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Senator Hatp, Representative Geragosian and distinguished Members of the Appropriations
Commmittee:

We testify on behalf of Connecticut Voices for Children, an independent, research-based nonprofit
otganization dedicated to speaking up for children and youth in the policymaking process that has
such a great impact on their lives.

I. Connecticut Voices for Children strongly supports the inclusion in the Govemnor’s budget
of almost $2.9 million dollars to implement the requitement of new federal legislation intent
on providing educational stability for childten in the care of the Department of Children and
Families. In October of 2008, the federal Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing
Adoptions Act was signed into law,' This landmark legislation included a requirement that all states
adopt an educational stability progtam by July 1, 2010. The legislation specifically obligates states to
factor the appropriateness of the current educahonal settmg and the proximity to the school in
which the child is entolled into all placement decisions.” Further, in the event that a child is moved
into a placement that is outside of the district of his school of Orlgm, the legislation requires the
child welfare department to cootdinate with local educanon agencies to keep the child in his school
of omgm, as long as it is in the child’s best interest.” The Iegmlatzon puts the responslbzhty of
arranging the transpottation and paying for it on each state’s child welfare agency. ‘ The funding
appropriated by the Govetnor in her budget would be used to cover this cost. Portions of Title IV-
E, a section of the Social Security Act that provides federal reimbursement to states for the costs of
children placed out-of-home by coutt ordet, are amended by the legislation to allow for states to
collect on reasonable costs associated with the implementation of this new requirement.”

The legislation also provides that in cases in which remaining in the school of origin is not in the
child’s best interest, the child welfare department and the local education agencies ate required to
immediately and approptiately enroll the child in the new school and assute the prompt transfer of
educational records.’

Studies show that school disruptions have a devastating effect on the educational achievement of
children, and that these disruptions are especially traumatic for children in foster care. Researchets
from the Univessity of California found that students who changed schools even once during high
school were less likely to graduate than their peers who remained in the same school.” Testing on
seventh grade students has showed that school mobility can create large leazning deficits for younger
children as well. Researchers compared students who had been at the same school since first grade
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to students who had moved at least once and found that the non-mobile group was outscoting the
mobile group by an average of one year and six months in reading.” ‘

Not surptisingly, the educational cost of multiple transfers is even more devastating. Extensive
research links frequent school changes to an increased risk of failing a grade, repeated behavior
problems, and dropping out’. For these reasons, foster care experts have identified ensuring school
stability as “perhaps the single most important” method of improving educational outcomes for
foster children'’.

The costs of frequent school transfers are most dramatic when viewed through the eyes of those
who experience it. Current and former foster youth have testified befote the Connecticut Legislature
on multiple occasions to explain the challenges they face from educational distuptions. Indeed,
youth in Connecticut’s system have consistently identified school stability as one of their top
priorities for policy reform.

Aisha, a youth currently involved in care, told the General Assembly’s Education Committee, “In
the abundance of schools I went to, there were different expectations in each, and now as a junior in
high school, T am not even sure I have the right amount of credits to graduvate because they didn’t
always transfer. The custiculum was different in each school, which caused me to repeat some of the
classes I already took.”"

Shenice, another youth currently in the custody of the Department, shared the difficult decision that
pitted her desire to live with a family member against her desite to attend school: “...Currently I'm
living with my aunt. I was very happy when she asked me to come live with her, but it also meant
that I would have to change schools yet again, I really loved Hamden High, where I spent my
sophomore yeat, but I had to choose between a permanent home and 2 school I wanted. This was
really hard, because most kids don’t have to make this kind of choice.”™

Vanessa Gonzales, a 21 year-old former foster youth and current student at St. Joseph’s University
in West Hartford, has been extremely active in the push for the creation of a school stability
program at the Department of Children and Families (DCF). Vanessa was placed into the care of the
department at four months and expetienced over twenty placement changes and ten school moves
during het time in the foster care system. She has said, “...the goal for most foster youth is to go on
to college, and if you move you do not have a solid foundation.” She has also desctibed the
obstacles to student success when a child is constantly moving through a revolving door of teachers,
classrooms and peer groups. Her expetiences have led her to identify educational instability as “one
of the most challenging problems facing Connecticut’s foster youth today.”"

Under the new federal requitements, the failure of the state to implement educational stability by
July 1, 2010 could be potentially catastrophic for the state’s budget. Without state legislation in place
there is the potential to jeopardize fedetal Title IV-E dollars, which the federal government
reimburses to the state for eligible child welfare expenses. Title IV-E reimbursement in 2009 was
estimated to be over $230 million dollars."

We also want to indicate our strong support for the Govetnor’s proposed educational stability
implementation language now before the Human Services Committee. This language was crafted
using the careful recommendations of a Joint Task Force on school stability, which was brought
together by the State Department of Education and the Department of Children and Families. This



language meets the requirements of the federal law and has been agreed upon by both state agencies
as well as children’s advocates. We hope that when this language comes before yout committee you
will vote in support of this impottant initiative for the state’s most vulnerable children.

I1. Connecticut Voices strongly supports the Governot’s proposal to reduce funding for the
Department of Children and Families’ SAFE Homes, a type of short-term group care.
Accotding to the Department’s Policy Manual, “the purpose of 2 SAFE Home is to provide a safe
and stable environment for children who expetience out-of-home placement for the first time.
SAFE Homes will provide services and assist in timely planning for permanency, including
detesmninations regarding reunification or adoption. .. Providers and DCF staff are expected to do so
within an average of thitty [days] (30), with a2 maximum of forty-five (45) days, so that children ate
not exposed to excessive uncettainty ox needless delay.”'® However, we know many times children
ate placed in these facilities as a “Jast resort” and that stays can frequently last well over the intended
period. In the December 2009 Juan F. Court Monitor’s Repost, the monitor found that the number
of temporary placements in SAFE Hotnes had increased from August 2009, as well as the number
of overstays. The main reason cited by the monitot in that report was the lack of sufficient foster
and adoptive care resources.’®

A wealth of tesearch demonstrates that children are much more successful when raised in families as
opposed to institutions, such as the SAFE Hotnes. Workets turn over quickly in institutions, take
shifts, and are often not as well-trained or experienced as foster parents or relative caregivers.
Because a permanent telationship between workers and children is never intended, both must
maintain an emotional distance, depriving children of close emotional bonds. The harm of such
institutions is only compounded for the very young children who frequently find themselves in these
types of facilities. In November of 2009 the Department of Children and Families reported to the
Juan F, Court Monitor that 125 children under the age of 12 were tesiding in a SAFE Home."
Studies show that young children who have spent time in institutional settings are mote likely to
experience attachment disorders, score lower on development indices, and experience a retardation
of language and intellectual development.'

As your committee begins to explote ways to better streamline government, while optimizing
services, we hope to work with you to discuss this issue of the institutionalization of young children.
In most instances housing children in these congregate care facilities is not only the most
detrimental to their development, but also the option that is the most costly to the state.”
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