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Equality of opportunity is one of America’s cornerstone values. The Declaration of Independence
establishes that all people have certain ‘unalienable Rights’ that include the pursuit of happiness.
We want Connecticut to be a place where all children, regardless of family income, wealth,
race, or ZIP code, can pursue their dreams and reach their full potential. Achieving this goal
is both a moral and an economic imperative.
Connecticut’s economy, by any measure, has underperformed in recovering from the last
recession as compared to that of neighboring states. Slow job growth, no GDP growth,
stagnant and unequal wage growth, and increasing pressure on the state budget from decades
of poor policy choices have combined to create strong headwinds to fostering broad-based
economic growth. Racial and ethnic disparities have widened, making education, health care,
and economic opportunity less accessible to large segments of the population contributing to
lack of economic growth. The slow recovery, paired with persistent budget deficits at the state
and municipal levels, have created a sense of resignation, with some observers skeptical that
Connecticut can reverse these trends.
We believe that there is a path forward. Although we face significant challenges, Connecticut
can reverse course. Our state remains one of the wealthiest in the nation. We have a welleducated, highly productive workforce, excellent schools and universities, beautiful public parks
and beaches, historic cities, and an overall high quality of life. Moving ahead, however, will
require understanding the causes of our current economic and budgetary woes, a commitment
to equity and opportunity as guiding principles, and the political will to adopt evidence-based
and long-term policy solutions.
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1. Thriving Families
Thriving families are defined by health, safety, and stability.
They have the community support that enables parents to
work and care for their children and for children to learn
and grow to their full potential.

•

Many parents in Connecticut, however, must navigate
systemic barriers that are caused by poverty and institutional
racism. These families deserve the opportunity to thrive
through adequate supports and systems, including:

Both Connecticut’s economic security and the wellbeing
of our state’s families will benefit from continuing to
integrate the systems that provide critical family supports
and provide parents with tools to promote children’s
development. An inclusive economy and systems that
provide equitable opportunities for all children to succeed,
however, also require innovations that work to eliminate
the inordinate disparities faced by Connecticut’s families
of color.

•

Affordable, high-quality early care and education,

•

an integrated system of health care that enables
parents to get and stay healthy, and frees children from
preventable disability and disease,

•

a robust child welfare system that mitigates trauma and
helps parents provide for their children, and

Juvenile Justice
Systems providing
a spectrum of services with a
focus on diversion and access to
support appropriate to the needs
of each child.

a juvenile justice system that prioritizes prevention
efforts, addresses racial disparities, and promotes
evidence-based diversion and supports for families at
risk of further involvement with the justice system.

Connecticut’s children and families of color face dramatic
differences in access to early care and education, health
insurance coverage, health outcomes, and involvement

Child Welfare
Systems addressing basic
needs, providing family supports
to prevent removal, and helping
youth transition from care.

R a ce Equ i ty
Systems promoting parenting
skills, reliable quality childcare,
and early learning opportunities.

Early Care

Systems that coordinate health,
social, and community-based
services to prevent, identify, and
address families’ health needs.

Health
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in the state’s child welfare and juvenile justice systems.
Such gaps are not explained by differences in income
or education alone. Converging research across several
disciplines (see appendix for key sources) suggests that a
combination of barriers created by historical and systemic
racism (e.g. laws determining where people live and
work and how well they are paid), implicit bias (e.g. who
is referred for which services or diagnosed with which
conditions), and the stress of experiencing racism (e.g.
biological and social adaptations) lead to poorer health and
increased involvement with the state’s punitive systems.
Efforts to address racial disparities must work across
services and systems to address the social conditions that
disproportionately expose families of color in our state to

adverse events.
The experience of adverse events or traumas—such
as exposure to violence in one’s community or home,
bullying, housing instability, or discrimination—are all too
common for children of color in Connecticut. Trauma in
childhood can have a lifelong impact, including increased
risk of obesity, depression, and suicide. Such outcomes
are more likely when traumas are prolonged or repeated
and significantly hinder a family’s ability to thrive. As
Connecticut continues to integrate its state systems, any
and all improvements must employ a trauma-informed
approach to appropriately respond to the effects of all
types of trauma.

Thriving families need access to affordable child care:
The first years of life are the most important to a child’s
development. High-quality child care provides strong
supports for a child’s health and development and provides
an opportunity to support caregivers in parenting while
being able to work or study. Without access to affordable
high-quality child care, parents of children under age five
struggle to make ends meet while raising a child.

and comprehensive community services (also known
as “wrap-around services”) that meet their individual
and family needs. When such supports and services are
not available, families may be forced to choose between
paying for food or child care. In some cases, parents risk
losing work if the person watching their child becomes
unexpectedly unavailable. These challenges can perpetuate
intergenerational cycles of poverty or involvement in
punitive state systems. To support family’s needs, home
visiting programs and other interventions focused on
providing parents with tools to care for their children and
themselves play a crucial role. These whole-family supports
also offer an opportunity for preventive care including
screening and early intervention for developmental and
behavioral health concerns in the early years.

Accordingly, in the last decade, Connecticut has prioritized
expanding access to early care programs and supports.
Yet, due to rising costs and falling wages, an abundance
of families with young children in our state struggle to
afford child care. Both the federal and state government
defines affordable child care as ten percent of a household’s
income. In 2016, only one in four Connecticut households
with children under five could afford the average cost of
center-based infant care. Infant care
is both costly and in limited supply;
Early Care and Education Slots Statewide
available care serves roughly a quarter
80000
of all infants and toddlers in the state.
Additionally, the state’s subsidy program, 70000
Care 4 Kids, faces ongoing threats to its 60000
budget. Funding of this program must 50000
be preserved to maintain the progress 40000
our state has made in expanding access
30000
to early care.
Whether looking for work, working
long hours, studying to improve career
prospects, or struggling to return to work
after an illness, parents need reliable highquality child care, parenting support,

20000
10000
0
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Infants and Toddler Slots

Preschooler Slots
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Thriving families need access to health care:
Access to quality health services promotes economic
security by enabling families to treat both chronic and
unexpected illnesses and by preventing catastrophic medical
debts. Robust health insurance coverage means
that families can access services as soon as a
60%
concern arises rather than waiting for a crisis.
An integrated system of community-based 50%
supports means that all families can access the
information and evidence-based preventive 40%
services they need when they need them. Such
supports can help mitigate economic insecurity 30%
and other stressors that contribute to children
being removed from their families or arrested. 20%
Connecticut now has among the nation’s 10%
lowest rates of uninsured children—2.8
0%
percent in 2016 compared to 4.8 percent
nationwide. While just six percent of the state’s
residents lack health insurance (compared
to over eight percent nationwide), Black
and Latino residents of the state are far more likely
than White residents to lack health insurance. Further,
Connecticut’s HUSKY (Medicaid and Children’s Health
Insurance Program or CHIP) programs face threats to this
remarkable progress at both the federal and state levels.
If families are to have the opportunity to be healthy, we
must maintain both eligibility limits and the quality of
coverage in our state’s HUSKY programs. Public health
insurance offers a unique set of opportunities for reducing
disparities because Medicaid is inherently flexible enough

to adopt innovations and because it reaches children of
color, who are exposed to disproportionately high rates
of social and economic barriers.
Children Covered by HUSKY, Connecticut

Black

Asian

In part, because of the disparities in these social and
economic barriers, disparities persist in health outcomes,
with Black and Latino infant mortality more than double
the rate for White infants in Connecticut. Addressing
these disparities requires investment in the social services
and supports across state agencies that help families stay
healthy and prevent disease and disability by seeking social
supports, evaluation, and health care early in a child’s life,
including for behavioral health needs.
Feasible paths to integration of key services
and supports are already being considered.
For example, community health workers
can connect families with social services,
help them seek housing support, enroll
them in insurance, and help them to
manage chronic conditions. These workers,
however, are not funded in a sustainable
manner. Connecticut must continue
to integrate its health and social service
systems and connect traditional health
systems with community-based services if
we are to decrease racial disparities in health
for Connecticut’s children.

8%

4%

0%
Native
American

Asian

Black

Other

Race ethnicity of children covered by Medicaid and CHIP in the state, 2015

12%

Under 18
years

White

Race ethnicity of children residing in the state, 2015

Percent Uninsured by Group, Connecticut

All
Connecticut

Latino

Latino

White
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Children do better in safe, supportive, and stable homes:
Key among the opportunities children need to thrive
is being able to grow up in a home free from abuse or
neglect. The rate of unique children found to be abused
or neglected in Connecticut hit a significant low in
2015, but that trend has not continued. The increase
in child maltreatment may be a result of Connecticut’s
opioid epidemic; opioid-related fatalities in the state
have tripled since 2012.

Total number Percent of total
in 2017 accepted reports

Allegation
Substance use

4546

14.2%

Intimate partner violence

4084

12.8%

Additionally, low-income families and families of Both
1399
4.4%
color in Connecticut are disproportionately reported
to and investigated by the state’s child welfare system.
Total
10029
31.4%
This overrepresentation is two-fold: low-income
families and families of color often face heightened
Connecticut’s child welfare system has improved in the
level of scrutiny that is likely a result of implicit bias and
last several years, racial disparities persist at every level of
stereotyping. This is also in part because the risk factors
this system. In 2017, 54 percent of the Connecticut foster
that often influence child welfare involvement are also
care population was Black and Latino, despite making up
experienced by low-income families and families of color
just 31 percent of the general child population.
at a higher rate. Vulnerable families continue to grapple
When the Department of Children and Families removes
with increasingly complex and intertwined issues such
children from their homes due to abuse or neglect, the
as substance use, interpersonal violence, mental and
state assumes responsibility to ensure that these children
behavioral health struggles, and the harmful effects of
can reach their full social, emotional, and intellectual
systemic poverty and a sluggish economic recovery. In
potentials despite facing complex challenges. In alignment
fiscal year 2017, more than one third of all accepted
with recent federal changes, Connecticut has made
reports of abuse or neglect primarily involved substance
significant progress towards ensuring that all children can
use, intimate partner violence, or both. Moreover, while
grow up in a safe, stable, permanent home by reducing
the use of congregate care settings such as
residential care or group homes, increasing the
placement of children of with relatives (kinship
care), and increasing adoptions.
Yet, foster youth who do not end up in a
permanent home remain in the foster care
system until they become a certain age and
are often left without the necessary emotional,
financial, and social support that a family
normally would provide during the transition
to adulthood. Despite an increase in supports
to youth who age out of foster care, disparate
outcomes remain for these youth. For these
youth to thrive into emerging adulthood,
Connecticut must continue taking steps to
better support these youths.
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Children with complex needs require therapeutic
environments to learn and grow:
Finally, thriving families have support to help children learn
from risk-taking behaviors. Families that have the supports
to make ends meet and address the intergenerational
impact of trauma, as well as the educational, emotional,
and social needs of their children are better able to navigate
adolescent development without children’s risk-taking
behaviors resulting in incarceration. While Connecticut
has made strides in promoting restorative justice,
rehabilitative services, and community-based diversion and
supports, the juvenile justice and behavioral health systems
continue to struggle to fund these programs adequately
so that families in all parts of the state can access services.
Further, racial disparities are especially prevalent in this
system; in Connecticut, Black children are four times
more likely than their White peers to be arrested in school,
almost five times more likely to be referred to the courts
as delinquent, and 18 times more likely to experience
incarceration as juveniles.
Although significant racial and ethnic disparities persist
in Connecticut’s treatment of at-risk children, through
bipartisan and cross-agency coordination, Connecticut
leads the country in juvenile justice reform with an eye
toward eliminating these disparities. Recent reforms
include providing schools with intervention models for
decreasing truancy, reducing youth incarceration to the
point of closing our juvenile training school in favor of

smaller secure facilities, and narrowing the school-toprison pipeline through reducing exclusionary discipline
and expanding restorative justice practices.
As Connecticut successfully reduces court-involvement
when youth engage in risk-taking behaviors, it needs
a plan for how families, schools, and communities can
support youth with complex needs. Lawmakers will need
to consider how to provide an education for at-risk youth
and youth who are already involved in the juvenile justice
system. Such education must help youth learn critical
skills even if they are years behind in school, be relevant
and accessible to help these youth build prospects for
successful careers, and be flexible to account for youth
living in a variety of arrangements. Lawmakers must also
consider how to reinvest dollars saved from reducing
incarceration to increase the coordination and effectiveness
of diversionary efforts, so that Connecticut can continue
its progress toward ending youth incarceration.
Investment in services that support children’s growth and
families’ success, and that limit the involvement of families
with state’s child welfare and juvenile justice systems are
the path towards equity in opportunity for our state. Such
interventions encourage economic security and promote
overall wellbeing for families, and promote economic
growth for the state, ensuring each child’s opportunity to
learn and grow into a healthy, successful adult.
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Solutions:
1. Prioritize and expand access to high-quality early
care and education services, particularly infant
and toddler care. Our state must further commit
to preserving and fully funding Care 4 Kids to help
low-income families access child care when they need
it most.
2. Invest in family supports, such as home visiting
and developmental screens in early childhood,
and efforts to ensure that children and families
have access to the emotional, social, developmental,
health, nutritional, and educational services they
need to thrive throughout childhood. Such supports
can identify issues early enough to prevent lifelong
struggles with learning, social interaction, obesity,
and a wide range of other challenges that begin in
early childhood.
3. Maintain the robust protections provided by
HUSKY (Connecticut’s CHIP and Medicaid
programs) to promote health, economic security,
and parents’ ability to work and stay healthy, and
reduce the economic and social costs of preventable
disease. This includes defending against state and
federal threats to the quality of and access to HUSKY
coverage.
4. Integrate traditional office- and hospital-based
services with social and community-based services.
For example, community health workers can connect
families with food, housing, and social support
through their local communities and with physical,
oral, and behavioral health providers. This model
improves access, reduces stigma, and increases the
likelihood that children will get the care they need.
Such services require adequate, sustainable funding
and wider uptake.

6. Fully fund the continuum of services that support
families and prevent crises. We must invest in
evidence-based preventive services that help children
do better. At the same time, a continuum of services
that reach families, schools, and communities—from
social/emotional learning in preschool to secure
residential care—must be available to those who need
them.
7. Continue to create policies that support young
adults’ emotional, social, educational, and financial
needs when transitioning out of state care into
adulthood.
8. Reinvest dollars saved from closing the juvenile
training school and reducing deep-end justice
involvement to fund the community-based diversion
system created by the Juvenile Justice Policy and
Oversight Committee. This system will help coordinate
diversion efforts across the state in a way that more
uniformly identifies families’ needs, connects families
to appropriate services, and tracks the successes and
remaining needs of at-risk youth.
9. Continue to monitor and address disparities in
the channels through which children of color enter
the state’s child welfare and juvenile justice systems.
Advance early efforts to evaluate disparities in children’s
health and access to health services.

5. Integrate data, services, and systems. Connecticut
can coordinate government supports across state
agencies and levels of government with private sector
and nonprofit services to improve the wellbeing of
whole families, increase efficiency, and illuminate
racial disparities in ways that allow for the creation of
effective, nuanced solutions to ameliorate disparities.
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Questions for Candidates:

T h r iv in g Familie s

1.

Racial disparities continue to persist throughout the state’s systems.
How can Connecticut reduce these racial disparities in health
outcomes, access to care, and involvement in the juvenile justice and
child welfare systems?

2.

How can Connecticut partner with the business community to
improve access to quality, affordable child care, especially for the state’s
middle- and low-income families?

3.
4.

How can Connecticut support families battling opioid use so that
children can stay safe and remain in their homes?

5.

Children and families with complex needs may require supports
from multiple systems and services to thrive. How can Connecticut
better integrate the child welfare, juvenile justice, social services, and
behavioral health systems to improve fiscal efficiency and ensure that
systems serving at-risk children and families more effectively support
children’s long-term success?

6.

What are some ways Connecticut can improve its education systems
to support at-risk youth and to help justice-involved youth re-engage
with education?

7.

What is your vision for a comprehensive Connecticut health system
that promotes equity and provides access to quality care for the state’s
children?

8.

Connecticut has made great strides in reducing the number of
incarcerated and court-involved youth. What ideas do you have to
continue this work so that as few children as possible experience
incarceration? What ideas do you have to support justice-involved
youth to reduce recidivism and help youth access successful lives and
careers as adults?

How can Connecticut work to improve supports for young adults
who age out of foster care without a permanent family and transition
into adulthood?

33 Whitney Avenue • New Haven, CT 06510 • 203.498.4240 • www.ctvoices.org
11

