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VP/ Medical Director of 
Behavioral Health at Lee Health

As we refl ect on the hardships of 2020, we must also acknowledge the real change that is happening in our community. 
With the support of our donors, advocates, partners and team, we continue to grow our behavioral health services
at Golisano Children’s Hospital, adding several new staff members, signifi cantly increasing visit rates and patients 
seen, and addressing the epidemic of behavioral health conditions that have worsened in the wake of COVID-19. 
An integral part of these expanded services is the recent creation of a case management program that will serve 
to coordinate care between our behavioral health staff, our hospital-based services, and our many partner agencies 
that serve our patients in the community.  In addition, we have broadened the scope of partnerships in Lee 
and Collier County Schools, augmenting and enhancing our care navigator program and offering renewed hope 
to our neediest children and families. We have partnered with Healthcare Network to meet the allied goal of 
integrating pediatric behavioral health services into a primary care setting. And this is just some of progress we 
have made to meet the mental and behavioral health needs of local children. This report highlights the programs, 
training and support groups that are having a direct impact on families in our region.

From progress to promise, 2021 looks equally exciting. With plans to increase and enhance existing services 
and programs, we will also continue to expand access through the addition of two new satellite clinics, begin work 
on an autism testing center, develop a much-needed adolescent behavioral health intensive treatment program
that will reduce Baker Acts, and implement the FGCU Pediatric Behavioral Health Scholars Program. 

These important efforts could not be realized without the generosity and good will 
of all of you believing in our mission. With heartfelt gratitude and deep appreciation, 
we have an eye cast forward to better days ahead, continuing to dedicate ourselves 
to improving access to mental health care for our region’s families.

A LETTER OF REFLECTION AND GRATITUDE
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Our Impact to Date
As part of the region’s strategic solution to the children’s mental and behavioral health epidemic in Southwest Florida, we 
are bringing improved access to care for families and providing a framework to connect community partners. Over the last 
three years, Kids’ Minds Matter has contributed to the following outcomes.

1,000+% Increase in outpatient visits from 2017 to 2020 through  
improved staffing and an expanded facility at Golisano Children’s Hospital

This education is available to the community and 
emergency medical staff, and is frequently offered at  
Lee Health campuses and at schools within the region.

Providers Added29 Thanks to funds raised by Kids’ Minds Matter, Lee Health has expanded its team of providers. While this is a 
significant step forward, there is still a shortage of providers in the region and a waiting list to receive services 

through Lee Health and its partners. More providers are needed to meet the need for new and existing children’s  
mental health services in Southwest Florida.  

Psychologists

Mental Health Navigators 
embedded in SWFL schools 

Developmental Pediatricians

Child Advocates

5
5

4
4

Pediatric Psychiatrists

Autism Navigators

Mental Health Counselors

Licensed Clinical Social Workers

Family Therapist

3
3
2
2
1

500+ Mental Health  
First Aid Trainings

Kids’ Minds Matter offers free support groups and workshops  
to help parents address and understand their children’s needs.

100+ Parents Supported 
Through Parenting Groups
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1.2 Million People - Reached since April 2020 through the Mental Health Mondays Facebook Live series, 
which connects Lee Health partners and Southwest Florida mental health advocates with the region’s families to 
share expert advice, resources, as well as at-home activities for kids.

5 Mental Health Navigators - Are embedded in local schools and outpatient clinics to provide peer 
mentoring and support, using evidence-based practice. This pilot project is a partnership between Kids’ Minds 
Matter, Golisano Children’s Hospital, Lee and Collier County schools and Healthcare Network.

20 Behavioral Health Organizations - Participated in the 2nd Annual Regional 
Mental Health Fair and shared their services in an effort to promote collaboration.

7 High School Students - Led the 2nd Annual Normal is Overrated event. 
Supported by Kids’ Minds Matter, Healthy Lee and Fort Myers Progress Panel, the 
program is led by high school students to reduce stigma and create awareness 
regarding mental and behavioral health issues impacting adolescents. This year’s 
event was held virtually and reached 12 states outside of Florida.  

1,600 lbs of Food - Was donated to the Midwest Food Bank through the 
Normal is Overrated EBT food drive at Costco. The student-led event helped raise 
visibility of food insecurity and hunger amongst their teen peers. Families could 
donate unused funds from the EBT cards given out by the school district. 

12,000 Students Attended - The “Every Brilliant Thing” play 
performed by Florida Repertory Theatre in theatres and at one school 
location. Talk-back sessions with local behavioral health professionals 
followed each show. The plot is about a young boy learning to cope 
with his mother’s suicide attempts and eventual death by suicide.

Breakthrough Programs and Partnerships in 2020
Kids’ Minds Matter is dedicated to fostering partnerships that support existing services and is credited as a driver of the 
fi rst regional “syntegration” exercise in 2018 with mental health agencies. Many robust programs have grown out of this 
collaborative approach to meeting the community’s needs including: 
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17 Mental Health Agencies - Collaborated on a community initiative called Healthy Minds to provide 
free resources and screenings for mental health resilience, support and well-being.

40+ Community Organizations - Aligned on a medical records release form for behavioral health and 
substance use disorder patients to increase communication and understanding on a provider-to-provider level.

13-17 Year Olds - Now have access to a free LGBTQ+ Youth Peer Support Group thanks to a partnership 
with Visuality and Kids’ Minds Matter. Led by a Licensed Medical Social Worker, youth living in Charlotte, Lee, 
Collier, Hendy and Glades counties can connect virtually in a safe environment.  

5 Year Strategic Plan - Was created by a Lee County AD Hoc Steering Council to effectively address 
behavioral health and substance use disorder conditions through robust community partnerships that support 
physical, emotional and spiritual wellness. 
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The Mental Health Navigator (MHN) program is designed 
to help families connect with services and resources to 
improve the educational outcomes of their children.
But the program also helps parents, so they are also able to 
help their children.

When her family was referred to the MHN program in March, 
“VB” was already overwhelmed with four children ages 5 to 
13 years old, all of them acting out. The oldest was chewing 
her fi ngers until they bled. The next youngest was arguing 
with her mother, being verbally and physically aggressive. 
The second to youngest was failing academically, missing 
20% of school the previous year. She was not allowed to ride 
the bus or to have sharp objects like scissors. The youngest 
was throwing tantrums.

As a result, VB was not sleeping and engaging in self-harm 
to cope with her stress and anxiety. The family was food 
insecure because she had spent her last dollars on cleaning 
supplies and paper goods to prepare for the pandemic. 
Her car was not running dependably. VB doesn’t read 
well, so she has diffi culty fi lling out applications, forms and 
paperwork for programs that could help her.

Our initial efforts went toward family stabilization: lessening 
mom’s stress and getting her help to meet urgent needs.

We partnered with VB to get the car repaired. A local 
business examined the car at no charge and generated a 

problem list. VB received her stimulus money and partnered 
to pay for repairs. Because communication is a safety 
issue, we helped VB pay the phone bill when unexpected 
expenses caused her to run short of money.

We also connected VB with psychotherapy to help her deal 
with her stress and anxiety, and in the process of arranging 
teletherapy, we were able to help her learn how to install and 
use digital video conferencing tools on her cell phone that 
the children needed for virtual education.

Since we began working with the family, the change in VB 
is remarkable. She is working with her providers to fi nd 
effective dosages of medication for herself and her children. 
Learning new strategies for coping with stress, she no longer 
feels the need to self-harm. She has expressed interest 
in attending the Dignifi ed Discipline class offered by Kids’ 
Minds Matter to help strengthen her parenting skills.

With less chaos and confl ict in the home, the older children 
have been completing their virtual classes. The youngest 
child has been registered for Kindergarten.

“You have helped me so much,” VB said. 
“I don’t know what I would have done without you. 
I am so grateful. It feels good being able to sleep 
at night.”

Helping Parents Help Their Children 



Administered and supervised by Kids’ Minds Matter at Golisano Children’s 
Hospital and funded by philanthropy, the Mental Health Navigator (MHN) 
program launched in March 2020 with four in-school navigators based 
out of Golisano Children’s Hospital who would work with Lee and Collier 
County school systems.

Since MHN was launched, parents participating families report their 
children’s attendance and grades have improved signifi cantly.

In addition, the MHN program has connected children and parents with 
mental health therapy services, helped families become self-suffi cient 
in meeting their mental health care needs, secured funds for purchasing 
basic needs, such as food, toiletries, and clothes, helped with auto 
repairs for work-related purposes, helped families apply for Lee Cares 
assistance, and more. 

Increase in Math
grade average

12%

Increase in grades
in one quarter

15%

Increase of students
with perfect school 
attendance

15% to 55%

Mental Health
Navigator Program Improvements 
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Kids’ Minds  Matter                
is working to reach this goal by focusing on three critical areas:

50% DECREASE in voluntary and involuntary 
pediatric psychiatric hospitalizationsOUR  GOAL

1        Improving Access to Care
Early intervention is absolutely critical to ensuring better outcomes for children with mental health challenges. 
Building a multi-faceted system will improve access to care, so we can reduce Baker Acts by 35-40%. It will be 
important to…

•  Expand Golisano Children’s Hospital’s pediatric behavioral health clinics and add satellite clinics in South Lee, 
Lehigh Acres and Cape Coral

•  Expand the Mental Health Navigator program to more schools. A SAMSHA grant will be submitted in early 2021 
which, if funded, will bring in approximately $4 million over four years, leveraging a 3:1 match of federal dollars 
to KMM funds 

•  Expand the partnership with Healthcare Network to add additional care navigators in primary care practices

•  Add 2-4 additional psychologists/psychiatrists to decrease the waitlist for mental health services

•  Build on the case management program throughout Lee Health

•  Add additional team members to run the support groups and trainings provided to the community

•  Create an Adolescent IOP (Intensive Outpatient Program) for high-risk youth

•  Develop an autism testing center to expedite diagnosis and early interventions

•  Continue Mental Health Mondays and providing tips and resources virtually

•  Establish telehealth kiosks in underserved communities
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        Building Capacity in the Region
Recruiting providers is often diffi cult as a result of a few applicants,
competitive salaries, and cost of living in Southwest Florida. To address the issue,
we’re pursuing multiple solutions...

•  Partner with Florida Gulf Coast University to offer scholarships to students 

pursuing a degree in marriage/family counseling and social work with the goal of 

retaining them post-graduation

•   Create a collaboration across all Golisano Children’s Hospitals (SWFL, Rochester, 

Syracuse) to assist with internships, residency programs and joint appointments

•   Establish an integration with FSU family medicine and internal medicine residents

        Community Engagement
and Partnership
Kids’ Minds Matter understands the importance of collaborating with local agencies 
and advocates to meet the growing needs of the community. That is why it’s important 
to continue...

•  Building on the success and reach of events like Normal is Overrated

•   Sponsoring regional events and programs

•   Developing and engaging in events, lectures, symposiums and continuing education

•   Advocating at the local, state and federal level through integrated lobbying efforts

•   Supporting efforts like Healthy Minds that aligns community partners

2

3
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When left untreated, these conditions impact our
youth well into their adult years:
• 50% of students with mental health symptoms ages 14 and
   over drop out of school (1)

• 70% of youth in the state and local juvenile justice system
   have a mental health condition (1)

Keeping Up with an Epidemic
We have a children’s mental health epidemic in our country, and especially in 
our region. Florida has less than 50% of the providers and double the preventable 
inpatient days relative to top performing states in the U.S. As a state, we are 
ranked 36th(6) in the country for per-capita spending for pediatric mental health 
services. As a result, we are seeing an increase in bullying, school violence, 
drug use and self-harm.

UNMASKING THE EPIDEMIC:
It is no secret that COVID-19 has greatly impacted our community, 
businesses, nonprofi ts, and families. The isolation and uncertainty 
have also led to long-term mental health implications.

Our children are suffering and keeping up with the growing demand 
continues to be a challenge. In 2019, Golisano Children’s Hospital had 
more than 14,000 pediatric mental health visits. In the past year, those 
visits surpassed 20,000. While we’ve made great strides to support our 
families, the need continues to grow. Our mental health advocates are 
so important to advancing our mission. 

cause of death is by suicide 
for ages 10-24-year olds (3)

2ND Leading

Ratio of population to
mental health providers
in Florida (4)

750:1

Increase in youth placed 
under Baker Act in fall 2020 (2)

66%

SWFL children in need 
of mental health care (2)

46,000+

Data provided by (1)NAMI, (2)Golisano Children’s Hospital of 
Southwest Florida, (3)American Academy of Child & Adolescent 
Psychiatry, (4)Florida Behavioral Health Association
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Her Mind 
Matters 

“In just the last 60 days, 
we have seen a 66% increase in pediatric emergency room patients placed under Baker Act. 
Most of those admitted have been young girls of high school age. We are working closely with 
our community pediatricians and our local school district in response to this recent increase 
in adolescent attempted suicides, but we need the continued and ongoing support of the 
community in this effort to build on the foundation we have laid for pediatric mental health.”

—  Armando Llechu, chief officer hospital operations and women and  
children’s services for Lee Health (Nov. 2020)



Become an advocate

KidsMindsMatter.com
239.214.0921

info@KidsMindsMatter.com

MAKE a personal or corporate pledge

ATTEND fundraising and community events

HOST or attend a community education course 

With your support, we can reach the 46,000+ SWFL CHILDREN
who suffer from mental health issues!


