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Good morning Chairman Mendelson and members of the Council. My name is Judith
Sandalow. I am the Executive Director of the Children’s Law Center' (CLC) and a resident of
the District. I am testifying today on behalf of CLC, the largest non-profit legal services
organization in the District and the only such organization devoted to a full spectrum of
children’s legal services. Every year, we represent more than 2,000 low-income children and
families in DC, focusing on children in foster care and children who have disabilities. The
children we represent, like all of the children in the District, have great potential to grow up to
be healthy and productive citizens. But, like many children in the District, they are also at risk
of growing up into adults who remain crippled by the long-term effects of childhood poverty,
trauma, and inadequate education.

The impact of childhood deprivation often persists throughout adulthood and cascades
onto the next generation. When children who grew up traumatized by family or community
violence have children themselves, they often do not know how to provide a safe and stable
environment for their own children.? When children who grew up lacking fundamental
academic skills have children themselves, they often cannot help their own children with their
homework or get jobs that pay well enough to obtain safe housing.? In our work every day, we
see how the harm done to children 10, 20, or 30 years ago repeats itself: many of the abused and
neglected children we represent were born to parents who were themselves abused or
neglected, and many of the struggling students we represent were born to parents who never

learned to read or multiply.



These negative outcomes are by no means foreordained. Interventions during childhood
can interrupt these cycles of poverty and trauma.* Interventions are often most effective during
infancy and early childhood, when the brain is developing at a rapid rate, but they can still be
effective during middle childhood and adolescence. Some of the most powerful interventions
involve teaching parents new parenting skills, so that they can better encourage their children’s
emotional and physical wellbeing.’ Other effective interventions include providing treatment
for parents” and children’s mental health problems or disabilities. And some interventions are
very practical: teaching parents to read or providing unemployed parents with a stipend to
make sure they can afford safe housing and nutritious food.°

Intervening to interrupt cycles of poverty, trauma, and underachievement is, in my
opinion, a moral imperative. For purposes of today’s budget hearing, however, I want to
emphasize that it is also a wise financial decision. The research is clear that when at-risk
children receive the supports they need, the payoffs are enormous.” And we have seen in DC in
the last year that reforms to the front end can lead to better outcomes and cost saving. The Child
and Family Services Agency (CFSA) has made tremendous progress in implementing its new
strategic vision under the leadership of Director Brenda Donald. The Agency is working to
build a child welfare system that removes fewer children from home, places more children with
kin, and ensures shorter stays for children who ultimately must be removed and placed into
foster care. Already, we have seen the number of children removed from home drop

dramatically from 613 in FY 2012 to 512 in FY 2013.8 We believe that this shift in practice will



result in better outcomes for children and families — and provide significant savings — over $21
million in placement costs next year.’

In this year’s budget, we see several very important investments in interventions
designed to improve long-term outcomes for children. Within CFSA, some of the savings is
being reinvested to support vulnerable families.’® The Office of the State Superintendent of
Education (OSSE) is investing $6 million to more than double the number of infants and
toddlers who will receive services such as speech therapy and physical therapy to address their
developmental delays.!! Providing children from birth to three years old with the services they
need will help them start kindergarten on par with their peers, setting them up for success in
school.

There are multiple areas, however, where this budget misses major opportunities to
invest in children’s futures. The lack of funding for TANF exemptions for families with major
impediments to work readiness, the lack of funding to improve and expand access to child care,
and the flat funding for school-based and early childhood mental health programs all put
children at risk. I have testified regarding the individual budgets of the Department of Human
Services, the Office of the State Superintendent of Education, and the Department of Mental
Health.’? For purposes of today’s hearing, I will focus on the need for TANF exemptions.

Last year, Councilmember Graham introduced legislation, the Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families Time Limit Amendment Act of 2012 (B19-0704), which among other things,
added important exceptions to TANF time limits, such as disability or domestic violence. These

were exceptions to the time limits that were already reflected in DC law- times when families



were legally not required to be engaged in work activity. Unfortunately, this legislation was
not funded. Without an exception that keeps the 60-month timeline from tolling for these
families, we do them the greatest of disservices — acknowledging that they are unable to look for

work while cutting their support for not finding work fast enough.

We urge this council to include in this Budget Support Act funds to toll the time limit for
families who have been excused under DC law from engaging in work activities. Failure to
include these exemptions has the impact of financially penalizing families who we recognize are

unable to look for work.

Thank you for the opportunity to testify. I am happy to answer any questions.
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