficult to imagine US children would be able to obtain or tolerate such frequent acupuncture.  While interesting, it is unlikely that the study will change standard amblyopia treatment.  
Nonetheless, this article raises two important issues in general and developmental pediatrics: vision screening and use of alternative medicine.  Amblyopia affects up to 5% of people and confers a 1.2% lifetime risk of vision loss.2  General pediatricians should perform early initial screening in preverbal children using the fixation and alternate occlusion tests and the Snellen exam in verbal children.  As mentioned in the article the standard treatment involves corrective glasses in younger children; and a combination of glasses and patching in older children.
A broader area of interest touched on by this article is use of complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) in pediatrics.  An estimated 20 - 40% of healthy children, and 30% - 70% of children with special health care needs use some type of CAM.3  There are multiple reasons for CAM use: word of mouth, belief that the treatment is effective, persistent medical problems despite conventional treatments, concern about drug side effects, and desire for more personal attention.4  It is the pediatrician’s responsibility to be familiar with CAM modalities and current research and to ask about CAM use.  The references below provide resources describing alternative therapies, current CAM research, and an approach to discussing CAM with patients.
RESOURCES FOR FAMILIES ON COMPLEMENTARY & ALTERNATIVE MEDICINE
· National Center for Complementary and Alternative Medicine http://nccam.nih.gov/
· WA Medical Home CAM resources:  http://www.medicalhome.org/resources/comple.cfm
· Seattle Children’s Hospital Complementary and Integrative Medicine services: http://www.seattlechildrens.org/clinics-programs/complementary-integrative-medicine/
· Find a Certified Acupuncturist: http://www.nccaom.org/
TALKING WITH FAMILIES ABOUT COMPLEMENTARY & ALTERNATIVE MEDICINE
· Committee on Children With Disabilities. Counseling Families Who Choose Complementary and Alternative Medicine for Their Child With Chronic Illness or Disability. Pediatrics 2001;107:598-601.  http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/cgi/content/abstract/107/3/598
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And that’s today’s Developmental & Behavioral Pediatrics: IN THE NEWS!
