TESTIMONY SUPPORTING HB-6951:
AN ACT CONCERNING CHILDREN'S BEHAVIORAL HEALTH SERVICES.

Committee on Children
February 20, 2025
Presented By: Kathleen Callahan, MSW

Dear Honorable Chairpersons Maher and Paris, Ranking Members Martin and Dauphinais, Vice
Chairs Cohen and Welander, and all other Members of the Committee on Children of the
Connecticut General Assembly:

My name is Kathleen Callahan, a resident of Stratford, and the Director of Policy and Civic
Engagement for the Connecticut Cradle to Career Coalition, a network of five StriveTogether
partnerships committed to improving economic mobility for Connecticut’s youth and families—
Bridgeport Prospers, Danbury Collective, Norwalk ACTS, Stamford Cradle to Career, and
Waterbury Bridge to Success. | am testifying on behalf of the Coalition, and we call upon the
Committee to support HB-6951: An Act Concerning Children's Behavioral Health Services.

Our advocacy focuses on economic, educational, and health equity, addressing systemic
barriers that impact youth and families while promoting policy solutions that prioritize youth
reconnection. Over the past year, insights from students and community members have
broadened our perspective on health equity, emphasizing the need for culturally responsive
medical and behavioral healthcare, including the vital roles of School-Based Health Centers
and Community Health Workers. We look forward to sharing our thoughts on a Youth
Community Health Worker pilot program, an innovative approach that underscores our strong
support for this bill.

HB-6951 takes a critical step toward improving Connecticut’s behavioral health system for
children by strengthening data collection, analysis, and service delivery. As a coalition
committed to data-driven, outcome-focused policymaking, we recognize the importance of
using comprehensive, real-time data to inform service delivery, funding allocation, and policy
decisions.

The Transforming Children's Behavioral Health Policy and Planning Committee has been an
excellent legislative complement to the Children’s Behavioral Health Plan Implementation
Advisory Board and the study proposed in the bill—assessing utilization rates, referral sources,
outreach strategies, and anticipated future demand—will provide the state with essential
insights to guide resource distribution and improve access to behavioral health services. This
aligns with our long-term goal of building a statewide data infrastructure that enables cross-
sector coordination and ensures that every child receives the support they need at the right
time.
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Furthermore, this bill elevates the role of school-based health centers (SBHCs) as frontline
providers, uniquely positioned to meet youth where they are... and not leave them there. By
requiring a survey of SBHCs and establishing reporting requirements, the bill will create a
foundation for standardized, actionable data collection, ensuring that SBHCs have the
resources and capacity to effectively respond to student behavioral health needs. We strongly
support the integration of SBHCs into broader behavioral health planning efforts, as these
centers play a critical role in early intervention, crisis prevention, and ongoing care for children
who may not otherwise access mental health services.

To maximize impact, we suggest that the study and SBHC reporting framework:

e Incorporate a common child identifier, modeled after Minnesota’s MARSS??, to track
behavioral health service access and outcomes over time.

e Ensure coordination with existing data systems, aligning with efforts to build a shared
data infrastructure across healthcare, education, and social services.

e Prioritize equity in access and service delivery, ensuring that data collection captures
disparities and informs targeted interventions.

By investing in data-driven, youth-centered solutions, Connecticut can proactively address the
behavioral health crisis, ensure effective resource allocation, and strengthen collaboration
across providers. We urge the Committee to support HB-6951 and advance policies that
elevate the role of SBHCs while leveraging robust data to build a more effective and equitable
behavioral health system for all children.

Thank you for your efforts on behalf of Connecticut’s children and families. With respect and
gratitude for your service and consideration,

Kathleen Callahan

CT Cradle to Career Coalition

Policy and Civic Engagement Director
Stratford, CT

! Minnesota Department of Education (2025). MARSS Student Accounting. Retrieved from
https://education.mn.gov/MDE/dse/schfin/MARSS.

2 University of Minnesota. (2005). Center for Advanced Studies in Child Welfare: Minn-LInK. Retrieved from
https://cascw.umn.edu/research/minn-link.
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The Connecticut Cradle to Career Coalition is a statewide collaborative uniting five StriveTogether partnerships
serving 125,000 children across Bridgeport, Danbury, Norwalk, Stamford, and Waterbury. Through a collective
impact approach and with fifteen community-based working groups and over 440 partner organizations, we work to
advance policies and systems that ensure all children and families in Connecticut have access to equitable
opportunities from early childhood through career success.
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