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A new Medicaid bill will cross Gov. Kathy Hochul's desk before year-end, cards

handing her a pivotal opportunity to widen access to mental health care
throughout the state—including in New York City, where the need is urgent.

Sponsored by state Sen. Samra Brouk, Chair of the Senate Mental Health
Committee, and Assemblymember Harry Bronson, the legislation would enable
Licensed Creative Arts Therapists to bill Medicaid for their services.

As Director of Music Therapy at the Brooklyn Conservatory of Music, serving
2,500 clients across nearly 50 sites around the city, | urge the governor to sign
this promising legislation.
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Music therapy is one of five disciplines that comprise the New York State
Creative Arts Therapy license (along with dance/movement, art, drama, and
poetry therapies). It is a highly effective, evidence-based, clinical discipline, and
it is especially well-suited for those who struggle to participate in traditional talk
therapy — be that because of their physical or developmental differences, their
age or their unique experience of trauma.

In my work, | have witnessed moments of profound transformation, healing, and
social connection: a child with selective mutism able to express themself
through singing and songwriting; seniors in residential memory care who
reclaim periods of lucidity when making music as a group; and young people in
the city’s shelter system processing their displacement through beat-making
and freestyling.

During our sessions, clients actively engage in the creative process within a
safe, therapeutic relationship that helps them to integrate self-reflection with
self-expression and work toward healing.

Unfortunately, those most in need of these impactful therapies are too often
denied access to care due to lack of coverage, and nonprofit providers are
increasingly limited in the financial aid we can offer as demand for our services
continues to rise.

The growing mental health crisis impacting our nation’s young people, including
New York City’s youth, has been widely reported. As one of the only arts therapy
providers in New York City schools, BKCM has seen this crisis up close.

Today's children and teens are living through compounding tragedies, including
the pandemic, a climate crisis, and a terrifying, unrelenting outbreak of school
shootings. These young people, and their families, deserve access to quality
mental health treatment to help them process, cope, and overcome.

Yet pediatric mental health providers are in short supply nationwide. In New
York City, programs like TeenSpace, the free telehealth service Mayor Adams
launched last year, have attempted to address this gap, but TeenSpace is
limited in who it can support and how.

While our program at BKCM has been able to serve a wide range of New
Yorkers through grants and fundraising, this model is neither sufficient nor
scalable without the ability to bill Medicaid.

As the Mayor’s Offices for Economic Opportunity and Community Mental Health
reported together, New Yorkers face a dual challenge when seeking mental
health care: There is a shortage of available mental health providers in the city,
and only a “small number of those take Medicaid and other forms of insurance.”

LCATS, as the second largest group of mental health practitioners in the state,
should be leveraged. There are more than 2,000 LCATs in New York offering
individual, group, and family psychotherapy in all manner of settings, and we are
eager to bring our unique qualifications to care for low-income New Yorkers
previously shut out from our services.

Governor Hochul should not hesitate to sign the new Medicaid bill into law. In
doing so, she would begin to right longstanding inequities and finally expand
access to life-changing creative arts therapies for New York's most underserved
populations.

Toby Williams is the music therapy director at Brooklyn Conservatory of Music
and a licensed creative arts therapist.
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