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Currently about one in four children who are in 
the care of Connecticut’s Department of Children 
and Families (DCF) due to abuse or neglect live 
in non-family settings.1  Roughly 300 of these 
children are 12 years and younger.2 Some are infants, 
and many are toddlers.3  
  
Children deserve to grow up in families, not 
institutions. Research shows that family-based care 
is more helpful to children’s emotional, social and 
educational development than is institutional or 
group-based (“congregate”) care, and that children 
who grow up in families have far better outcomes 
than those who do not.4 
 
Many children are placed in temporary 
congregate care settings based solely on 
availability, rather than the need for a particular 
level of care.  Indeed, the Juan F.  Court Monitor 
found that in 27.1 percent of cases in Connecticut, 
placement in the temporary congregate care facility 
was decided based on availability alone. In other cases, 
many of the documented rationales for selection of a 
congregate setting over a family setting were 
secondary, “as the main rationale was the need for immediate 
placement and the lack of available and appropriate foster and 
therapeutic foster homes.”5   
 
The concept of the “least restrictive 
environment” is well established in many areas of 
children’s law. Federal child welfare law,6 the 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act,7 and 
Connecticut juvenile justice law8 all protect the right 
of children to live in the “least restrictive 
environment” consistent with their needs.  These laws 
recognize the importance of allowing children to 
maintain a lifestyle that is as close to “normal” as 
possible.   
 

By adding the “the least restrictive environment” 
language to Connecticut’s child welfare laws, we 
would provide much needed protection to the 
state’s most vulnerable population. Section 17a-3 
of the General Statutes should be amended to require 
Connecticut’s Department of Children and Families 
to place children in “the least restrictive environment” 
consistent with their needs.    
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