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Introduction

Good morning Chairperson Nadeau and members of the Committee on Human
Services. My name is Mackenzie Becker. I am a staff attorney and Equal Justice Works
fellow at Children’s Law Center.! I am testifying today on behalf of Children’s Law
Center, which fights so every DC child can grow up with a loving family, good health,
and a quality education. With more than 100 staff and hundreds of pro bono lawyers,
Children’s Law Center reaches 1 out of every 9 children in DC’s poorest neighborhoods
—more than 5,000 children and families each year. We serve as guardians ad litem
attorneys’ for hundreds of children in foster care and represent foster parents and
relatives caring for children who are in the care, custody, and control of DC Child and
Family Services Agency (CFSA). As an Equal Justice Works fellow, I am working to
create a model for culturally competent legal representation for LGBTQ foster youth in
DC by directly representing youth, engaging in coalition building and outreach efforts,
and training stakeholders.

Children’s Law Center supports The Foster Parent Pre-Service Training
Regulations Amendment Act of 2017 (“the Act”) because it will solidify the District’s
commitment to improving the lives and experiences of LGBTQ youth in foster care.
Research has shown that LGBTQ youth are at an increased risk of suicide, depression,
HIV, and sexually transmitted diseases when they experience high levels of rejection

from caregivers because of their identity.> I am grateful for the opportunity to address



the Act and share how the experiences of LGBTQ youth in care can be improved
through cultural competency training.

The Impact of Cultural Competency

Nationally, LGBTQ youth experience various types of rejection. * This rejection
can be exacerbated by their experience in foster care. Some of our clients at the
Children’s Law Center entered foster care after being physically assaulted by family
members following an emotional exchange about their sexual orientation. These clients
were taken away from their families for their own physical safety, but the removal still
contributes to their sense of loneliness. Their removal also took them away from
friends and extended family members who provided support in the midst of rejection.
This isolation places LGTBQ youth at a higher risk for self-harming behaviors.> A foster
parent’s support can have a dramatic impact on the well-being of an LGBTQ child in
care.® However, few foster parents start their careers with the specific knowledge
necessary to help LGBTQ youth navigate these experiences with the sufficient level of
cultural competency.

Foster parents need cultural competency training that specifically focuses on the
unique health and social service needs facing LGBTQ youth in care. While CFSA’s pre-
service training for foster parents currently includes some discussion of issues facing
LGBTQ foster youth,” a more targeted cultural competency training will increase foster

parents’ ability to effectively communicate their support and acceptance and prepare



that youth for adulthood. It will help foster parents understand why their transgender
pre-teen foster daughter has a fear of entering puberty, how to respond when their
foster child discloses they’re being bullied at school because of their LGBTQ identity,
and to understand that a youth questioning their gender identity or sexual orientation
may not be ready to claim any one identity.

Research indicates that affirmation is the highest cultural competency standard
for foster parents of LGBTQ youth in care. While an accepting foster parent can
demonstrate a basic level of understanding of a youth’s identity and be willing to
welcome that youth into their home, an affirming foster parent demonstrates a higher
level of respect and knowledge. A foster parent who affirms a youth’s identity goes
beyond mere tolerance to show a true commitment to supporting a youth’s LGBTQ
identity. Effective CFSA training will help give foster parents tools to communicate
affirmation.

Effective cultural competency training should cover a wide range of topics and
lay the foundation to create foster parents that are prepared to not only accept a child’s
identity but also provide positive, affirming support. In the Best Practice Guidelines for
Serving LGBT Youth in Out-of-Home Care, the Child Welfare League of America
recommends that foster parent training on caring for LGBT youth be mandatory,
ongoing, and address topics including, but not limited to:

e A review of vocabulary and definitions relevant to LGBT youth;



e An exploration of myths and stereotypes regarding LGBT youth and
adults;

e A review of the coming-out process and information about how family
and adults can support a young person who is in the process of coming
out;

e A discussion of how sexual orientation or gender identity may relate to
the reasons the youth is in care; approaches to working with the families
of LGBT youth and an understanding of how their acceptance or rejection
affects the young person’s health, mental health, and well-being; and

e Agency and community resources available to serve LGBT youth and
their families.?

Strong Training Can Reduce Placement Disruptions

Strong training for foster parents can help reduce the higher than average
number of placement disruptions that LGBTQ youth often experience.® This higher rate
of placement disruptions contributes to their lower rates of permanency and often leads
to negative mental health outcomes and poor long-term prospects.!’ Youth’s abilities to
form and maintain healthy relationships and to establish lifelong connections with
caring adults are frequently impaired when they have a series of unstable placements.!!
This is very problematic because long-term connections are necessary to support their

transition to adulthood.!> When foster parents are trained on how to offer culturally



competent support to youth who are experiencing challenges related to their LGBTQ
identity, the youth and the foster parent can start to form a bond that leads to stability.

Additionally, strong training of foster parents is especially important because
CFSA does not consider the sexual orientation or gender identity of the child or a foster
parent’s acceptance of LGBTQ identities in its placement matching process.!* Placement
matching that does not consider these factors is more likely to result in unstable
placements for LGBTQ youth in foster care. In lieu of such considerations, it is critical
that all foster parents receive strong culturally competent training on the needs of and
resources available to LGBTQ youth in care.

Future Considerations: Sexual Orientation, Gender Identity, and Gender Expression

(SOGIE) Data Collection

In order to even beginning assessing the impact of training programs, changes in
policy, and other efforts to support LGBTQ youth, the District needs an understanding
of the number of youth in care that actually identify as LGBTQ.** We are pleased to see
that the council is considering LGBTQ Health Data Collection Amendment Act of 2018,
which would require the Office of the State Superintendent of Education to include
questions related sexual orientation, gender identity, and gender expression (SOGIE) in
the annual Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System.!> We hope CFSA will consider
collecting SOGIE data. SOGIE data collection, like foster parent training, must be done

in an appropriate, affirming manner. The Human Rights Campaign’s All Children—All



Families project’® has created a detailed guide specifically for child welfare agencies to
assess their readiness for formalizing SOGIE data collection as well as in-depth
guidance on how to collect that information with youth and adults.”” We look forward
to working with CFSA and the council to ensure that any future data collection is done
in a way that protects clients from discrimination and bias.!8
Conclusion

Thank you for the opportunity to testify. Children’s Law Center looks forward
to working with CFSA and the Council to improve the foster care experience of LGBTQ

youth. I look forward to answer any questions you have.
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