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Providing health care services for 
foster children, who often have 
significant health care needs, can 
be challenging. The Administration 
for Children and Families (ACF) 
oversees foster care, but state child 
welfare agencies are responsible 
for ensuring that these children 
receive health care services, which 
are often financed by Medicaid.  In 
light of concerns about the health 
care needs of foster children, GAO 
was asked to study states’ efforts to 
improve foster children’s receipt of 
health services.  This report has 
four objectives.  It describes 
specific actions that some states 
have taken to (1) identify health 
care needs, (2) ensure delivery of 
appropriate health services, and (3) 
document and monitor the health 
care of children in foster care. It 
also describes the related technical 
assistance ACF offers to states.  
 
To address these objectives, GAO 
selected 10 states and interviewed 
state officials and reviewed related 
documentation regarding the nature 
and results of the states’ practices.  
To describe ACF’s technical 
assistance, GAO interviewed officials 
and reviewed documents from ACF, 
states, and relevant technical 
assistance centers. 

What GAO Recommends  

GAO did not make any 
recommendations in this report.  In 
commenting on this report, Health 
and Human Services provided 
additional information on its 
technical assistance efforts and 
technical comments which have 
been incorporated as appropriate. 
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To view the full product, including the scope 
and methodology, click on GAO-09-26. 
For more information, contact K. E. Brown, 
202-512-3674, brownke@gao.gov or C. 
Bascetta, 202-512-7114, bascettac@gao.gov. 
o identify the health needs of children entering foster care, all 10 states we 
tudied have adopted policies that specify the timing and scope of children’s 
ealth assessments, and some states use designated providers to conduct the 
ssessments. All of the states we selected for study required physical 
xaminations, most states we studied required mental health and 
evelopmental screens, and several of them required or recommended 
ubstance abuse screens for youth shortly after entry into foster care.  
reventive health examinations for foster children were required at regular 

ntervals thereafter, in line with states’ Medicaid standards.  Limited research 
as suggested that having assessment policies and using designated providers 
ho have greater experience in the health needs of foster children may permit 

uller identification and follow-up of children’s health care needs. 

o help ensure the delivery of appropriate health care services, states have 
dopted practices to facilitate access, coordinate care, and review 
edications for children in foster care.  Some states used specialized staff to 

uickly determine Medicaid eligibility; others issued temporary Medicaid 
ards to prevent delays in obtaining treatment.  In addition, certain states had 
ncreased payments to physicians serving children in foster care to encourage 

ore physicians to provide needed care. Nurses or other health care 
anagers were given roles in coordinating care to help ensure that children 

eceived necessary health care services. Six states we studied also reported 
onitoring the use of various medications, including psychotropic 
edications intended for the treatment of mental health disorders. 

o document and monitor children’s health care, several states we studied 
ad shared data across state programs and employed quality assurance 
easures, such as medical audits, to track receipt of services. One state has 

eveloped a foster care health “passport” that electronically compiles data 
rom multiple sources, including the state’s immunization registry, and this 
assport can be accessed and updated by responsible parties through a secure 
eb site.  Other states used electronic databases to obtain more complete and 

imely medical histories than otherwise available but provided more limited 
ccess to these and continued to update them through use of paper records. 

CF’s network of 25 technical assistance centers is intended to improve state 
erformance in meeting children’s needs, including their health care needs, by 

ncreasing the capacity of state agencies to ensure safety, wellbeing, and 
vailability of permanent homes for children in their care. According to ACF 
fficials, the centers are not intended to provide medical expertise, but to help 
tate child welfare agencies collaborate with others involved with health 
rograms. One center in ACF’s network focuses exclusively on children’s 
ental health and several others have also assisted in identifying some 

ractices to improve the health of children in foster care. Five of the centers 
re newly funded and are expected to provide long-term help in implementing 
United States Government Accountability Office

lans to improve agency performance in meeting children’s needs.   
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