The Adoption Assistance Program (AAP) and Medi-Cal

Summary

The Adoption Assistance Program (AAP) is a federal program of financial assistance for adoptive children. Although there is eligibility criteria, all adopted children who were dependents of the court qualify for AAP benefits. 

The adoptive child is eligible to receive AAP until the age 18. In some cases, where the child has a mental or physical disability, he or she might receive AAP Program benefits until age 21. AAP will also pay up to eighteen months in a licensed residential treatment facility if the child has a documented need for residential treatment. 

A child who qualifies for AAP benefits is also eligible for health care services through the Medi-Cal program. Medi-Cal can be used for most necessary medical services. When the adopting family has private medical insurance, Medi-Cal can be used as a supplemental plan.

Any problems with AAP or Medi-Cal can be addressed by calling the Foster Care Hotline at 1-(800) 697-4444 or the PAS unit at 1-(800) 735-4984.

The Adoption Assistance Program and Medi-Cal

AAP is a federal program of financial assistance for adoptive children that goes into effect after the Adoptive Placement Agreement is signed. Eligibility for AAP is based on the child’s special needs at the time of adoption. All children who qualify for AAP benefits are also eligible for medical assistance through Medi-Cal. 

 Eligibility for AAP Benefits
All families adopting special needs children from the DCFS dependency system are eligible for AAP benefits.  Children adopted independently however, do not receive AAP benefits unless they were eligible for AAP in a prior adoption, for example, if the adopting parents die and the child is adopted by another family member or another family.

The federal government defines a special needs adoptive child as one who meets one or more of the following criteria:

· age three or older; 

· a member of a sibling group;

· a member of a minority group by ethnicity, race, color or language; 

· has a physical, mental or emotional disability;

· has adverse parental background.  

In Los Angeles County all court dependent children meet the criteria of special needs child. There is no means test for AAP benefits. Children are eligible regardless of the adopting family’s income.

How Long Are Adopted Children Eligible for the AAP Benefits?

Adopted children are eligible for AAP benefits until the age of 18; however, if the child has a physical or mental disability, the adoptive parents can file for extensions, in some cases, until the child is 21. To extend the AAP, the child’s physical, mental or developmental disability must be documented and verified when parents complete the reassessment form. The AAP reassessment form is completed every 2 years unless the child’s needs or circumstances change.

Samples of AAP Program forms are available in the Appendix.

Specialized Care Rates

If the adopted child has documented physical or mental/emotional problems at the time of adoption placement the child may qualify for a specialized care rate.   If a documented physical or mental/emotional problem develops after adoption placement the adoptive parents can request an increase to a specialized care rate. To request an increase, adoptive parents submit a statement from the child’s doctor or therapist documenting the need for an increase. The amount of the increase is not to exceed the foster care rate the child would receive if he or she had remained in foster care. When an increase is authorized, it is retroactive to the date the adoptive family contacted PAS to make the initial request if the condition was diagnosed as of that date as well.
In Los Angeles County the specialized care rates are called “F and D rates.” Information on F and D rate qualification is available in the Appendix.  A public health nurse assists the Adoptions CSW in reviewing the documentation to determine the appropriate specialized care rate for the child. To be eligible for a specialized care increase a child must have an impairment or need assistance in one of the following areas:

· Daily living skills

· Need for medical or developmental regimen

· A life threatening illness

· Developmental, or mental disabilities

After the nurse reviews the documentation and recommends a level of care, the application for an increase, the medical documentation and the social worker’s summary are submitted to a DCFS Assistant Regional Administrator. The request for an increase is then authorized, denied or returned to the family for additional information. 

Deferred Agreement

Adoptive families are not required to accept AAP benefits. If the family does not want benefits at the time of adoptive placement, they are encouraged to complete an AAP Deferment Agreement. The agreement indicates that the family does not want AAP Program at the time of the adoptive placement. Completing the deferment agreement gives families the option of requesting AAP benefits in the future if the need should arise. A signed AAP Deferment Agreement must be on file in order to initiate AAP benefits in the future when a need arises.  

Reassessment of AAP Benefits
AAP cases are reassessed every two years. Reassessment forms are automatically mailed to adoptive parents. The forms give families three options: to continue AAP benefits at the current level, to request an increase because the child’s needs have changed or to stop receiving AAP benefits. 

If the family wants to continue receiving AAP it’s important to return the form within 30 days or AAP Program benefits will stop. It will not start again until all the required forms are completed and returned to DCFS.  

Adoptive families do not need to wait until reassessment every two years to request an increase in AAP.  They may call the PAS Intake Line at (800) 735-4984.  A PAS social worker will assist the family with processing the request for an increase in AAP benefits; however, all increases based on cost of living are done automatically by the AAP Program reassessment unit.  While all increases based on cost of living are done automatically, the adoptive family must request age-related increases through the AAP/Foster Care Hotline unit at 1-(800)-697-4444. 
AAP reassessment forms can be found in the Appendix.  
Out-of-Home Placement

Occasionally, an adoptive child has severe emotional problems and/or severe behavioral problems that require residential treatment.  AAP will pay for the placement if there are no other community resources available to the adoptive family. The school district, the Department of Mental Health, the Regional Center or the Probation Department are among the possible community resources for residential treatment.   

AAP provides payment for a maximum of 18 months of placement. For a family to be eligible, the Post Adoption social worker must determine that the placement is necessary for a temporary resolution of mental or emotional problems related to a condition that existed prior to adoptive placement. In addition, the family must agree to retain the child in the adoptive family. There may also be some instances where the adoptive family is responsible for part of the placement expense.

A mental health professional must also recommend placement of the child in residential treatment facility and the family must provide documentation of the need for residential care. The child must also be placed in a licensed non-profit treatment center. The residential treatment facility must meet certain criteria which includes that it is licensed, non-profit, tax-exempt, unlocked and does not cost more than $6,371 a month. 

Grievances and State Hearings

If an adoptive family disagrees with the determined AAP Program benefit amount, they may contest the decision or apply for a State Hearing. 

Grievance Chain of Command

The family should first discuss the issue with their child’s DCFS social worker. If an agreement is not reached, the social worker will consult with a Supervising Children’s Social Worker (SCSW). If the situation remains unresolved, the supervisor then consults with the Assistant Regional Administrator (ARA). If there is still disagreement after review by the Assistant Regional Administrator, and she or he feels that all efforts have been made to resolve the conflict, the Assistant Regional Administrator will direct the Children’s Social Worker to notify the adoptive family that their request is denied by sending a Notice of Action.
Notice of Action/ State Hearing
The Notice of Action explains the reason behind the decision. If the family is dissatisfied, they may request a State Hearing. The back of the Notice of Action explains how to ask for a State Hearing. The request for the State Hearing must be made within 30 days of the receipt of the Notice of Action. 

Medi-Cal

All children who qualify for AAP benefits are also eligible for health care services through the Medi-Cal program. 

Not all doctors or medical providers accept Medi-Cal, but there are physicians and medical providers in every community that do. Medi-Cal can also be used for out patient mental health services or in- patient mental health services, if necessary. 

Although it is not mandatory, adoptive parents may also choose to enroll the child in a Medi-Cal HMO.  If they do so, it is important that adoptive parents choose a plan that can meet their child’s physical and mental health needs.  The family can consult with their social worker or a PAS social worker as to the advantages and disadvantages of Medi-Cal HMO enrollment. If the adoptive family has private medical insurance, the child is enrolled in the family’s insurance and Medi-Cal is billed as the secondary provider.

If the family moves out of state, they are advised to apply for Medicaid in their new community. The AAP/Foster Care Hotline unit will provide the family with information regarding federal or non-federal eligibility and Interstate Compact on Adoption and Medical Assistance (ICAMA). 

Problems or concerns with Medi-Cal can be addressed by calling the Foster Care Hotline at 1-(800) 697-4444. 

AAP Program and Medi-Cal

Possible Barriers

· There can be processing delays from two weeks to two months in starting up AAP Program payments and in completing the AAP reassessments.

· Adoption assistance cannot be increased to meet educational needs.  The adoptive parent is advised to seek help from the child’s school district and utilize the IEP process.

AAP Program and Medi-Cal
Frequently Asked Questions

When do the foster care payments stop and the AAP benefits start?

Foster care payments are to stop when the Adoption Placement Agreement is signed. AAP is effective the date that the Adoption Placement and the AAP Agreement is signed.
If the adoptive family moves will they continue to receive AAP benefits?

The adoptive family will continue to receive AAP benefits for the adoptive child, but the family must inform the Foster Care Hotline of their new address. 
Can the adoptive parent continue to receive childcare funds after adoption?

As long as the child is a dependent of the court and other requirements are met, the child is eligible for protective services childcare funds. When the adoption finalizes and jurisdiction is terminated, the child is no longer eligible for protective service childcare funds. The CSW or PAS unit can refer adoptive families to community childcare funding services.

Who should adoptive parents call if they do not receive the AAP Program check or if there is a problem with the child’s Medi-Cal?

Families should call the Foster Care Hotline at 1-(800) 697-4444 or the PAS unit at 1-(800) 735-4984.

What happens to the AAP benefits if the adoptive parents die?

The AAP is an agreement between DCFS and the adoptive parent; if the adoption was a single parent adoption, the adoption assistance stops. If the adoptive parent paid into Social Security, the child then becomes eligible for Social Security death benefits. The child may also be eligible for Supplemental Security Income benefits. If the child was adopted by two parents, the surviving parent should contact Post Adoption Services and request a change in payee.

Will AAP benefits effect the adoptive parents’ taxes or their eligibility for other programs?

AAP income is not taxable income.  If the adoptive parents are applying for benefits from other state or federal programs, the AAP income must be reported.  The administrators of the program will determine if benefits will be effected. Adoptive parents should contact their tax professional for other considerations.

Will AAP benefits be discontinued after two years?

AAP must be reassessed every two years. 

Can the adoptive parents continue to receive AAP benefits for their child if the family moves out of the country?

Eligibility for AAP is not based on where the adoptive family lives.  They may move out of the county, the state or the country and the benefits will remain consistent.  

If the family moves after finalization of their adoption, they need to provide verification of their new address to the AAP/Foster Care Hotline. If the adoptive family moves to another state, the family must apply for Medicaid in the new state.  If the child is federally eligible, families can request the AAP/Foster Care Hotline unit can send an ICAMA letter for the child by calling 1-(800)-697-4444.
Is there a difference in the Medi-Cal coverage before the adoption finalizes and after?

There is no difference in the benefits.  When AAP benefits begin, a new Medi-Cal card is issued under a new state number. This number will be used as long as the child receives AAP and Medi-Cal benefits.

What if the adopted child needs special services and the family can not afford them?

If the child needs medical or mental health services the family can request an increase in AAP benefits.  Documentation should be submitted by the family showing the child’s needs. If the child needs educational services, the family applies for IEP assistance from their school district.  If the adopted child has a disability, the child is also eligible to receive California Children’s Services and may be eligible to receive Regional Center Services.

Does the adopted child with Medi-Cal have to be enrolled in a HMO?

No, enrollment in an HMO is not mandatory for adopted children.  The adoptive parents can discuss the advantages and disadvantages of HMO enrollment with their social worker or a Post Adoption Services worker.

How can the family find service providers that accept Medi-Cal?

If this is a problem the adoptive parent can call the Adoption Warmline at (818) 508-9276 or Los Angeles County Info Line at 1-(800)-339-6993. 
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