
The Youth Anxiety Center is focused 
on the challenges faced by adolescents 
and young adults who are suffering 
from under-recognized impairing anxiety  
disorders. This center is among the first  
of its kind, completely funded by  
philanthropy, providing the necessary  
expertise to address the acute challenges  
faced by adolescents and young adults  
transitioning to independent adulthood.

One of the Center’s newest locations, 
Washington Heights Youth Anxiety  
Clinic, is dedicated to the distinctive  
hardships faced by anxious youth from  
diverse ethnic and cultural backgrounds.  
These adolescents and young adults face  

challenges unique to members of a  
multicultural community. The Center 
provides an enhanced treatment environ- 
ment with bilingual and culturally 
sensitive professionals who place a 
strong emphasis on family processes 
important to the  prevention of high risk  
behaviors. We maximize the benefit  
of treating individual multicultural  
youth, while also influencing the  
broader Washington Heights community. 

In Washington Heights, children of  
immigrants or immigrants themselves  
are trying to navigate a health care system 
not set up for them. It is vital we properly  
identify these youth now and provide 
access to high quality treatment which 
then may in turn influence their lives and 
families. This is a deliberate strategy,  
informed by knowledge produced by  
our Center’s faculty about the complexity  
that transitioning youth face as they 
straddle two cultures.
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Take Care of Yourself!

Taking care of your loved one with anxiety 
is your first priority but don’t forget to take 
care of yourself.
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Hey Doc?

Parents of youth suffering from anxiety  
submit questions to Center faculty.
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for illustrative purposes only and any person depicted in the 
content is a model.



School refusal is defined as the refusal to 
regularly attend school due to significant 
emotional distress (often anxiety and 
fear) related to going to school. School 
refusal differs from truancy in that truant  
children generally have no feelings of 
fear towards school but rather often 
feel angry or bored with it instead. An  
adolescent may be exhibiting school  
refusal behaviors if s/he demonstrates 
any of the following: 

• Lengthy absences from school
• Chronic tardiness to school
• Severe misbehaviors in the morning  
   in an attempt to miss school
• Skipping certain classes or periods   
   during the school day
• Attending school but then attempting  
   to leave during the day
• Frequent visits to the school nurse
• Displaying unusual distress 
   at school and begging to go home  
   or not return to school 

The most important thing a parent can 
do is obtain a comprehensive evaluation  
from a mental health professional to  
determine the factors that may be causing  
or maintaining the adolescent’s school 
refusal behaviors. In addition, parents  
should make every effort to keep their 
teen in school and not allow her to avoid 
going to school as this will only reinforce   
anxiety. As this can frequently cause  
conflict between parents and teens, 
working with a mental health professional 
can be helpful.

In addition parents can
Work to gradually expose adolescents 
to school to help realize that school 
is not dangerous and that feared  
consequences will likely not occur.

Work with adolescents to identify  
feelings and fears and help to try to think 
more flexibly about school-based  
situations.

Help adolescents focus on motivating  
or positive aspects of school (being with 
friends, learning a favorite subject, extra-
curricular activities, etc.).

Speak with the school about possible  
accommodations the adolescent may 
need (e.g., a safe place to go to calm 
down, supportive staff, etc.) should she 
feel anxious at school. Make sure the  
adolescent knows that these supports 
are in place.

Eliminate any possible reinforcement 
for adolescent’s avoidance behaviors. 
In other words, if your child does not  
attend school s/he should have limited  
access to privileges.

Anxious adolescents benefit from  
following the same schedule as they 
would have on a school day (they must 
get dressed, no naps, etc.).

One should not be allowed to do  
anything except school work during 
school hours. Specifically there should 
be no television, computer, video  
games or any other pleasurable activities  
that may reinforce the avoidance  
behaviors.        

Anthony Puliafico, PhD is the Director  
of the Columbia University Clinic for 
Anxiety Related Disorders  (CUCARD) 
at Westchester and Samantha Morrison,  
PhD is the Director of the School Refusal  
Program for CUCARD.  
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Identifying and Managing School  
Refusal
What to do if your teen is exhibiting school refusal behavior?

by Anthony Puliafico, PhD and Samantha Morrison, PhD

Build Confidence

“Tasks that make me anxious can be over-
come by starting with a single beginning 
step. If I choose to walk  away for reasons 
other than anxiety, I can have confidence in 
that decision.”

Go to Class!

“Keep going to class, even if it feels better to 
avoid responsibility because the consequences  
of not going outweigh the short-term benefits 
by far!”

You are NOT Alone

“It’s been about 3 years since I was last in 
group therapy so I think the difference now 
would be that I remembered that I’m not the 
only one with issues which is easy to forget 
when you don’t see/hear other people speak 
about themselves on a regular basis.”

THE YOUTH ANXIETY CENTER

SELF HELP



Having your young adult start college 
can be a very scary time, especially if 
he or she is living on campus far away 
from home. How can you support  
independence, while still keeping an 
eye out for warning signs that life is not 
going as smoothly as hoped?

Social Life:
When you ask about friends, does 
your emerging adult answer in general  
terms, such as, “Yea, I’ve met a bunch 
of people,” or does s/he mention  
specific names, places, and activities?

• Ask about different people and what  
  they are like.
• Ask about campus hangouts or  
  parties attended. 
• Ask about clubs, groups, and  
  activities relating to your young   
  adult’s interests. There is a lot to  
  do on college campuses!
• The more specific your child  
  is, the more likely that he or she  
  is actually engaged in any given  
  activity. Is he or she planning any    
  activities for fall break? Looking  
  forward to any upcoming  
  campus-wide events?
• Ask about plans, vacations and   
  trips.

Academics:
When you ask about classes, can he or 
she talk about more than the general  
subject area? If your emerging adult 
avoids talking about classes, or speaks 
in very broad terms, it may be a warning  
sign that he or she is slipping 
through the cracks, and may not be  
attending class regularly. Lectures in 
college can be large, and not going to 
class can go unnoticed for a long time.

• Look for anecdotes from specific     
  classes, new nuggets of information  
  that were not on the syllabus, and  
  descriptions of classmates and  
  professors.
• Even gripes about schoolwork and  
  ongoing assignments are a good   
  sign that your emerging adult is  
  attending class and keeping up with  
  the work.

Self-Care:
What are your young adult’s eating  
habits? As in the other areas, look for 
specifics. These habits can be indicators  
of both social activities and that s/he 
are eating well. 

• Ask about the dining halls and peers  
  that your child eats with. Is s/he  
  eating in different cafeterias or   
  restaurants on or around  campus,  
  or typically living on microwaveable    
  meals at home? 
• Does s/he have a plan for doing    
  laundry and keeping up with daily   
   chores?
• Does s/he know where the laundry  
  room is, how to send laundry out,   
  and what the costs are for either   
  option?

Is your emerging adult  keeping healthy 
medically and emotionally?

• Does s/he know where the health   
  center is on campus if it’s needed?
• Is s/he aware of the services, such  
  as counseling, that may be an  
  option for all students?
• Is there a local pharmacy where it  
  is easy to fill or refill prescriptions,  
  and does your young adult have any
  important prescriptions on file there? 
• Does your emerging adult have a  
  system for remembering to take
  daily medications if needed?

It can be difficult to learn about what life 
is like as the semester gets underway. 
Thinking about these areas may help 
clue you in to how your son or daughter  
is functioning and adjusting. At the 
same time, being in constant text, 
email or phone contact with your  
college student can take away  
opportunities to learn how to solve  
problems for himself or herself, or 
undermine your emerging adult’s 
independent adulthood. It can be 
tricky to know when to offer help 
and when to allow your young adult 
to mess up and learn from his or her  
mistakes. Encourage connection with  
the appropriate resources and supports  
on campus, such as roommates,  
RAs, professors or TAs, and the student 
life office. Stay in the loop and on the 
lookout for warning signs of isolation, 
avoidance, or changes in mood and  
behavior, but allow some room for your 
young adult to take the appropriate  
steps to care of himself or herself.

Avital Falk, PhD is a Clinical  
Psychologist for the Youth Anxiety 
Center at the Weill Cornell Medicine 
Specialty Center.
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College Checklist
Checklist for parents as a guide to determine how their young adult is adapting to college.

by Avital Falk, PhD



Parenting an anxious young adult can 
be as stressful for you as it is for your 
child. Anxiety is often frustrating and  
exhausting and can make extreme  
demands on your time, energy, and  
patience. We want to make sure that 
parents of anxious youth are working as 
hard to take care of themselves as they 
are to take care of their children. Burnt 
out parents will not be able to provide the 
best support for their anxious children.  
Here are some tips for coping with the 
stress that comes with parenting anxious 
youth: 

Take care of your body
Remember to exercise, eat well, and get 
enough sleep. Pay attention to how stress 
affects you and what strategies work in 
alleviating that stress. 

Make sure to get support for yourself 
Seek out treatment for yourself if needed.  
This is particularly important because 
your anxious youth is likely to be even 
more aware of your behavior and what 
you say than a non-anxious child. You 
can be a model for healthy ways to cope 
with anxiety. And the same goes for the 
reverse—if your anxious youth sees you 
engage in less healthy coping, such as 
avoidance or not taking care of yourself, 
he or she might pick up some of those 
unhelpful strategies as well.

You can’t do it alone
A parent can be very important in a  
teenager or young adult’s life, but that 
does not mean that you have to be the only 
person providing support. By helping  
your youth to seek out treatment or other 
support options, you will be facilitating 
him or her getting access to needed care, 
while also easing some of the burden on 
yourself. 

It is not your job to cope for your  
anxious youth
Many parents have bad habits, which 
ranges from helping your child regulate 
his or her anxiety (e.g., picking your  
daughter up from school while she is 
having a panic attack) to completing  
tasks for your child that are within  
age appropriate developmental ability  
(e.g., scheduling doctors’ appointments 
for your college aged son). By staying 
away from these behaviors, you will not 
only provide your child with space to 
learn to function independently, but you 
will also remove some of the demands 
on your time and energy that your child’s 
anxiety might create.

Don’t forget to have fun! 
Being a caregiver is an important part 
of your life but does not have to be  
everything. Try to make recreational  
plans not involving your anxious 
youth at least once a week. You will be  
surprised how effective and refreshing 
taking an occasional break can be!

Michelle Pelcovits, PhD is a Clinical  
Psychologist at the Youth Anxiety Center  
Partial Hospitalization Program at Weill  
Cornell Medical Center.

Of the overall population will  
experience diagnosable anxiety at 
some point in their lifetime.

Of teens ages 13-18 have an  
anxiety disorder. Only 18% received  
treatment. 
(Source: National survey of adolescent mental health)

30%

10%
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Exercise

Scientists have found that regular exercise  
decreases overall levels of tension, elevates 
and stabilizes mood, improves sleep and 
self-esteem. About five minutes of aerobic 
exercise can begin to stimulate anti-anxiety 
effects.

Know Your Triggers

“Tests make me VERY anxious. To help calm  
my anxieties and nerves I try to associate 
something positive with tests, like how good 
it feels to ace them!”

Take Care of Yourself!
Taking care of a loved one with anxiety is your first priority but don’t forget 
to take care of yourself!

by Michelle Pelcovits, PhD

FAST FACTS



My son is very nervous. He finds it 
hard to talk to other kids, and he  
usually rings me at work, sometimes 4 
or 5 times a day. He is good at track, 
and he always manages to find a  
girlfriend. His father says not to worry 
about him because worrying will only 
make things worse. Should I try to go 
to see him at school every weekend? 
His brother says no and thinks I am 
just babying him. What should I do? I 
am afraid he will become one of those 
kids who is teased or bullied.

This parent is clearly worried about 
her son, who seems to be particularly 
anxious about social interactions with 
peers. Young adults who are socially 
anxious view social interactions as 
awkward and intimidating, which may 
lead them to be more reticent about  
entering social situations. They may 
feel less comfortable conversing with 
peers at school, in the dorms or at other 
social events. Individuals who tend to 
be nervous might also seek out more 
reassurance relative to their not-as- 
nervous counterparts, which is likely  
why this youth calls this parent  
multiples times a day.

Despite having a more nervous  
temperament, this youth has notable  
strengths. He excels in track and  
has success in developing romantic 
relationships. Another positive is that  
this parent is committed, which  
means that this youth has an  
invested and loving parent with whom 
he must find comfort if he is reaching 
out this regularly over the phone.

As a parent, it is normal to worry 
about your son’s social development,  
particularly during a transitional  
period such as the start of college. 
In fact, many young adults struggle  

initially during this transition as 
the first year of college presents a 
number of new challenges. In this 
case, however, there seems to be 
some disagreement among family  
members about the best way  
to manage this young man’s 
nervousness.

As a parent, worrying may not 
be as helpful as taking active 
steps to assess whether there are con-
crete signs that your son may not be suc-
cessful. Does he report making friends 
and doing things with them outside of 
class? Is he eating meals with others or 
spending this time mostly alone? Does 
he spend the majority of his evenings 
alone or is he engaged in activities with 
others? Does he avoid social situations 
such as classes, parties, and other ac-
tivities? Have you noticed any drastic 
changes to his previous functioning, 
such as a loss of interest in things that he 
used to enjoy, a decline in grades or the  
emergence of self-destructive behaviors?  

Although it is tempting to visit your 
son every weekend at school, learning  
to become more independent is an 
important and healthy developmental 
process for young adults. Plan a visit 
during parent’s weekend and encourage  
him to gradually practice becoming 
more independent in the weeks leading 
up to your visit. Meeting new people 
and learning how to navigate these  
experiences will help him to build his 
self-confidence. Encourage him to  
pursue his interests because spending 
time on hobbies and activities he loves 
will likely boost his confidence, help to 
make friends, and protect from  
bullying.

Additionally,      acknowledge      how         common 
it is to feel intimidated by social  
situations at college and encourage 
him to gradually practice so that he 
can build his skills and become more  
confident. Use his success in track 
and field as a platform to explain how  
frequent practice makes him stronger, 
better, and more skilled. When he calls, 
help him to identify situations that 
are easier for him to practice initially. 
If he is on the track team, perhaps he 
can start by initiating conversations 
with students on his team who have a  
similar interest in the sport. If he has 
made an acquaintance in his class or has 
met someone nice who lives in his hall, 
perhaps he can make a plan to socialize  
with this friend rather than trying to 
meet new people at a large event.  
Remember, start small and instruct him 
to work his way up to more challenging 
situations as he gets more comfortable.

Angela Chiu, PhD is a Weill Cornell 
Medical Counselor and Youth Anxiety  
Center Clinical Psychologist in the 
Outpatient and Partial Hospitalization  
Programs at Weill Cornell Medical 
Center.
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Hey Doc?
Question from a concerned parent.

by Angela Chiu, PhD



This past fall a two day cross-campus 
clinical training seminar took place.  
Organized by clinical teams from  
the Washington Heights and Columbia  
Clinics locations of the Youth Anxiety  
Center, the training seminar reinforced 
the Center’s mission and methods in  
delivering the Launching Emerging 
Adults Program (LEAP), with a focus 
on Latino youth.  LEAP is the Center’s  
clinical program developed by Dr. 
Anne Marie Albano for adolescents  
and emerging young adults with  
anxiety disorders who are transitioning  
to adulthood. It is intended to  
increase self-sufficiency and encourage 
appropriate parental involvement.

The training was led by Drs. Anne  
Marie Albano and Cristiane Duarte.  
All NewYork-Presbyterian Hospital  
(NYP) professionals providing care   
to adolescent and young adults were  
invited to attend. Among the attendees  

were psychiatrists, psychologists,  
researchers and clinical fellows, social 
workers, case managers, teachers and  
psychiatric nurses, representing the 
broad range of treatment providers  
within the Youth Anxiety Center, NYP 
and the community. More than 44  
professionals attended the sessions.

“We have come together under the 
NYP umbrella to form a dynamic 
and energetic team of clinicians and  
clinical researchers who are committed  
to helping youth to find relief and 
reach their potential in young 
adulthood. What was so thrilling  
these two days was to meet the 
“boots on the ground,” the clinicians  
at our four different locations, and to  
mentor and watch them form a unified  
identity and mission to serve these 
youth and families. They all have 
heart…very big hearts, indeed, and 
they are all eager to implement the 
model and be part of the process  
of developing and improving our  
services.”

- Dr. Anne Marie Albano
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Cross-Campus Training Retreat
Clinicians from NewYork-Presbyterian Hospital, Weill Cornell Medicine, and ColumbiaDoctors meet for a  
two-day training under the umbrella of the Youth Anxiety Center.

by Christiane Duarte, MPH, PhD

Youth Anxiety Research Corner
by Helen Blair Simpson, MD, PhD & Francis Lee, MD, PhD

The mission of the research component of the Youth Anxiety Center is to advance our understanding of what causes anxiety,  
obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD) and related disorders and to use that knowledge to develop better treatments for individuals 
and better services for communities. To accomplish this mission, researchers from ColumbiaDocotrs and Weill Cornell Medicine 
are collaborating to determine what causes anxiety at the level of the brain in both animal and human studies, developing and testing  
innovative treatments that target these brain mechanisms in clinical trials, and determining how to deliver effective anxiety treatments  
to the communities that need them. 

For example, Dr. Francis Lee and colleagues are studying the brain circuits underlying fear. They have recently shown in both mice 
and in humans that adolescents have diminished capacity to extinguish fear responses relative to younger or older age groups. This  
suggests that exposure therapies in clinical practice that build on these principles of fear extinction may be less effective during 
adolescence. These findings highlight the notion that adolescence is a unique developmental window and illustrates the importance 
 of age as a potential predictor of treatment response. The next step is to develop treatments targeted to the adolescent brain to maximize  
effectiveness. Such an approach will allow for more precision in targeting clinical treatments by the age of the individual, and  
together with policies for modifying the environment, will ultimately diminish the high psychological and economic toll of mental 
illness on young people, their families and society.

Drs. Simpson and Lee are the Co-Research Directors of the Youth Anxiety Center.

Dr. Cristiane Duarte is the Co-Clinical 
Director of the Washington Heights 
Youth Anxiety Center.

Dr. Duarte with First Lady Chirlane McCray during 
her recent visit to the Washington Heights Clinic.



In today’s funding 
environment, the  
most significant  
inroads to scientific  
discovery will likely  
be generated by a  
combinat ion of  
public and private  
funding from people 

with a vested stake in finding cures.  

Federal funding for scientific research 
has sharply declined over the past 10 
years. Dwindling resources have led to 
the erosion of federal grants, lab clo-
sures and diminished incentives for all 
scientists and, consequently, the loss of 
talented young researchers has resulted. 

Even so, private philanthropy still lags  
behind     public    funding.    The    U.S.  National 
Institutes of Health’s (NIH) yearly   
budget is $31 billion, half of which goes 

toward basic science —  the backbone  
of most scientific discoveries  coming 
from basic science research. Sadly  
this type of research lacks the allure  
to attract the most generous  
philanthropists.

Within the NIH, the National Institute  
of Mental Health (NIMH) has an  
annual budget of $1.4 billion, a figure  
that has declined more than 10 percent  
in the past five years when adjusted  
for inflation, creating a substantial 
decrease in funding for both basic  
research and clinical trials. 

In fact, private funding is now helping  
to drive the kind of high-risk, high 
reward  research that may change lives  
and end the suffering that psychiatric  
illnesses brings to so many.

Without the generosity of the Center’s 
donors, we could not be doing this great 
work both clinically and experimentally. 
So much more needs to be done.

These problems have deep roots, and 
solutions are elusive and complex. 
That’s why it is so important that  
scientists continue conducting basic 
and clinical research to understand how 
the healthy human brain gives rise to  
the miracle of thought and consciousness, 
and how genetic, cellular and circuit 
anomalies lead to the full panoply of 
brain disorders. 

Thank you to our generous Center  
donors for their continued support.
Dr. Herbert Pardes, Executive Vice 
Chairman of the Board of Directors  
at NewYork-Presbyterian Hospital,  is  
the Executive Director of the Youth 
Anxiety Center.

THE YOUTH ANXIETY CENTER

Recognizing Generosity
With great generosity can come great things.

by Herbert Pardes, MD

For Information on How You Can Support the Youth Anxiety Center
Michael D. Guerette

Executive Director of Principal and Major Gifts
NewYork-Presbyterian Hospital

(646) 317-7303 / mig2017@nyp.org
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The Youth Anxiety Center currently offers services at the following locations:
Columbia University Clinic for Anxiety  
and Related Disorders
3 Columbus Circle, Suite 1425
(Formerly 1775 Broadway)
New York, NY 10019
(212) 246-5740

Weill Cornell Medicine Psychiatry Specialty 
Center
315 East 62nd Street, Fifth Floor
New York, NY 10065
(646) 962-2820

NewYork-Presbyterian/Weill Cornell Medical Center
525 East 68th Street
New York, NY 10021

Adolescent Partial Hospitalization Program - (212) 746-3255
Adult Partial Hospitalization Program - (212) 746-3741

NewYork-Presbyterian/Columbia University Medical Center
Washington Heights Specialty Clinic
622 168th St
New York, NY 10032
(212) 305-9099
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