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Introduction 

 

Good morning Chairperson Nadeau and members of the Committee.  My name 

is Tami Weerasingha-Cote.  I am a Senior Policy Attorney at Children’s Law Center1 

and a resident of the District.  I am testifying today on behalf of Children’s Law Center, 

which fights so every DC child can grow up with a stable family, good health, and a 

quality education.  With nearly 100 staff and hundreds of pro bono lawyers, Children’s 

Law Center reaches 1 out of every 9 children in DC’s poorest neighborhoods – more 

than 5,000 children and families each year.  

I appreciate the opportunity to testify today about the Mayor’s proposed FY2022 

budget for the Child and Family Services Agency (“CFSA”).  CFSA’s core mission is “to 

improve the safety, permanence, and well-being of abused and neglected children in the 

District of Columbia and to strengthen their families.”2  To this end, CFSA plays a 

critical role in identifying children and families in the District with the greatest needs 

and providing them with the supports and services they need to stay safe, stable, and 

whole.  For CFSA to successfully accomplish its mission, the agency needs the full 

support of the Mayor and the Council, which should be reflected in a thoughtful budget 

that provides sufficient resources for all CFSA programs and services. 

The Mayor’s FY2022 proposed budget for CFSA keeps funding for the agency 

essentially flat.3  While we are pleased that the Mayor did not make major cuts to the 

agency’s overall budget and sustained investments in key prevention programs, we are 
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concerned that the agency’s budget appears to reduce funding to critical programs 

impacting services for CFSA-involved children and families.   

My testimony will first discuss the investments the Mayor’s proposed budget 

makes in important prevention programs – including the newly-established Family 

Success Centers and caregiver subsidy programs.  My testimony will then discuss 

several program areas where it appears the Mayor’s proposed budget makes significant 

cuts, including: placement, behavioral health services, and teen services.  As we 

discussed in detail in our recent performance oversight testimony, these are all areas 

where CFSA is already struggling to meet the needs of CFSA-involved children and 

families.4  CFSA’s budget briefing for community stakeholders indicated some of these 

programs might receive federal dollars in lieu of local dollars – but it is unclear whether 

and to what extent federal dollars may impact funding for these programs.   

We therefore urge this Committee to seek clarification from the agency and the 

Mayor on the extent to which the proposed budget makes cuts to these essential 

program areas.  Where program budgets are being cut, the Committee must find out 

how the agency expects these cuts to impact services to children and families.  Where 

recurring local dollars are being replaced by one-time federal dollars, the Committee 

must ask how the agency plans to sustain funding in future years. 
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The Mayor’s Proposed Budget Continues Investments in Important Prevention 

Programs: Family Success Centers and Caregiver Subsidy Programs 

 

Family Success Centers 

 

Since opening in October 2020, DC’s ten Family Success Centers have reached 

nearly 2,800 families, and more than 350 families have engaged in ongoing services.5  

These new centers reflect CFSA’s focus on prevention and are part of a neighborhood-

based, neighborhood-driven approach to reducing disparities and creating stronger, 

more resilient families through meaningful access to District services.6   

Family Success Centers are intended to both: (1) support better integration and 

delivery of existing services to their community, and (2) develop new initiatives to 

deliver previously unavailable services that meet the specific needs of their community.  

Locations for Family Success Centers were selected based on a review of social 

determinants of health data, violence prevention data, substantiated reports of child 

abuse and neglect, and Office on Neighborhood Safety and Engagement data.7  Services 

are focused on residents residing in the target areas, with an emphasis on families not 

yet involved with the child welfare system.8  The top requested services across all 

Family Success Centers in 2020 were employment, parental support, food, youth 

activities, and educational workshops and support.9 

 The Mayor’s proposed budget includes approximately $3.6 million for the 

Families First D.C. budget line, which covers the Family Success Centers (budget line 

8040).10  This significant investment includes a slight increase of $151,000 compared to 
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last year.11  We appreciate and wholeheartedly support the Mayor’s investment in 

Family Success Centers.  We share CFSA’s hope that Family Success Centers will 

strengthen DC’s most vulnerable families and prevent children from entering the child 

welfare system in the long run. 

Caregiver Subsidy Programs 

As part of its prevention efforts, CFSA offers several programs to provide 

financial and other supports to caregivers who take in children who would otherwise 

likely enter foster care.  These programs include: 

• The Grandparent Caregivers Program, which provides a monthly subsidy to 

low-income residents who are raising their grandchildren, great-

grandchildren, great-nieces, or great-nephews;12 and 

• The Close Relative Caregivers Program, which provides a monthly subsidy to 

low-income residents who are raising their siblings, nieces, nephews, and 

cousins.13 

 The Mayor’s proposed budget increases the Grandparent Subsidy Activity 

(budget line 4012) by $313,000 and, for the first time, includes a separate line for the 

Close Relative Caregivers Program (budget line 4013), which is funded with $502,000.14  

These exciting investments in caregiver subsidies are substantial – and we applaud the 

Mayor and CFSA for prioritizing these programs in the proposed budget. 
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 We note, however, that in its performance oversight responses this year, CFSA 

stated that 64 eligible families were waitlisted for the Grandparent Caregivers Program 

due to the program running out of funds in FY2020, and in FY2021 to date, there were 

53 families on the waiting list.15  We hope that the additional $815,000 the Mayor has 

allocated for these programs will ensure every eligible family receives these benefits in 

FY2022 – and urge the Committee to confirm this with the agency. 

Decreased Budgets for Placement, Behavioral Health, Education, and Older Youth 

Services May Exacerbate Existing Problems for DC’s Foster Children 

 

Our recent CFSA performance oversight testimony provides detailed 

information on several program areas where we believe CFSA is not meeting the needs 

of children and families, including placement, behavioral health, education, and 

preparation for independent living (teen services).16  Based on the experiences of our 

foster care clients, we believe the services and outcomes CFSA currently provides for 

DC’s foster children reflect a lack of long-term vision and big-picture perspective 

regarding our foster children’s futures.  Long-term investments in both the effective 

implementation of existing CFSA programs and the development of new strategies are 

needed to ensure DC’s foster children have the opportunity to achieve physical and 

mental health, succeed in school, live independently as adults, and build stable families 

of their own. 
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Unfortunately, the Mayor’s proposed budget appears to decrease funding for the 

same program areas we identified as requiring improvement in order to meet the needs 

of children in care: 

• The proposed budget for Child Placement (budget line 2066) is $2,045,000 less 

than it was in FY2021 (although some or all of this may be offset by one-time 

federal dollars); 

• The proposed budgets for several line items related to behavioral health and 

education services are lower than FY2021, including: 

o Clinical Health Services (budget line 3090), which is reduced by 

$143,000, 

o Healthy Horizons Clinic (budget line 3092), which is reduced by 

$152,000, and 

o Well-Being (budget line 7020), which is reduced by $591,000; and 

• The proposed budget for Teen Services (budget line 2030) is $220,000 less 

than it was in FY2021.17 
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Although not all problems can be solved with funding, it is hard for us to 

understand how allocating fewer resources to these essential program areas will help 

the agency perform better in these areas.  We urge this Committee to seek answers from 

the agency regarding how the agency expects the reduction in resources to impact 

services to children and families and how the agency plans to make sustained progress 

in each of the program areas discussed below. 

Placement: Despite Efforts to Address the Placement Crisis, Placement Array Is Still Not 

Sufficient to Meet the Needs of DC’s Foster Children18 

 

Although it may seem intuitive that funding for Child Placement should 

decrease as the number of children in care goes down,19 this decision must be weighed 

in the context of CFSA’s struggle to build an adequate placement array to meet the 

needs of DC’s foster children.  CFSA has made several important steps towards 

improving its placement array over the past year – however, critical gaps persist.20 

As a result, CFSA’s placement array is still not sufficient to meet the needs of 

DC’s foster children.  In FY2020, 22 children stayed overnight at CFSA’s offices while 

waiting for a licensed placement.21  In FY2020, approximately 20 percent of the children 

in CFSA’s care experienced three or more placement changes.22  In FY2020, 50 children 

stayed at the Sasha Bruce homeless shelter – with the majority of these children staying 

at the shelter for more than a week and three children staying at the shelter for more 

than a month.23  In its most recent report, CFSA’s court monitor noted that “challenges 
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remain and the system as a whole has struggled to ensure that there is a sufficient and 

appropriate array of placements to meet the unique needs of every child.”24 

Further, DC’s foster children are also experiencing other types of placement 

instability, including instances where foster children are sent for extended home visits 

or are kept in hospitals or residential treatment facilities past their discharge dates 

because of CFSA’s inability to find an appropriate placement for them.25  High levels of 

placement disruption and instability reflect continued problems with matching children 

with appropriate placements, poor communication with and preparation of resource 

families, and inadequate services to support placement.26   

The Mayor’s proposed budget decreases spending on Child Placement (budget 

line 2066) by $2,045,000 compared with FY2021.27  During CFSA’s budget briefing for 

community stakeholders, Director Donald indicated that some portion of these dollars 

may be offset by one-time federal dollars – although the extent to which the reduction 

would be offset is unclear.28  Given CFSA’s continued struggle to build an adequate 

placement array that fully meets the needs of all children in the agency’s care, it is hard 

to understand the decision to reduce spending on child placement.   

We therefore urge this Committee to ask CFSA to clarify the extent to which the 

reduction in local dollars will be offset by federal dollars, to explain how these funding 

changes will impact placement services for foster children in the upcoming year and 

beyond, and to provide details regarding how the agency intends to improve its 
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placement array and reduce placement instability for foster children with fewer 

resources. 

Behavioral Health Services: CFSA Recognizes the Need for Behavioral Health Supports, But Is 

Still Unable to Fully Meet These Needs29 

 

Adequate behavioral health supports are critical to placement stability – children 

with unmet behavioral health needs are the most likely to experience placement 

disruption.  CFSA recognizes the importance of behavioral health services and has 

worked to provide access to these services for foster children and their families 

(resource and birth) over the past year.30   

Despite CFSA’s efforts, however, the behavioral health needs of DC’s foster 

children are not being met.  High rates of placement disruption and instability reflect 

high levels of unmet behavioral health needs amongst our foster population.  In both 

FY2020 and FY2019, CFSA reported that approximately half of the middle-school-aged 

children in CFSA’s care were psychiatrically hospitalized.31  Our own clients’ 

experiences confirm that it is a struggle for foster children to access behavioral health 

services.  Many of our clients in foster care struggled to access behavioral health 

services over the past year – ranging from individual and family therapy sessions, to 

medication management appointments, to intensive outpatient mental health services.   

Although CFSA has some policies and programs in place to address foster 

children’s behavioral health needs, these policies are not consistently followed.  For 

example, CFSA has detailed policies and procedures regarding the collection, 
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documentation, and distribution of behavioral health information between biological 

families, social workers, and resource families.32  In practice, however, resource families 

are often left in the dark about the behavioral health histories and needs of their foster 

children.  This results in children not receiving the treatment and intervention services 

they need.  Further, because resource parents are not adequately prepared to meet the 

needs of their foster children, this often results in disruption as well. 

Further, CFSA’s in-house behavioral health team and contracts with MBI and 

other services providers are intended to ensure all children in CFSA’s care receive 

timely mental health screenings, assessments, and services.  Yet CFSA’s oversight 

responses reveal that some children are not receiving the screenings and assessments 

they are supposed to, that there are long delays between screenings and the delivery of 

services, and that some children are deemed ineligible for assessments and services 

provided by CFSA (without clarity as to why).33  

The Mayor’s proposed budget reduces spending across all programs that 

provide behavioral health supports to foster children: 

• Clinical Health Services (budget line 3090), which includes behavioral health 

screenings, expert consultation services, and 24/7 on-call support for mental 

health services, is reduced by $143,000; 

• Healthy Horizons Clinic (budget line 3092), which includes expert 

consultation services, is reduced by $152,000; and 
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• Well-Being (budget line 7020), which provides comprehensive well-being 

services for children in CFSA’s care (including connections to substance 

abuse and domestic violence services) and implements CFSA’s trauma-

informed practice, is reduced by $591,000.34 

Director Donald confirmed the proposed budget reduces spending on psychiatric 

services and explained that this decrease is due to fewer children being in foster care.35  

Similar to placement, however, we question whether CFSA should decrease spending in 

an area where foster children are consistently struggling to get their needs met. 

We therefore urge this Committee to ask CFSA to explain how these spending 

reductions will impact foster children’s ability to access behavioral health services in a 

timely and consistent manner and to provide details regarding how the agency intends 

to improve its ability to meet the behavioral health needs of foster children with fewer 

resources. 

Education: Foster Children Experience Persistent Engagement and Achievement Struggles36 

 

 While we recognize the many ways in which CFSA pivoted to support youth in 

foster care throughout pandemic learning, we must also recognize the persistent 

achievement gap that too often leaves foster youth behind.  Consistently, foster youth 

have high truancy rates,37 low graduation rates,38 low GPAs,39 and low engagement with 

aftercare services.40  One of CFSA’s central responsibilities is to prepare youth in its care 
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for successful adulthood.  A key element of this transition is an education sufficient to 

enter post-secondary education and/or the workforce. 

Evidence from CFSA’s oversight responses in previous years shows how the 

academic needs of students in care predates the pandemic.  In FY2019, among foster 

children in grades 3-8, only 5% met or exceeded expectations in math, and only 12% 

met or exceeded expectations in reading.41  The data are even worse for older youth.  

Among high school students in foster care, only 2% met or exceeded expectations in 

math, and only 5% met or exceeded expectations in reading.42    

The pandemic and the resulting learning loss experienced by children across the 

city has likely only worsened the education challenges faced by foster children.  Now 

more than ever, CFSA must invest in helping foster children reengage in school and 

find paths to success.  We know this is possible – for example, in FY2019, foster youth 

who received at least six months of in-home tutoring saw significant academic gains in 

both reading and math.43   

We hope to see CFSA increase offerings of high-dose and in-home tutoring for 

foster youth in the coming months.  The Mayor’s proposed budget, however, decreases 

spending on both programs that provide educational services to foster children: 

• Well-Being (budget line 7020), which provides comprehensive well-being 

services for children in CFSA’s care (including educational services) is 

reduced by $591,000; and 
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• Teens Services (budget line 2030), which includes vocational and educational 

support services for older youth, is reduced by $220,000.44 

Again, we struggle to understand why the agency is reducing spending in an 

area where the agency is consistently failing to meet the needs of foster children.  

Particularly in light of the pandemic and the devastating impact it has had on learning 

for all students – let alone our most vulnerable at-risk students – we would expect the 

agency to devote more resources, not less, to helping foster children reengage with their 

education and recover from the learning loss they have experienced over the last two 

school years. 

We therefore urge this Committee to ask CFSA to explain how these spending 

reductions will impact CFSA’s ability to provide education services for foster children 

and to provide details regarding how the agency intends to improve education 

outcomes for foster children with fewer resources. 

Independent Living: Youth Who Age Out Are Often Not Sufficiently Prepared to Live 

Independently45 

 

This past year, thanks to the leadership of this Committee and Chairperson 

Nadeau and with the support of CFSA, the Council passed legislation that gives youth 

who would otherwise “age out” of care during the pandemic the option of staying in 

foster care for up to 90 days after the end of the public health emergency.46  Giving older 
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youth additional time to prepare for this critical transition during this exceptionally 

challenging time has provided much relief for many of our clients.   

Extended care, however, only delays the point in time at which these youth will 

have to face the significant challenges of transitioning out of foster care and into 

independent living – challenges which include finding employment, securing housing, 

and paying for rent and transportation.  Unfortunately, many of the programs and 

services offered to foster youth through CFSA’s Office of Youth Empowerment (OYE) 

simply fail to sufficiently prepare them for independent living.  For example, of the 42 

youth who aged out in FY2020, 5 had full-time jobs, 9 had part-time jobs, and the 

remaining 28 youth were unemployed.47  Also, very few of these 42 youth were able to 

find independent living situations.  Excluding the 17 who stayed in extended care, only 

3 had their own apartment, and another 3 were in a college dorm or in a DDS 

placement.48  The rest were all in temporary situations – including staying with family 

and friends, living in transitional housing, in abscondence, and incarceration.49  In 

particular, we believe OYE needs to re-evaluate its approach to financial literacy, 

workforce readiness, and housing stability for foster youth. 

The Mayor’s proposed budget decreases spending on Teen Services (budget line 

2030) by $220,000.50  Teen Services provides permanency support, consultation, 

technical assistance, training, and case management for older foster youth (between the 

ages of 15 and 21).  Teen Services seeks to provide older foster youth with “life skills 
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training, vocational and educational support, and transitional assistance to prepare 

them for independence after leaving foster care.”51  We are at a loss to understand why 

the agency would reduce spending on these essential services for older youth when so 

many youth aging out of care are struggling to find housing or stable employment. 

We therefore urge this Committee to ask CFSA to explain how this spending 

reduction will impact CFSA’s ability to prepare older youth to live independently upon 

aging out of care and to provide details regarding how the agency intends to improve 

outcomes for youth aging out of care with fewer resources, particularly with respect to 

housing and employment. 

We would also like to bring to the Committee’s attention that additional funds 

are available this year to help support older youth in CFSA’s care through the federal 

Consolidated Appropriations Act.52  Through this federal legislation, CFSA will receive 

$541,461 in additional funds for the John H. Chafee Foster Care Program for Successful 

Transition to Adulthood (Chafee), as well as $78,701 in additional funds for Education 

and Training Vouchers (ETV).53  As we understand it, this money must be spent by 

September 30, 2021.54  We believe these funds provide CFSA with a unique opportunity 

to provide direct financial supports for older youth (especially those in extended care) 

that could make the difference in whether they are able to secure housing and a path to 

stable employment before they age out of care or their extended care protection expires.  

We further urge this Committee to ask CFSA to provide details regarding how these 
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federal funds will be used to support youth aging out as they prepare for independent 

living.  

Conclusion  

 

Thank you for the opportunity to testify today.  I welcome any questions the 

Committee may have.  
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