
On September 29, President
Obama signed the Preventing
Sex Trafficking and Strength -

ening Families Act (Public Law 113-
183 or the Strengthening Families
Act). As detailed below, the law will
protect children from sex trafficking,
enhance the Adoption Incentive pro-
gram, enable children in care to partici-
pate in normal childhood activities, and
fund new post-adoption and post-
guardianship supports. The law also has
several child support provisions.

The bill’s movement through Congress
was rocky. Although it passed the
House in July, the Senate was set to
adjourn on September 18 without tak-
ing action. But the community ral-

lied—child welfare groups, including
NACAC, sent urgent action alerts, ask-
ing people to encourage their Senators
to pass the bill. Senators heard the mes-
sage and passed the bill in time.  

With the law comes a new opportunity
for advocacy. Many provisions will
require state action, and NACAC is
particularly excited to work with advo-
cates to ensure the designated funding
is invested in post-permanency support
services. (See page 3 for details.)

Title I — Protecting Children
and Youth at Risk of Sex
Trafficking
Identifying and Protecting Children
at Risk of Sex Trafficking

The new law has several provisions to

prevent children in care or at risk of
entering care from becoming victims of
sex trafficking. States must develop
policies to identify, document, and
determine services for children involved
with the child welfare system who are
victims of trafficking and who are at
risk of becoming victims. Because they
are at higher risk, states must also
improve practices for children who run
away from care. The law also requires
jurisdictions to report data on children
who have fallen victim to trafficking.

Increasing Children’s Chances to
Participate in Activities

In recent years, youth have testified
powerfully about how being in foster
care prevented them from participating
in normal activities. Youth told of not
being able to go on sleepovers, play
sports, or attend prom because they
needed permission from professionals.
To address this problem, the new law
includes these provisions:
• By September 29, 2015, states must

implement a “reasonable and prudent
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Rieanne
Born in 2001, Rieanne is a sweet,
engaging, bubbly teen. Sometimes
known as Annie, Rieanne loves
swimming at the local YMCA, play-
ing soccer, and listening to music
(especially One Direction and Justin
Bieber). She also enjoys watching
movies, reading vampire books, and
watching SpongeBob SquarePants.
When she’s hungry, mac and cheese
and ice cream are some of her top choices. She’s not a big fan of vegetables. In
school, where she’s in eighth grade, her favorite class is math. Rieanne does not
like bats but loves pets, especially dogs. If it were up to her, she would have either
a pet dalmatian (named Spot) or a golden retriever (named Goldie). 

Rieanne has a lot of energy and wants a family who will go places with her and
shower her with love and attention. She is open to learning about all families. For
more information, contact Torri Cowans at Children Awaiting Parents: 585-232-
5110; torri@capbook.org. !
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parent standard,” which will enable
foster parents to make more daily
decisions for youth in their care.
States must revise licensing rules to
incorporate the standard and provide
training to parents on the standard.
States must also ensure that foster care
institutions designate an onsite care-
giver to use the standard. 

• Beginning in fiscal year 2020, the law
will make $3 million per year available
to support youth’s participation in age-
appropriate activities. 

Reducing the Use of APPLA
To increase children’s chance of achiev-
ing a legally permanent family, the
Strengthening Families Act prohibits
states from using the Another Planned
Permanent Liv ing Arrange ment
(APPLA) case goal for children under
16. Youth with this designation are at
high risk of aging out of care without a
family. Under the new law, children
younger than 16 must have a case goal
of return home, adoption, guardianship,
or relative placement. Youth 16 and up
may still have an APPLA case goal, but
states must document ongoing efforts
to achieve permanency and the ration-
ale for why other permanency options
are not in the youth’s best interests. 

Enhancing Support to Older Youth
Several other provisions, to be imple-
mented within one year, are designed to

empower youth in care and help
increase their chances of a better future:
• Youth 14 and older can help develop

their own case plan, including identify-
ing trusted adults for the case planning
team. Youth will receive written infor-
mation about their rights, including
those related to education, health, visi-
tation, and court participation.

• Jurisdictions must provide youth who
are 18 and have spent at least six
months in care with a birth certificate,
Social Security card, health insurance
information, medical records, and a
driver’s license or state ID card. 

• The state must provide young people
14 and older with a annual credit
report and help resolve inaccuracies.

Title II — Improving Adoption
Incentives and Extending
Family Connection Grants
Creating a New Adoption and
Guardianship Incentive Program

The law enhanced the Adoption Incen -
tive Payment program, extended it to
September 30, 2016, and authorized
level funding of $43 million per year.
Changes include a new guardianship
benefit and a transition to incentives
based on the adoption rate (the number
of adoptions for the fiscal year divided
by the number of children in care at the
end of the previous fiscal year). The
baseline will be the previous year’s
adoption rate or an average of the last
three years’ rates, whichever is lower. 

Now called Adoption and Legal Guar -
dianship Incentive Payments, bonuses
will be calculated as follows beginning
in fiscal year 2016:
• $5,000 per placement for increases in

the adoption rate
• $4,000 per placement for increases in

the guardianship rate
• $7,500 per placement for increases in

the rate of adoption or guardianship
for children 9 to 13

• $10,000 per placement for increases
in the rate of adoption or guardian-
ship for children 14 and older

If all of the funds appropriated are not
earned, the law enables the Department
of Health and Human Services (HHS)

to award states for timely adoptions.
The law gives states three years to
spend bonuses and prohibits them from
using payments to replace existing child
welfare funding.

For the September 2015 payment for
fiscal year 2014 adoptions, the program
will be a hybrid of the new calculations
and the old, which rewarded increases
in the number of overall adoptions,
adoptions of children nine and up, and
special needs adoptions. During this
transition year, payments will be half of
what the state would have earned under
the old system and half of its earnings
under the new rate-based system.  

Investing Funds in Post-Permanency
Services

One of the provisions of the law that
NACAC fought hardest for relates to
the 2008 Fostering Connections Act’s
expansion of Title IV-E adoption assis-
tance. Fostering Connections elimi-
nated the link between a birth parent’s
income and a child’s eligibility for IV-E
adoption assistance. Phased in by age,,
the increased eligibility means that
states are receiving new federal dollars,
which were directed to be spent on
child welfare. Since 2008, however,
states struggled with how to calculate
the amount saved and track reinvest-
ment in child welfare services. (See next
page for more information.)

The Strengthening Connections Act
now requires states to:
• Track and report the amount of saved

funds, including how the state calcu-
lates the savings 

• Report how the state is spending the
funds on child welfare services

• Spend at least 30 percent of the funds
on post-adoption and post-guardian-
ship services and services to prevent
foster placement; at least 20 percent of
the total must be spent on post-adop-
tion and post-guardianship services

The law notes that reinvested funds
cannot be used to supplant existing
state child welfare funding. In addition,
it directs HHS to develop and share
with states a method for calculating the
savings. States are allowed to design
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As noted in the previous article,
the Strengthening Families Act
provides advocates with a new

opportunity to access funding for post-
permanency services. The 2008 Foster -
ing Connections Act expanded Title
IV-E adoption assistance eligibility,
which means the federal government is
reimbursing states for adoption assis-
tance expenses the state would other-
wise have had to pay alone. As a result,
states have additional funds to reinvest
in child welfare. When Fostering Con -
nections passed, the Congressional
Budget Office (CBO) estimated sav-
ings would be significant from 2014 to
2018 as more younger children became
IV-E eligible. CBO projected states
would have an additional $505 million
by 2018. (See below.) The Strength -
ening Families Act now requires states
to spend at least 20 percent of these
savings on  post-adoption and post-
guardianship services. 

Below we outline how advocates can
help ensure their states are taking
advantage of and following both the
Fostering Connections Act’s expansion
of IV-E eligibility and the new law’s
investment requirements.

Determine if Your State Is
Implementing IV-E Expansion
The Fostering Connections Act elimi-
nated the link between a child’s birth
parents’ income and eligibility for Title
IV-E adoption assistance benefits,
with the provision phased in by child’s
age at adoption. In federal fiscal year

2014, children aged eight and
older became eligible. In 2015,
those six and up become eligi-
ble. By 2018, children of all
ages who meet other IV-E
requirements will be eligible
for IV-E adoption assistance.

Advocates should ask their state
child welfare administrators if
the state is claiming Title IV-E
reimbursement for these newly
eligible children. NACAC’s
review of 2008 to 2012 Adop tion and
Foster Care Analysis and Reporting
System (AFCARS) data suggests few
states have taken full advantage of this
opportunity. However, one state—
Texas—has seen dramatic improve-
ment in both increasing the number of
older children adopted and ensuring
these adopted children are Title IV-E
eligible. 

Between 2008 and 2013, Texas adop-
tions from foster care increased by 19
percent—4,524 to 5,364, with the
greatest percentage increases for older
children. Adoptions of 16-year-olds
increased 94 percent, and adoptions of
17-year-olds rose 187 percent. 

As the chart above shows, in 2008—
before the law went into effect—about

78 percent of adopted children 10 and
older in Texas were Title IV-E eligible.
By 2013, 98 percent of these children
were IV-E eligible. This significant
increase in IV-E eligibility is likely due
to the Fostering Connections Act.

Ask State Leaders if They Are
Calculating Savings
The new law requires the U.S. Depart -
ment of Health and Human Services
(HHS) to develop a method for calcu-
lating the state funds saved due to
expanded IV-E eligibility, and we have
made recommendations to HHS on a
methodology. In the meantime, advo-
cates can check with state leaders to
determine if they are now calculating
savings and how. States can use the fol-
lowing data for each child to determine
the amount of new funds they will be
receiving as a result of this provision: 
• Age — Is the child now old enough to

qualify for expanded IV-E eligibility?
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Advocates Have Role in Securing
Post-Permanency Funding
by Joe Kroll, executive director 

For information or state-specific data, please contact Joe at joekroll@aol.com.
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Gabby
Gabrielle, who likes to be called Gabby, is
a helpful, honest, and funny teenager (born
in 1997) who enjoys playing outdoor
sports, swimming, and watching movies.
She is also very artistic and likes to create
arts and crafts. One of her favorite things
is her equine therapy, where she is able to
care for and ride horses. Her favorite foods
are ravioli and chocolate ice cream! Gabby

is excited about and enjoying the overall experience of school. Gabby is ready to
find her forever family. She would do well with other children and pets. It is also
important to her to keep in contact with her biological brother who has already
been adopted. For more information, contact Torri Cowans at Children
Awaiting Parents: 585-232-5110; torri@capbook.org. !

…continued on page 4



• IV-E eligibility status in foster care —
If the child was not previously IV-E eli-
gible, was it due to birth parent
income? If so and the child is old
enough, she can now be IV-E eligible
because of Fostering Connections.

• The annual amount of adoption
assistance benefits the child receives.

From this data , states can calculate the
amount saved as a result of the law—
for each child newly eligible, the state
multiplies the annual adoption assis-
tance benefit by the state’s federal
matching rate (which varies from 50 to
about 75 percent depending on the
state’s average income per capita). The
sum of amounts for newly eligible chil-
dren would be the amount the state
needs to report. Each year, 20 percent
of this amount must be spent on adop-
tion and guardianship support.

Individual state’s savings will be
affected by the percentage of children
in the state who are already IV-E eligi-
ble (the Title IV-E adoption assistance
penetration rate, which ranges from
about 20 to 90 percent) and federal
matching rate, as well as the number of
adoptions. States with lower IV-E pen-
etration rates will see more savings
than those with high penetration rates.  

We recommend that when states make

their quarterly Title IV-E adoption
assistance reimbursement request, they
report two numbers: (1) the federal
share of adoption assistance payments
on behalf of children newly eligible due
to Fostering Connections and (2) the
federal share of payments for all other
children who are Title IV-E eligible.

Guide How Funds Are Invested
In addition to tracking whether funds
are earned and calculated, advocates
can get involved in how and whether
funds are spent to support adoptions
and guardianships. Now is a great time
for advocates to work with state leaders
to plan which services funds might
support. We recommend convening a
diverse group of youth and current and
prospective parents and guardians to
assess unmet needs and the services
that could fill those gaps. Then the
group can present recommendations to
administrators and legislators. 

Depending on how much the state is
already investing in these services, we
also encourage advocates to seek more
than the required 20 percent for post-
adoption and post-guardianship serv-
ices. In Minnesota in 2013, for exam-
ple, NACAC was able to convince the
legislature to designate for post-adop-
tion services 100 percent of the savings
resulting from Fostering Connections’
expansion of IV-E adoption assistance
along with any new Adoption Incen -
tive award payments. !

their own calculations, but must have
their process approved by HHS. 

Making Other Adoption and
Guardianship Changes

Other adoption- and guardianship-
related provisions, all of which are
effective immediately, include:
• Requiring HHS to collect data on

adoptions and legal guardianships that
disrupt (before finalization) or dissolve
(after finalization).

• Ensuring that children remain eligible
for Title IV-E guardianship assistance if
their legal guardian dies or is unable to
care for them and they are placed with
a pre-named successor guardian. 

• Requiring notification of parents car-
ing for a child through foster care or
adoption if a sibling of that child enters
foster care. This provision is designed
to encourage placement of children
with siblings whenever possible.

Extending the Family Connection
Grants
The Strengthening Families Act
funded, at $15 million, the Family
Connections Grant Program for work
undertaken in fiscal year 2015. This
program funds kinship navigator serv-
ices and family finding, among other
services. This extension will enable
the continuation of existing three-year
grant programs that would otherwise
have ended on September 30, 2014. 

Conclusion
NACAC is grateful for the efforts of
congressional leaders and staff and
child welfare advocates who worked
so hard to ensure passage of the
Strengthening Families Act, especially
the bill’s co-sponsors: Representatives
David Camp (R–MI), Sandy Levin
(D–MI), Dave Reichert (R–WA), and
Lloyd Doggett (D–TX), and Senators
Ron Wyden (D–OR) and Orrin
Hatch (R–UT). 

We look forward to working with
advocates to ensure effective imple-
mentation that results in better out-
comes for children and families. !
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JT
JT (born in 2000) is a huge Michael Jackson fan.
He can dance and moonwalk and is hoping to be
a performer himself when he is older. He takes
pride in his appearance and likes to be a sharp
dresser. JT may appear shy, but he is very talka-
tive when you get to know him. Once he’s talk-
ing, you’ll discover he’s very interested in com-
puters and technology, and hopes to have an iPad
soon. JT has a big heart and looks out for those
younger than he is. On Saturdays, he mentors
younger children, answering their questions and
guiding them during field trips. He also likes to
be helpful around the house.

In school, JT is in special education classes where
he gets extra support. JT is an active participant in his case and does a good job
sharing his wants and needs. For more information, contact Shannon Haley at
AASK: 602-930-4601; shaley@aask-az.org. !


