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AACAP’s 2018 Legislative Conference Wrap-Up

 ■ Michael Linskey 

On April 8-9, 2018, AACAP 
held its annual Legislative 
Conference . Nearly 250 

AACAP members and family advocates 
from 36 states came to Washington, 
DC, to advocate for medical student 
debt loan relief for child and adolescent 
psychiatrist training fellows and more 
mental health resources for our nation’s 
schools . All told, AACAP members 
and family advocates visited over 180 
Congressional offices .

The conference kicked off on Sunday 
afternoon with an “Introduction to 
Key Issues and Politics” segment . This 
session allowed attendees to learn 
the details of what was occurring on 
Capitol Hill and what to expect in their 
Congressional meetings . On Monday 
morning, attendees convened one last 
time for “issue training” before meet-
ing with their Members of Congress 
on Capitol Hill . AACAP would espe-
cially like to thank the members of our 
Advocacy Committee who helped with 
the planning and training at this year’s 
Legislative Conference, including the 
committee’s co-chairs, Debra Koss, 
MD, and Karen Pierce, MD, for their 
inspirational leadership .

Thanks to the excellent advocacy 
work by AACAP members and fami-
lies, dozens of new House and Senate 
co-sponsors have been added to two 
critical bills: “Ensuring Children’s Access 
to Specialty Care Act” and the “Mental 

Health in Schools Act .” Grassroots 
advocacy works, and your voices are 
generating more support daily!

AACAP also awarded its prestigious 
“Friends of Children’s Mental Health” 
award to three wonderful Congressional 
champions of children’s mental health: 
Reps . Grace Napolitano (D-CA), John 
Katko (R-NY), and Don Beyer Jr . (D-VA) .

AACAP’s Legislative Conference once 
again proved what AACAP members 
and family advocates can achieve 
when they advocate together . Please 
save the date for AACAP’s 2019 
Legislative Conference, May 2-3, 2019, in 
Washington, DC . m

Michael Linskey is AACAP’s Deputy 
Director of Congressional & Political 
Affairs. He may be reached at  
mlinskey@aacap.org.
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From a Family Advocate’s Viewpoint

 ■ Paula Wilks-Wright

My name is Paula . I work with 
elderly clients who have 
dementia . So, why was I advo-

cating with the American Association of 
Child and Adolescent Psychiatry?

In my time with elderly clients, I have 
noticed that even as they lose access to 
their most precious memories, they often 
strongly remember childhood traumas . 
Events that happen in their formative 
years between infancy and adulthood 
affect them throughout their lives . I am 
here to tell my story because —like my 
clients—I am still trying to deal with 
what happened to me in my childhood .

I grew up in a remote, rural area . From 
elementary into high school, some of my 
peers bullied me . As a result, I endured 
depression and anxiety . My older 
brother suffered from mental illness and 
underwent a major crisis event when 

I was in high school . My parents were 
overwhelmed, and the stigma associated 
with mental illness kept me from talking 
to others about what my family was 
going through .

I finally confided in a teacher I trusted, 
only to later realize that he had been 
grooming me for sexual assault . There 
were no mental health professionals 
within the schools who might have 
recognized the symptoms and helped 
me . Only one friend among my class-
mates recognized my “symptoms .” There 
were no child or adolescent psychiatrists 
nearby; even if there had been one, my 
family had no money to pay for treat-
ment . After I graduated, I gathered all 
the courage my 17-year-old self had to 
meet with and confide in my princi-
pal and three other teachers . I did not 
want what I experienced to happen to 
anyone else .

I am 51 years old . My childhood trauma 
story began long ago . I am here because 
I do not see that a lot has changed, and 
that bothers me . As an AACAP family 
advocate, I ask our government repre-
sentatives to sponsor specific legislation 
to help address our national scarcity of 
child and adolescent psychiatrists, and 
to expand nationwide a successful pilot 
program that puts mental health profes-
sionals into schools .

 ■ Please co-sponsor and advance 
H .R . 3767 or S . 989, “Ensuring 
Children’s Access to Specialty 
Care Act of 2017,” introduced by 
Reps . Long (R-MO) and Courtney 
(D-RI) and Sens . Roy Blunt (R-MO) 
and Jack Reed (D-RI) to include 
pediatric subspecialists in the 
NHSC loan relief program through 
technical corrections .

 ■ Please co-sponsor and advance H .R . 
2913 “The Mental Health in Schools 
Act of 2017,” as introduced by Reps . 
Grace Napolitano (D-CA) and John 
Katko (R-NY) . 

I am grateful that AACAP allowed me 
this opportunity to use my voice and 
experiences to help future and present-
day children and adolescents . We must 
do all we can to reduce the stigma and 
to support the mental health of all of our 
children . Traumatized children grow into 
traumatized adults, and, if we are lucky 
enough to become elderly, it would be a 
gift for us to not continue to have night-
mares . Thank you . m

Paula Wilks-Wright is a certified respite 
caregiver for families whose loved 
ones struggle with Alzheimer’s or other 
dementias. Her passion is promoting 
empathy in people of all ages. She may 
be reached at pwilkswright@att.net.
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