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Executive Summary
All children deserve the chance to succeed in school
and life. Staying healthy is key to that success. Seeing
a doctor when needed gives children an opportunity to
make the most of school and build better lives.
Growing up healthy is a challenge for Oregon’s
undocumented children when they lack health
insurance. Children without health insurance are less
likely to see a doctor and get the care they need. The
recent overhaul of our health insurance system
excludes 17,600 Oregon children because of their
residency status.
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Oregon can ensure that all children have health
insurance. Three other states have made the choice to
protect all children with health insurance. If Oregon
followed suit, our state would give every Oregon child
the chance to grow up healthy and to succeed in
school and life.
Guaranteeing that all children have health insurance
would benefit all Oregonians. Research shows that
increasing health insurance coverage among children
leads to a decline in high school drop-out rates and to
an increase in college attendance and college
completion. Ultimately, improved education outcomes
translate to a more skilled workforce that can
strengthen Oregon’s economy.
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Introduction
All Oregon children deserve a chance to grow up healthy.
Every child should have a chance to succeed in school and
life, and staying healthy is key to that success. Seeing a
doctor when needed gives children an opportunity to build
better lives.
Growing up healthy is a challenge for Oregon’s
undocumented children when they lack health insurance.
Undocumented children, brought to Oregon by families
seeking a better life for themselves, often struggle to get the
care they need. Already, these children grow up under
difficult economic circumstances. An additional obstacle
these children face is their exclusion under the Affordable
Care Act and Oregon’s own health reform efforts. But for
their documentation status, these children would benefit
from health reform just like all other Oregon children.
Oregon can ensure that all children have health insurance.
Doing so would not only benefit the children, it would benefit
all Oregonians.

Lack of Health Insurance Undermines
Children’s Health
Having health insurance is an important part of growing up
healthy. Without health insurance, children are less likely to
see a doctor.1 Access to health care means prevention of
disease, treatment of acute conditions and management of
chronic illnesses.
Indeed, research indicates that lack of health insurance
undermines children’s health. It results in unnecessary
hospitalizations, household debt and increased childhood
mortality.2
In short, having health insurance promotes the health of
children, while helping prevent needless suffering,
economic hardship and even death for some children.

Oregon Currently Fails to Protect All
Children
With federal help, Oregon has made great strides in
extending health insurance to Oregonians in recent years.
In 2009, the Oregon legislature enacted the Healthy Kids
program to cover more of Oregon’s uninsured children.
That year the legislature also opened the Oregon Health
Plan to more poor uninsured adults. These efforts paid off,
boosting health insurance coverage among Oregon
children, even in the midst of the Great Recession.3
More recently, full implementation of the Affordable Care
Act has led to a drop in the share of Oregonians of all ages
without health insurance. By one estimate, the share of
Oregon’s population without health insurance dropped
from 14 percent in 2013 to 5.1 percent by June 2014.4

"Every child in Oregon should have the
opportunity for the right start in life, no
exceptions. When kids have access to
health care and education, we all have
a brighter future!"
- Representative Alissa Keny-Guyer
This remarkable progress, unfortunately, has bypassed a
group of Oregon children, those who are undocumented
immigrants. Except for medical emergencies, federallyfunded insurance programs such as Medicaid and the
Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP) do not serve
undocumented immigrants.5 Medicaid and CHIP provide
the bulk of funding for the Oregon Health Plan, the health
insurer for most of the state’s low-income children.
Working Oregonians who are undocumented immigrants
cannot purchase health insurance through Oregon’s health
insurance marketplace, where other working Oregonians
get subsidized health coverage for their families.6
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Undocumented children without health insurance have
limited options for getting care. Their families are likely to
be low income and tend to work for employers who don’t
offer family health insurance benefits. Moreover, the cost
of private, unsubsidized health insurance is prohibitive.
While school-based and community health clinics serve
some of Oregon’s uninsured children, the services offered
are far from comprehensive. Emergency rooms at
hospitals are often a last resort, but these are a poor
substitute for most types of care and a costly option for
Oregon.
Though federal funds cannot be used to extend
comprehensive health insurance to undocumented
children, states can choose to provide coverage using
their own dollars. Currently, three states — Washington,
Illinois and New York — protect all children in their state
with health insurance coverage. Oregon can and should
do so, as well.

About 17,600 Undocumented Children
Live in Oregon
The Oregon Center for Public Policy estimates that there
are about 17,600 undocumented children in Oregon. The
estimate includes 18-year-olds because, if Oregon were to
offer an Oregon Health Plan-like program for its
undocumented children, presumably it would cover those
through age 18 as it does for other children.

Methodology
To arrive at an estimate of the number of undocumented
children in Oregon, the Center first established an
estimate of the undocumented population in the state.
This report uses the findings of the Pew Research Center,
a widely-accepted source of information about the national
and state undocumented population.7 Derived from the
U.S. Census Current Population Survey, Pew’s most
recent estimate of the undocumented population in
Oregon is 160,000 in 2010.8

The Center considered the possibility that Oregon’s
undocumented population could have changed since
2010. Research regarding other states, including
California, found that, after several years of decline,
there was no significant change to the undocumented
population from 2010 to September 2013.9 Another
study also found no significant change the in the nation’s
undocumented population from 2010 to 2013.10 Further,
research showed an 18 percent decline in the
undocumented population under age 18 from 2010 to
2012. This report conservatively assumes that Oregon’s
undocumented population, including those who are
children, has not changed significantly since 2010.
11

Update to Estimate Expected in 2015
An enhancement to the American Community Survey
expected in early 2015 may allow researchers to better
estimate the undocumented population at state and
local levels. Thus, the Center may update the estimate
of undocumented children in Oregon in 2015.
To arrive at an estimate of the number of undocumented
children in Oregon, the Center assumed that the share
of undocumented Oregonians who are children is the
same as the share nationally. That national share was
10 percent in 2012, according to the Department of
Homeland Security.12 Finally, since Homeland Security
considers children up to age 17 only, the Center
estimated the population of undocumented 18 year-old
Oregonians through data on undocumented immigrants
by age group provided by the Pew Research Center,
derived from 2008 Current Population Survey data.
13

It’s in Oregon’s Economic Interest to
Protect all Children
It’s in Oregon’s economic interest to help all children,
native-born and immigrant alike, grow up healthy. What
does Oregon stand to gain by making sure that all
children have health insurance? Apart from a healthier
population, Oregon could see increased educational
achievement and a more productive workforce.

"Our vision is that all children and youth are
healthy, learning and thriving. We know that
healthy kids learn better and that academic
success is a key equalizer in living a successful life.” - Paula Hester, Executive Director of
Oregon School-Based Health Alliance
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Having health insurance improves the educational
attainment of children. That’s the finding of a recent
study by Cornell University and Harvard University
researchers who examined the impact of increasing
Medicaid coverage among low-income children.
Increased health insurance, they discovered, led to a
decline in high school drop-out rates and to an
increase in college attendance and college
completion.14
Extending health coverage to undocumented children
would advance Oregon’s goal of achieving 100
percent high school graduation. Governor John
Kitzhaber and the Oregon legislature have set out to
reach that goal by the year 2025.15 It is difficult to see
Oregon reaching a 100 percent high school
completion rate when a significant number of children
lack the health insurance that helps them grow up
healthy and succeed in school.

University who established a link between health
insurance and educational attainment concluded, “Our
estimates suggest that the long-run returns to providing
health insurance access to children are larger than just
the short-run gains in health status, and that part of the
return to these expansions is . . . higher economic
growth that stems from the creation of a more skilled
workforce.”
19

Conclusion
Like other states, Oregon can make sure that all its
children have health insurance. Doing so would give
every Oregon child the chance to grow up healthy and
to succeed in school and life. It would also benefit all of
Oregon by improving educational attainment and
strengthening the economy.

Health insurance coverage for undocumented children
could also help Oregon close the “achievement gap.”
Low-income children and children of color, a growing
share of the state’s student body, lag in their
educational achievement compared to more affluent
white children.16 The achievement gap threatens “our
economic competitiveness and our capacity to
innovate,” the Oregon Education Investment Board
warns.
“The persistent educational disparities have cost
Oregon billions of dollars in lost economic output and
these losses are compounded every year we choose
not to properly address these inequalities.”17 Oregon’s
undocumented children are overwhelmingly of color
and low income. Making sure they have an opportunity
to grow up healthy is part of the solution to addressing
Oregon’s achievement gap.
Ultimately, extending health insurance to all children
has the potential of strengthening Oregon’s economy.
Studies have found a connection between a healthier
childhood and higher incomes and greater wealth
during adulthood.18

"The Office of Equity and Inclusion values
health for all of Oregon's children. Not only
will ensuring that all children have quality
health care improve the lives of Oregon's
children, but it will also improve the systems
that serve them. Equitable health care
access is critical to meeting our goals of
health transformation." - Office of Equality
and Inclusion

The researchers at Cornell University and Harvard

Health Care For All Children

4

Health Care For All Children

Endnotes
1

Health Insurance and Access to Care, National Center for Health
Statistics, November 2012, available at
http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/factsheets/factsheet_hiac.pdf.
2

The Economic Impact of Uninsured Children on America, Baker
Institute for Public Policy of Rice University, June 2009, p. 1. The
Agency for Health Care Research and Quality describes the
consequences of lack of health insurance generally: “Prolonged
periods of uninsurance can have a particularly serious impact on a
person’s health and stability. Uninsured people often postpone
seeking care, have difficulty obtaining care when they ultimately
seek it, and may have to bear the full brunt of health care costs.
Over time, the cumulative consequences of being uninsured
compound, resulting in a population at particular
risk for suboptimal health care and health status.” National Health
Care Disparities Report, 2011, available at
http://www.ahrq.gov/research/findings/nhqrdr/nhdr11/nhdr11.pdf.
3

Strides Against Economic Headwinds: Despite the recession,
Oregon expands health coverage with federal help, Oregon Center
for Public Policy, July 20, 2011, available at
http://www.ocpp.org/media/uploads/pdf/2011/07/iss20110720ARRA
_FMAP_fnl_.pdf.

9

Pew Research Center, Population Decline of Unauthorized
Immigrants Stalls, May Have Reversed, September 23, 2013, pp.
13-14, 26; available at
http://www.pewhispanic.org/files/2013/09/Unauthorized-Sept-2013FINAL.pdf.
10

Pew Research Center, As Growth Stalls, Unauthorized Immigrant
Population Becomes More Settled, September 3, 2014, available at
http://www.pewhispanic.org/files/2014/09/2014-0903_UnauthorizedFinal.pdf.
11

Ibid.

12

Office of Immigration Statistics, Department of Homeland
Security, Estimates of the Unauthorized Immigrant Population
Residing in the United States: January 2012, March 2013, available
at
http://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/publications/ois_ill_pe_2012_2
.pdf.
13

Email communication from the Pew Research Center to OCPP
on May 16, 2014.
14

4

Impacts of the Affordable Care Act on Health Insurance Coverage
In Oregon, Oregon Health & Science University, September 2014,
available at http://www.ohsu.edu/xd/research/centersinstitutes/centerfor-health-systems-effectiveness/current-projects/upload/Impactsof-the-Affordable-Care-Act-onHealth-Insurance-Coverage-in-Oregon.pdf. Gusmano, Michael K.,
Undocumented Immigrants in the United States: U.S. Health Policy
and Access
5

to Care, Undocumented Patients, October 3, 2012, available at
http://www.undocumentedpatients.org/issuebrief/health-policy-andaccess-to-care/.
6

Ibid.

Cohodes, Sarah et. al., The Effect of Child Health Insurance
Access on Schooling: Evidence from Public Insurance Expansions,
National Bureau of Economic Research, May 2014.
15

“Mission Education: Oregon dives into reform,” KATU.com, Feb.
12, 2012; “Oregon Legislature adopts goal of seeing 40 percent of
Oregonians have a college degree,” The Oregonian, June 21, 2011.
16

Oregon Department of Education, Efforts to Close Achievement
Gap, Secretary of State Audit Report, April 2014, available at
http://sos.oregon.gov/audits/Documents/2014-10.pdf.
17

Education Investment Board: Equity Lens, available at
http://www.ode.state.or.us/superintendent/priorities/final-equity-lensdraft-adopted.pdf.
18

7

The Pew Research Center’s most recently published analysis,
Unauthorized Immigrant Population: National and State Trends,
2010, available at http://www.pewhispanic.org/files/reports/133.pdf,
uses
estimates of the foreign-born population from the Annual Social and
Economic Supplement to the March Current Population Survey and
estimates of the legal foreign-born population from the U.S.
Department
of Homeland Security, Office of Immigration Statistics.
8

The Pew Research Center’s estimate has a 90 percent confidence
interval, resulting in a range of 110,000 to 220,000 undocumented
immigrants in Oregon. Another credible estimate comes from the
work of Robert Warren of the Statistics Division of the U.S.
Immigration and Naturalization Service and John Robert Warren of
the Minnesota Population Center, University of Minnesota. The
Warrens estimate that in 2010 Oregon had 131,000 undocumented
residents. Warren, Robert and John Robert Warren, Unauthorized
Immigration to the United States: Annual Estimates and
Components of Change, by State, 1990 to 2010, International
Migration Review, Volume 47 Number 2 (Summer 2013):296–329,
available at
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/imre.12022/pdf. The
Center’s report employs Pew’s estimate of 160,000 unauthorized
Oregonians because it is the more widely referenced source. It is
also preferable to err on the side of overestimation.

5

Health Care For All Children

The Economic Impact of Uninsured Children in America, Baker
Institute for Public Policy of Rice University, June 2009, p. 1,
available at
http://bakerinstitute.org/media/files/Research/6db8160c/HPFpub-HoShortUninsuredChildren-060309.pdf.
19

The Effect of Child Health Insurance Access on Schooling:
Evidence from Public Insurance Expansions, National Bureau of
Economic Research, May 2014, p. 5.

Oregon Latino Health Coalition
240 North Broadway, Suite 127
Portland, Oregon 97227
503-523-7230
www.orlhc.org

Oregon Center for Public Policy
PO Box 7
Silverton, Oregon 97381
503-873-1201
www.ocpp.org

