
the needs of these vulnerable children through 
practices that keep children with their families 
and offer rehabilitative justice services within 
communities. However, when children are taken 
into state custody to provide for serious needs 
or to reduce risk to others, they face greater risk 
of negative outcomes associated with the loss of 
family and community. 

Across our child welfare, juvenile justice, and 
behavioral healthcare systems we see that:

•	 Systems	serving	these	families,	such	as	the	
behavioral	 health	 system,	 are	 currently	
underfunded	and	at	risk	of	losing	future	
resources. As community-based providers 
close due to state budget cuts, the continuum 
of services to meet the special needs of 
children and families becomes less effective. 
Lower-level preventative services are often 
the first to be cut, and this creates a cycle of 
ballooning expenses as more children and 
families become high-risk cases for abuse, 
neglect, and delinquency.

•	 Low-income	families	and	families	of	color	
are	 disproportionately	 involved	 in	 the	
child	welfare	and	juvenile	justice	systems 
and are treated more punitively within 
these systems. This phenomenon is referred 
to as “disproportionate minority contact.” 
Children of color outnumber white children 
2 to 1 in child welfare placement. Black 
children are 4 times more likely to be arrested 
in school than white children.  Children of 
color make up 90% of incarcerated juveniles. 

•	 Children	 emerging	 from	 state	 care	 face	
worse	 long-term	outcomes than children 
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Every	 child	 deserves	 ample	 opportunities	
to	 develop	 their	 social,	 emotional,	 and	
intellectual	selves	to	their	greatest	potential.	
The behavioral health, child welfare, and juvenile 
justice systems in Connecticut, whose services 
are provided largely through the Department of 
Children and Families (DCF), exist to ensure the 
safety and well-being of all children. Policymakers 
and state agencies in Connecticut should strive 
to offer children and families a full continuum 
of supports and services so that Connecticut’s 
most vulnerable youth can experience a normal 
childhood and exit state care ready to succeed.

Children	 do	 best	when	 they	 live	 in	 stable,	
supportive	 families. Unfortunately, not every 
child has all their social, emotional, physical 
and educational needs met by their families, 
schools, or communities. Many children enter 
state care having suffered from severe poverty, 
trauma, neglect, and/or abuse. The population 
of children in state care is small, but DCF serves 
children who are extremely vulnerable. Many 
children in state care were disadvantaged from 
the start due to prenatal substance exposure or 
premature birth. They disproportionately face 
chronic physical, mental, and behavioral health 
problems. 

Connecticut’s wide income gap contributes to 
these challenges. In many communities, families 
of struggling children can access and afford 
healthcare and educational supports. However, 
many other communities are so economically 
depressed that families struggle to take care of 
their children when parents work long hours for 
low wages and schools cannot afford counselors 
and psychologists.

Connecticut has made great strides providing for 



who remain with their families. Youth in foster care are 
less likely than children who stay with their families to 
graduate from high school, attend college, and graduate 
college. They have higher numbers of teen pregnancies, 
and, as adults, more chronic mental health issues and 
worse health outcomes. Youth who become involved 
with the juvenile justice system are also 
less likely to graduate from high school 
and often face lifelong struggles obtaining 
and keeping employment. This increases 
the likeliness of recidivism.

•	 Children	in	state	care	are	served	across	
many	 systems	 ranging from the State 
Department of Education (SDE) to 
DCF to the Court Support Services 
Division, but	 these	 agencies	 do	 not	
have	the	flexibility	of	funding	and	data	
infrastructure	 to	 coordinate	 analyses	
and	services. The lack of communication 
across systems makes it challenging to 
understand the needs of children in state 
care, assess their access to services, and 
analyze the outcomes of interventions. 

Recognizing these challenges, state agencies and policymakers 
can make strategic investments to help at-risk families stay 
together, reduce the risks encountered by children taken into 
state care, and help children in state care access opportunities 
to unlock their full potential. Important steps include: 

•	 Offer	 a	 continuum	of	 care. When evidence-based 
services can be provided within families, schools, and 
communities, children do better. However, in some cases 
children need more intensive residential care treatment to 
support returning to their families. Throughout systems, 
the delivery of care and services should match the needs 
of children and families. 

•	 Prioritize	 funding	 preventative	 services.	Prioritize 
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funding and support for high-quality 
social and behavioral health preventative 
services that keep children and families 
together. 

•	 Decrease 	 disproportionate	
minority	contact.	Continue to examine 
and limit how children of color enter 
state care systems. Create policies to 
decrease these channels and provide 
support to address discipline and justice 
within schools and communities.

•	 Support	 young	 adults	 in	 state	
care. Create policies that better aid 

youth who will transition out of state care so that youth 
will be more successful when living independently and 
when returning to their families and communities. 

•	 Require	transparent,	outcomes-based	data	reporting.	
As a result of 2016 legislation,  there has been positive 

movement toward cross-agency data-sharing. This data 
infrastructure must be made more transparent to address 
questions of:

• Who is served within state systems?

• What services are these individuals receiving across 
state agencies and contracted providers?

• What are the outcomes for those served within state 
systems? 

Data presented in this brief  come primarily from the Deparment of  Children and 
Families. Further information on sources is available on the appendix.

Though rates are improving, foster youth remain less likely to graduate high school than children living with 
their families. Rates for foster youth are counted upon aging out of DCF care. Data provided by EdSight 

and DCF. EdSight has not yet reported 5-year graduation rates for 2014-2015.


