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TESTIMONY OF THE CENTER FOR CHILDREN'S ADVOCACY
PROVIDED TO CONNECTICUT GENERAL ASSEMBLY JOINT INFORMATIONAL HEARING

OnN MANDATED REPORTERS OF CHILD ABUSE
"~ January 24, 2012

This testimony Is submitted on behalf of the Center for Children’s Advocacy, a non-profit
organlzation based at the Universlty Of Connecticut School Of Law. The Center provides
hollstic legal services for poor children In Connectlcut’s communities through Individual
representation and systemic advocacy. Through our Child Abuse Project, the Center
represents Individual children in child abuse and neglect proceedings.

Edwin, a developmentally disabled child, was elght years old when he was taken from his
parent, a single father, due to concerns regarding educatlonal neglect. Amanda was only
days old when she was removed from her mother’s care after her mother was
hospltalized with injuries suffered as a result of a domestic violence incldent. Kameron
was a five month old baby when he was placed in foster care after presenting with a
cracked skull and broken rlbs In the hospital emergency room. It was to his lawyer that
three year old Samuel’s foster mother reported that the child did not know to wrap his
legs around her waist when she picked him up because “he Just dldn’t know what it
meant to be held.” Edwln, Amanda, Kameron and Samuel are but a few of the many
children that CCA represents. We see their faces and learn their storles, and we speak up
both for thelr right to be safe and healthy and thelr right to he with loving, nurturing
families, We understand firsthand the need to ensure that abused and neglected
children, often suffering In sllence, are Identified by carlng adults and brought to the
attention of chlld welfare professionals,

It Is through the lens of experience and commitment to work on behalf of abused and
neglected children that the Center urges caution as the legislature reviews the mandatory
reporting framework. All of us seek to bulld a system that wlll ensure each and every
abused-and neglected child is ldentifled and glven the ald and support he or she so badly
needs. Our research and experience, however, suggests that well-meanlng reforms that
are not carefully tallored to meet specific problems may result in our limited resources
being pulled away from thase who most need it. '

In support of the legislature’s efforts to review the mandatory reporting framework,
Connecticut General Statute Sections 17a-101 et. seq., we respectfully offer the following
observations and recommendatlons:
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IR Assessment of the Current '§1stem: State Child Welfare Résources Must Be Allocated to
Ensure Identlficatlon of Chlldren at Risk of Emotional or Physical Harm.

~ As many testiflers today will surely report to these committees, the Department of Children and

Famllles recelves almost 100,000 calls each year alerting the agency to familles or chlldren in crisls..
According to the agency’s most recent reports, approximately 6,800 of those calls result Ina
substantiatlon for abuse or neglect. ! The vast majority of calls to DCF do not deal with clear cut cases
of chlld physical or sexual abuse but rather parental neglect, often arising from conditlons of poverty
and mental health concerns. Any effort to requlre all adults to serve as mandated reporters will surely
increase the percentage of unfounded allegations of abuse or neglect and take away from the critical
resources that the child welfare agency must bring to bear to investigate and address situations where
children are at risk of Imminent physical and emotlonal harm, '

The current statutory scheme, C.G.S. § § 17a-101 et, seq., provides essential and worthy elements of a
mandatory reporting framework, The statutes enumerate myriad professionals that work with and
have access to Information about children and require these indlviduals to use thelr experlence,
ohservatlons and professional knowledge to alert the child welfare agency regarding potentlal abuse or
neglect. The statutes provide for DCF to facllitate tralnlng of mandated reporters (though this tralning
is not required for all categories of mandated reporters), provide whistleblower protections to
Individuals who make reports in good falth, and also set out penalties for failure to fulfill the reporting
obligatlons,

Key questions moving forward include whether to add additlonal categories of professionals to the
enumerated list of reporters, such as university officlals, colleglate or private communlty coaches;
whether to mandate that all adults in state report suspected abuse or neglect; how best to ensure that
reporters are knowledgeable about thelr obilgations and are incentlvized to report suspiclons; and
finally, how to ensure that the chlld welfare agency has the approprlate resources to support a
comprehenslve hotline assessment program,

lil. Connectlcut Should Focus on Assessing Effectiveness of Current System of Reportlng and
Ensuring Adedquate Support and Tralning for Repotters :

We seek to ensure that our system of mandatory reporting Is designed to Identlify chlldren who are In :
lraminent risk of harm due to abuse or neglect. It Is therefore Imperative that the professlonals we - i
have already Identified as reporters are adequately supported In thelr efforts to fulfill this Important

function. Connectlcut could revise Its statutes to require comprehensive tralning for mandated

reporters, consistency of curriculum, and updated trainings after major changes in the law. While

there are few studles detailing the effectlveness of mandated reporter statutes, in 2009, Pennsylvania
conducted a state-wide survey of mandated reporters to Identify gaps in the system. * The results of

! hitp://www.ct.gov/dcf/cwp/view.asp?a=256580~314326
2 pA Survey Results can be found on the web at Protect Our Children.org,
http://www.protectpachildren.org/flles/mrreport3292011.pdf '




the study Indicated that many professlonals were unsure of thelr status as mandated reporters, were
unclear as to what they were required to report and had never recelved training regarding thelr
reporting obligations. Recommendatlons arlsing out of the survey are Instructlve for this joint
~committee’s purpose and Include:

a. Requlre tralning for all mandated reporters, with updétes after substantlal changes to the law;

Ensure conslstency of tralning content;
¢. Make training accessible both in person and on-line, with post training tests to ensure

effectiveness;

d. Develop a state webslte to serve as a clearinghouse regarding mandatory reporting;

e. Develop a state-sponsored public relations strategy to reach out to our network of mandated
reporters and make them aware of thelr status and obligations;

f. Improve agency response to mandated reporter calls Including on-hold time, responslveness

- and applicatton adegquate resources to assessment of calls; '

g Publicly report Informatlon on call rate, response rate, substantiation rate, and resource

cancerns.

V. Care Should be Taken to Ensure that Revlsing The Mandated Reporting Statutes Will Not

cerbata the Problem of Overrepresentation of Mino amilles In the Connecticut
Waelfare Systam, -

&

. Any revisions of the mandated reporter statutes must be carefully tallored to ensure that Individuals
required to make reports are In a position to observe a chlid who might be at risk and that the person
making the report has the necessary tralning to Identify potential abuse or neglect, In such a way, we
will avold exacerbating the problem of ovarrepresentation of minority famllles involved with DCF.

Natlonal studies show that minorities are overrepresented In all phases of the child welfare system in
almost ali states. A 2003 study published In Children and Youth Services Revlew concluded that African
Amerlcans are Investlgated for child abuse and neglect twice as often as Caucaslan.® Federal reviewers
of state child welfare practices also determined that once children are In foster care, white chlldren
achieved permanency outcomes at a higher rate than children of color.! Data from. Connecticut has
shown that even as recently as 2008, more than fifty percent of all children In DCF care were Hispanlc
or Afrlcan American.’:

Contributing to this problem are famifles’ Issues as they related to poverty or homelessness and
reporters’ lack of certainty as to what constitutes abuse or neglect. Reporters may confuse poverty
with neglect, and together with reporting and intake bias, the result Is that a higher percentage of

3Yaun, J. J. Hedderson and P, Curtts, Disproportionate representatton of Race and Ethniclty In Child
Maltreatment: Investigation and Victimlzation, Children and Youth Services Review, 25 {2003): 359- 373
- —Places to Watch.

4 see Natlonal Chlid Welfare Resource Center (2006) referencing outcome of fIrst round of CFSR data.

® See attached chart.




minority famllles are referred to the child welfare agency and more minority chlldren are taken into
foster homes.

Expanding mandatory reporting requirements without careful attentlon to training or guidance asto
what Indlviduals’ obligations are and what constitutes abuse or neglect will likely result in a worsening
of this problem. Individuals will hasten to report families out of fear of facng statutory penaities and
the child welfare system will be lll equipped to thoughtfully respond to this volume. Moreover, as
Connectlcut recently passed Public Act 11-154, An Act Concerning Detentlon of Children and
Disproportionate Minorlty Contact In the Juvenile Justice System, any change to the child welfare.
statutes that may Increase the risk of Disproportlonate Minority Contact In the Child Welfare system
should be under taken In a planful and evidence based manner.

~Impact on Differentlal Response System

Finally, DCF [s currently implementing Its Different Response System (DRS) statewide. The system Is an
evidence-based child welfare practice designed to ensure that famllies who simply need community
servlces rather than court mvolvement and child protective services are supported through an
alternative system of support. DRS Is also considered a “promising practice” for the remedlation of
minority overrepresentation In the child welfare system, As the hotline remalns the sole intake
system for all calls coming into the Department, It Is critical that DCF have the resources to adequately
assess every call made on behalf of a needy child or family.-

V. A Thoughtfully Constructed Leglslatlve Taskforce _Can Revlew and Recommend Effective
Reforms to the Lepgislature Within a One-Year Time Frame

Several states have already created legislative taskforces to review state reporting requirements and
Issue recommendations to state leaders.® One of these taskforces, the lowa Child Sexual Abuse
Prevention Taskforce, recently declded against adding college officlals to the list of mandatory
reporters In favor of Increasing tralning dellvery to already enumerated rta'}:lorters.7 In Pennsylvanla,
where the high proflle Penn State sexual abuse scandal emerged, the leglslature created a taskforce on
child protection to create and deliver a final report to the Governor by November 30, 2012.% Missour!
created the Task Force for the Prevention of Sexual Abuse of Children, which must provide
recommendations to the leglslature by 2013.°

A review of the Natlonal Conference of State Legislators clearinghouse reveals dozens of draft bllls
from across the country, ralsed durlng the past year, designed to Improve states’ mandated reporter

® For e.g., lowa Child Sexual Abuse Prevention Taskforce, created by lowa Code 2011, Sectlon 87 of Senate File 533;

7 http://www.wowt.com/home/headlines/lowa
Sex Abuse Panel Backs More Detectlon Tralning 135162533.htinl
8 Penhnsylvanla House Resolution No, 522, Senate Resolution No. 250, both adopted on December 12,

2011
¥ Missourl Code Section 160.2100 RSMo.




statutes. The recommendations range from adding coaches of private teams to the list of mandated
reporters to maklng everyone a mandated reporter and ensuring that fallure to report is a felony. It
should be noted that while elghteen states already have unlversal reporting requirements therels no
empirical evidence that such statutes improve the identification rate of abused children.

Concluslon

Ultimately, an effective system of Identifylng and addressing problems of child abuse will ensure that -
reporters are strategically identifled and appropriately tralned, They must have confldence In the child
welfare system’s abllity to effectlvely respond to claims of abuse or neglect and assist families referred
to the agency in achleving posltive outcomes. In this way, reporters will have the knowledge and
confidence that they need to be effectlve partners In the community’s effort to protect children from
abuse. : :

We welcome the opportunity to work with you or any of your staff to show you statutory models
around the country that work better and could be Implemented with little or no cost In Connecticut.

Respectfully Submitted,
A

S

Sarah Eagan, J.D.
Director, Child Abuse Project
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