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RESIDENTIAL FACILITIES 

Improved Data and Enhanced Oversight Would Help 
Safeguard the Well-Being of Youth with Behavioral 
and Emotional Challenges 

Highlights of GAO-08-346, a report to the 
Chairman, Committee on Education and 
Labor, House of Representatives 

What GAO Recommends

Federal funding to states supported 
more than 200,000 youth in residential 
facilities in 2004, many seeking help to 
address behavioral or emotional 
challenges. However, federal 
investigations have identified 
maltreatment and civil rights abuses in 
some facilities. GAO was asked to 
provide national information about (1) 
the nature of incidents that adversely 
affect youth well-being in residential 
facilities, (2) how state licensing and 
monitoring requirements address youth 
well-being in these facilities, and (3) 
what factors affect federal agencies’ 
ability to hold states accountable for 
youth well-being in residential 
facilities. GAO conducted national 
Web-based surveys of state child 
welfare, health and mental health, and 
juvenile justice agencies and achieved 
an 85 percent response rate for each of 
the three surveys. We also visited four 
states, interviewed program officials, 
and reviewed laws and documentation. 
 

 
GAO recommends that the Secretary of 
Health and Human Services (HHS) 
work to address state barriers in 
reporting maltreatment data for 
residential facilities, that the Attorney 
General work with federal agencies to 
access information for targeting civil 
rights investigations, and that the 
Attorney General and the Secretaries of 
HHS and Education work to enhance 
their state oversight efforts.  GAO also 
discusses the implications of options 
that states, federal agencies, and 
Congress may use to safeguard and 
improve the civil rights and well-being 
of youth in residential facilities.  While 
HHS and the Department of Justice 
(DOJ) generally agreed with our 
recommendations and suggested 
further action that could be taken, 
Education did not directly respond to 
the recommendations in its comments. 

Youth in some residential facilities have experienced maltreatment including sexual 
assault, physical and medical neglect, and bodily assault that sometimes resulted in civil 
rights violations, hospitalization, or death.  Survey respondents from 28 states reported at 
least one death in residential facilities in 2006.  National data submitted to HHS from states 
show that 34 states reported 1,503 incidents of youth abuse and neglect by facility staff in 
2005, but these data are understated due to state barriers in collecting and reporting 
facility-level information.  Specific facility information that was reported and that could 
help target federal investigations was generally not shared with relevant agencies, such as 
DOJ’s Civil Rights Division, because there was no formal mechanism to share this 
information. 
 
All states have processes in place to license and monitor certain types of residential 
facilities, but state agencies reported several oversight gaps. Some government and private 
facilities—particularly juvenile justice facilities and boarding schools—are often exempt 
from licensing requirements by law or regulation. In addition, licensing standards do not 
always address some of the most common risks to youth well-being, such as suicide. State 
officials reported that they are unable to conduct annual on-site reviews at facilities, in part 
because of fluctuating levels of staff resources.  Few state agencies reported suspending or 
revoking a facility’s operating license, in some cases due to lack of alternatives in placing 
the displaced youth.  
 

Number of State Agencies Reporting That They Do Not Exempt or Exempt Private Residential 
Facilities from Licensing Requirements, 2006 
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Source: GAO analysis of state agencies’ responses to survey.
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Note:  Other agency responses included no such facility in the state, don’t know, and no response. 

aResidential schools and academies includes both government and private facilities. 
 
HHS, DOJ, and Education hold states accountable for youth well-being under federal grant 
programs, but their authority is limited and monitoring practices are inconsistent. These 
agencies do not have the legal authority to hold states accountable for youth well-being in 
private residential facilities unless they serve youth under programs that receive federal 
funds. Agency officials also said they lack authority to require suicide prevention, and other 
requirements were inconsistent across programs. Agencies did not always include facilities 
in their state oversight reviews, and were inconsistent in addressing state noncompliance.  

To view the full product, including the scope 
and methodology, click on GAO-08-346.To 
view the e-supplement online, click on GAO-
08-631SP. For more information, contact Kay 
Brown, (202) 512-7215 or brownke@gao.gov. 

http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-08-346
http://www.gao.gov/special.pubs/gao-08-631sp/
http://www.gao.gov/special.pubs/gao-08-631sp/
http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-08-346


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Preserve
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


