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                The federal Maternal and Child Health Bureau (MCHB) defines children with special health care needs (CSHCN) as “those who have or are at increased risk for a chronic physical, developmental, behavioral, or emotional condition and who also require health and related services of a type or amount beyond that required by children generally” (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2013). About 15 percent of U.S. children have special health care needs, and 23 percent of families have at least one child with a special health care need (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2013). Because almost half of all social workers are child, family, and school social workers (National Association of Social Workers, 2011), children whose physical, medical, behavioral, emotional, and mental health needs may classify them as having a special health care need are a population of particular interest to the social work community.
Although it is important for all children to have insurance coverage (because having a way to pay for care enables access to care), this is particularly important for CSHCN because they require more health services than their peers and are more vulnerable to adverse outcomes when they experience access to care barriers. The MCHB outlines six core outcomes to improve the system of care for CSHCN; the health insurance core outcome requires that “families of CSHCN have adequate private and/or public insurance to pay for the services they need” (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2013). Progress in achieving this goal is evidenced by the fact that the likelihood of meeting the core outcome for all CSHCN has increased over the past decade (Honberg, Kogan, Allen, Strickland, & Newacheck, 2009; Honberg, McPherson, Strickland, Gage, & Newacheck, 2005). However, insurance coverage among CSHCN is not equitably distributed; there are significant disparities based on race, ethnicity, language, socioeconomic status, and functional limitation (Honberg et al., 2005, 2009; Javier, Huffman, Mendoza, & Wise, 2009; Liu et al., 2005; Newacheck, Hung, & Wright, 2002; Skinner, Slifkin, & Mayer, 2006; Yu, Nyman, Kogan, Huang, & Schwalberg, 2004). Because commitment to social and economic justice is a key value of the social work profession, there is an important role for social workers to play in reducing disparities in insurance coverage for CSHCN, particularly those who may be underserved by the current health care system.
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