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Why GAO Convened This
Forum

Investments in the education and
health of children are critical to the
nation’s future, as the nation’s
security and well-being depend on
a productive citizenry. While
families play the essential role in
nurturing their children, the federal
government has traditionally
provided aid to disadvantaged
children and families. However,
federal spending on current health
care and retirement programs—
Medicaid, Medicare, and Social
Security—is projected to grow
dramatically and absorb an
increasing share of the federal
budget and economic output.
Absent meaningful changes, little
room will be left in the federal
budget to address other priorities,
including programs designed to
assist and ensure opportunities for
disadvantaged children and
families.

GAO convened this forum on June
25, 2008, to identify key areas of
concern related to disadvantaged
children and their families and to
discuss ideas to address these
concerns within this fiscal
environment.

Participants included budget
experts; representatives from
federal, state, and local
governments; research and policy
institutes; and philanthropic and
nonprofit organizations.
Comments expressed during the
proceedings do not necessarily
represent the views of all
participants, the organizations they
represent, or GAO. Participants
reviewed a draft of this summary,
and their comments were
incorporated, as appropriate.

To view the full product, click on
GAO-09-18SP. For more information, contact
Cynthia Fagnoni at (202) 512-7215 or
fagnonic@gao.gov.

HIGHLIGHTS OF A FORUM

Ensuring Opportunities for Disadvantaged Children
and Families

What Participants Said
The following themes were highlighted by participants:

Improve income supports to families: Participants noted a range of issues
facing some families and their children, including intermittent work, low-wage
jobs, and deep poverty. This raised concerns that many children face significant
instability in their lives, such as frequent moves, changing child care
arrangements, and unstable family incomes. Some participants asserted that
work and income supports to families help reduce the negative effects of poverty
on children. However, it was noted that existing work and income supports don’t
help everyone, and that policymakers need to find ways to better assist the most
vulnerable groups in order to stabilize their lives and reduce the harmful effects
of these circumstances on children.

Focus on health care services and prevention: Participants noted the
important role that health care services play in ensuring opportunities for all
children. They raised concerns about the lack of health care coverage for a
significant portion of people, citing health insurance costs as a growing burden
for workers, businesses, and government. They also suggested the need to
revamp the health care system, including payment policies, to ensure that health
care professionals help prevent illness and disease.

Expand educational opportunities: Participants pointed to the need for
increased opportunities for early, secondary, and postsecondary education to
support the long-term success of disadvantaged children. Concerns were raised
that low-income children are less likely to get quality early care and education
services, stay in school, or acquire postsecondary education. This is due, in part,
to challenges faced in affording quality child care, being English language
learners, and navigating college application and financial assistance processes.

Restore fiscal health to the federal budget: A presentation by one participant
suggested that slowly changing the allocation of federal resources from
retirement programs to programs focused earlier in the life cycle of individuals,
such as education, could yield brighter futures for individuals and less reliance on
federal support in later years over the long run. This increased focus on
prevention would help address projected deficits and improve well-being among
some children and families, noting that child well-being in the United States ranks
below that of several other rich countries.

Use the federal budget process, research, and data to make federal
investment decisions: Some participants suggested that policymakers examine
how to enable federal budget deliberations to discuss funding in terms of long-
term investments versus current consumption so that policymakers can make
explicit choices about the right mix of each. Others discussed the need for
research and national indicators—and using the results of these—to direct federal
investments to programs and interventions that work. Overall, the discussion
highlighted that doing more to ensure all children have opportunities to become
productive citizens—through income support, health care, and education
policies—will require new thinking about federal investments with an increased
focus on prevention and longer term investments.
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