
The State of Connecticut bears a special legal and
moral responsibility for the children in its care and
custody. About 7,000 children and youth are in the care
and custody of the Commissioner of the Connecticut
Department of Children and Families (DCF) because
they have been abused or neglected by their parents.
Still others come into care to receive needed mental
health services because they are uninsured or their
insurance does not cover the services needed. (In 2001,
738 children entered DCF care for this reason.) These
children commonly have multiple needs. As the legal
“parent,” the State of Connecticut has the constitutional
and statutory responsibility to ensure the health, safety,
education, and sound development of all these children.
When it fails in this duty, it compounds the damage
already done to them.

Historically, Connecticut has focused its child welfare
spending on expensive out-of-home placements rather
than lower-cost, preventive and community-based
supports. As illustrated in the chart below, since FY 94
state spending on residential treatment and foster care
has grown far more rapidly than spending on the 
services that keep children safe in their homes and 

communities. There has been more than a three-fold
increase in board and care expenses in our child welfare
system over the last decade, but not a corresponding
increase in funding for the programs and services that
would avert and shorten out-of-home placements. In
March 2004, more than 1,500 children and youth were
living in residential treatment programs and over 500 of
these children were in out-of-state placements.

Shifting our investments into
integrated, community-based,
and “front end” preventive 
services provides better results
at a lower cost. Research 
demonstrates that in-home and
community-based family 
support services can prevent
abuse and neglect, reduce the
time children spend in foster
care, and expeditiously move
children to permanent homes

when they cannot be reunited with their parents. For
example, Healthy Families (which provides parenting
education and home visits to Connecticut’s “at risk”
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first-time mothers) has markedly reduced child abuse
and neglect among referred families. These programs
are also less expensive. For the cost of one year of care
for an abused or neglected child at the DCF-operated
Connecticut Children’s Place ($339,000), Connecticut
could, instead, fund a year of intensive in-home child
and family therapy for 45 families.

DCF merits support as it now makes a good faith
effort to enhance its home and community-based
services. To reach compliance with the 22 outcome
measures included in the 
federal court Exit Plan in the
Juan F. v. Rell case, DCF is
dramatically re-structuring
how it provides services, and
where it invests new dollars.

It is implementing a more
comprehensive assessment
process, and strengthening its
treatment planning process and supervision. It also is
developing a managed service system in each of DCF’s
13 new service areas to assure each child appropriate
types and levels of care, and concurrently expanding its
investments in the home and community-based services
necessary to curb child abuse and neglect and reduce
out-of-home placements. These include family 
preservation services (e.g., early childhood programs,
parent education and support services, therapeutic child
care, and youth drug and alcohol prevention programs),
family support services (e.g., parent aides, intensive 
in-home services, priority access for DCF-involved 
parents to substance abuse treatment, supportive 
housing), and time-limited family reunification services.

However, until this comprehensive service system is
established, Connecticut will necessarily be “paying
double”— to build the “front end” to avert future out 
of home placements, while also paying for the 
out-of-home placements of children who had to be
removed from their homes. When the system is built,

significant savings from
reduced reliance on expensive
residential treatment can
provide on-going financial
support to the community-
based service system, with
better results for kids.

As Connecticut struggles to meet court-ordered goals
for reform of its foster care system, DCF’s reform
efforts are hampered by rigid federal financing rules.
Connecticut receives federal matching funds under Title
IV-E of the Social Security Act for its board and care
costs when children are placed into foster care, but not
for the services that could help keep children out of
care. DCF would be greatly aided by reform of federal
law to provide as much federal financial support when
DCF tries to keep kids in their homes as is currently
provided when DCF takes children into its custody.

Connecticut’s responsibility for youth in foster care
should not end at age 18. It must include transitional 
support for those who age out of the system. Foster
youth commonly lack the support of their families and
communities as they seek to make a safe passage from
adolescence to adulthood. With DCF as its “parent,”
teens aging out of the foster care system (and youth
aging out of the juvenile justice
system) deserve special help to
get on the right path. Without
it, these youth are more likely
to drop out of school, become 
unemployed and homeless,
have poor physical and mental
health, get involved with the
courts, and develop substance
abuse problems.

To improve the odds that these
young people can become
responsible, productive adults, Connecticut should
assure that each child aging out of DCF custody has
access to publicly funded health care (until age 23).
They should also have access to assisted and 
independent living programs that support their 
educational attainment, provide access to structured
work placements, offer adult and youth mentors,
foster financial literacy, and encourage savings and 
asset development.
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By shifting our investments into
integrated, community-based,

and “front end” preventive 
services, we’ll get better results 

for kids, and at a lower cost.


