Today's In The News was prepared by Wil Van Cleve, MD (edited slightly for format by Sam Zinner).  
 

Today's article comes from The New York Times - Health section, and is titled "Proof Is Scant on Psychiatric Drug Mix for Young".   The article is accessible at http://www.nytimes.com/2006/11/23/health/23kids.html?ex=1167541200&en=fbacdba33c442091&ei=5070.
 

This article explores the use of psychiatric medications, particularly off-label prescriptions and multi-medication cocktails, for behavioral, mood, and thought disorders in children. Though generally negative in tone, the piece does interview parents with both positive and negative experiences with these medications.

The lack of evidence for the use of these medications for the indications listed in the article is multifactorial. Some of the drugs are new arrivals to the market. Severe behavioral problems as described in the article are probably not common enough in children to gain a pharmaceutical company's financial support for a trial. Finally, the issues of children not being "small adults" arise: the symptoms for which these drugs are being prescribed often do not fit neatly into the diagnostic boxes offered by the DSM. 

The article disappoints the reader in its lack of focus on non-pharmaceutical treatments for disorders that are very likely caused by more than pure psychopharmacopathology. While these medications, in amounts and combinations that place the patient at risk of side effects, have the potential to decrease symptoms, they do not address the long term problem of maladaptive behavior in children. Parents of children with mental illness need more complete information about their options. By focusing only on "drug or no drug" questions, the article's author leaves readers without information about alternative behavioral therapies that might help them and their children live happier lives. 

 

Pediatricians serve as a gateway to mental health screening and services, and we can best serve families by consistent surveillance and referral.  Resources below are divided into those for families and those for professionals.
 

RESOURCE FOR FAMILIES:
Straight Talk About Psychiatric Medications for Kids - 2nd edition (2004) by Timothy Wilens, MD; Guildford Press
This book provides an excellent and balanced overview of uses and limitations in psychopharm.  I strongly recommend this to any parent considering any psychopharmacologic agent for their child.

READINGS FOR PHYSICIANS:
The following articles are available at http://depts.washington.edu/dbpeds then select 'Readings and Professional Resources'.  Contact Dr. Zinner at szinner@u.washington.edu if you don't know the Username and Password:

ADHD - Clinical Practice (NEJM review: Jan '05) 
Sudden death no greater in kids on stimulants than in general population (editorial Feb '06) 
Bipolar Disorder in Youth - Management Guidelines (2005) 
Bipolar Disorder in Youth - Treatment Commentary (2005) 
 

And that's today's Developmental/Behavioral Pediatrics: IN THE NEWS!
