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The New Mental Health Assessment Process 
 
Beginning on November 30, 2008, all mental health assessments of Medicaid-eligible children must use the Child and Adolescent Needs and Strength (CANS) process.  The process will be critical in identifying children who would benefit from Intensive Care Coordination (ICC) and the other new remedial services.  
 
The CANS is a widely used instrument to assess the strengths and needs of a child, as well as of the child‘s family or caretaker.  It includes a number of domains in which the child’s and family’s functioning is assessed.  The CANS asks the decisionmaker to respond to a number of issues under six general categories: problem presentation, risk behaviors, functioning, care intensity, caregiver capacity, and strengths.  The reviewer assigns one of four numbers to the issue: 0 for no problem; 1 for preventive intervention; 2 for action needed; and 3 for immediate/urgent action needed.   Although there is a general template for the CANS, different States use somewhat different versions of the template, depending of their goals, the specific purpose of the process, and other local factors.
 
The CANS can be used by mental health professionals, school and child care staffpersons, child care and juvenile justice workers, and even family members/advocates to make decisions concerning treatment or support.  Reviewers must be trained and certified in the use of the CANS, in order to ensure reliability and consistency in ratings.  The University of Massachusetts is offering free training to all interest clinicians, both through in person and a web-based training program.  To date, almost five thousand mental health clinicians have been trained, and almost 4,000 have been certified.    
 
Massachusetts has two CANS: one for children under the age of five years old; another for children five and above.  In the context of the Children’s Behavioral Health Initiative and the implementation of the Rosie D. Judgment, the CANS will be used to assess all children who are screened by a primary care clinician as having a behavioral health condition; all children who are referred by child-care staff, such as early intervention programs, pre-school and school programs, state agencies, health professionals, and medical facilities, to a mental health provider; and all children whose families seek mental health care from a Medicaid provider.  The CANS assessment will determine what supports, intervention, or other treatment the child needs, and should result in a referral to appropriate mental health services, and particularly the remedial services ordered by the Court.     
 
The CANS may also be used to evaluate the outcome of interventions, by evaluating their impact on the child and family.  Finally, in some circumstances it has been employed as an evaluation instrument for an entire system of care.   Massachusetts intends to use the CANS as an evaluation instrument as well as a tool to guide service and treatment decisions.  It is developing an electronic information management capacity that will allow providers to share CANS reports, and for the Commonwealth to use CANS findings, recorded both before and after services are provided, to evaluate child nad system outcomes.    
 
The CANS was developed by Dr. John Lyons to provide a structure and guide for evaluating both the strengths and needs of children with behavioral health conditions.  It has been repeatedly tested and validated, and is now being used by several States.  Information on the Massachusetts CANS, including the instrument for children ages 1-4, the instrument for children ages 5 and above, the schedule and process for Massachusetts Medicaid providers, as well as Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs )can be found at: http://www.mass.gov/?pageID=eohhs2terminal&L=5&L0=Home&L1=Government&L2=Special+Commissions+and+Initiatives&L3=Children's+Behavioral+Health+Initiative&L4=Training+for+Providers&sid=Eeohhs2&b=terminalcontent&f=masshealth_provider_prov_child-bh-hlth-intiative-cans&csid=Eeohhs2.
