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Good afternoon Chair Levin and members of the Committee on General Welfare.  I 

am David Hansell, Commissioner of the New York City Administration for Children’s 

Services. With me are Jacqueline Martin, Deputy Commissioner for the Division of 

Prevention Services (DPS), and Lorelei Vargas, Deputy Commissioner for the Division of 

Child and Family Well-Being (CFWB).  Thank you for the opportunity to speak with you 

today about this important topic.   

We recognize that providing families with the help they need to overcome 

challenges—including trauma, poverty, isolation, mental health issues, and domestic 

violence—is critical to keeping children safe.  Over the years, ACS has steadily increased 

the availability of evidence-based prevention programs that are shown to reduce rates of 

maltreatment and improve overall child and family well-being. Last year, Casey Family 

Programs, a nationally recognized child welfare organization, noted that New York City is 

now at the forefront nationally in providing evidence-based prevention programs to support 

families.  Under the recently-enacted federal Family First Prevention Services Act, states 

now have the option for the first time to utilize federal funding under Section IV-E of the 

Social Security Act to support preventive services for families whose children would 

otherwise be candidates for foster care.  Since this law took effect in February 2018, we 

have received increased interest from child welfare agencies across the country, as well as 

leadership of the federal Children’s Bureau, in how ACS’s evidence-based prevention 

programs could offer models for states and localities across the country.    

ACS’s unprecedented investment in prevention services has continued to allow the 

agency to serve increased numbers of families in the community, while reducing the 

number of children placed in foster care. The number of children in foster care is now 

under 8,5000—a momentous shift from the nearly 50,000 children in care 25 years ago 
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and nearly 17,000 a decade ago.  The decline in our foster care population has continued 

even as national foster care caseloads have increased since 2012, principally as a result 

of the opioid epidemic. 

ACS contracts with over 54 non-profit agencies who together with their staff deliver 

high quality services to thousands of NYC families every day.  ACS provides extensive 

technical assistance and oversight to these providers to ensure high quality services and 

child safety.  The investments we have made with the Council in our prevention providers 

beginning in the FY18 budget, including the Model Budget process we described in our 

testimony in June, ensure that our providers can implement the best possible service 

models to support families and are appropriately compensated for doing so. 

As you know, this tremendous progress was threatened by severe proposed cuts to 

child welfare funding that were included in the Governor’s Executive Budget last January.  

Thankfully, the final State budget did not include those cuts, and I want to once again 

thank the Council for your powerful advocacy on behalf of our City’s children and families 

during the State budget negotiations. I also want to thank the children’s advocacy 

community in New York City who did extraordinary work to make sure that the State 

Legislature understood the potential impact of these cuts and persuaded legislators and 

the Governor to maintain the State’s commitment to this critical work. 

Because we believe so strongly in prevention, we launched the Division of Child 

and Family Well-Being last fall, making ACS the first child welfare agency in the country to 

spearhead a “primary prevention” approach, which seeks to reach families proactively with 

services, resources and educational messages that can support healthy children, families 

and communities.  Our ambitious vision, building on the success of our existing prevention 

programs, is to build the capacity to reach families before involvement with the child 
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welfare system occurs, through a range of direct service, public education, and 

community-building strategies.  Our new Division has been in place for a year now, and we 

are excited about the work we are doing and the potential to expand it in the future. 

I’ll now turn to Deputy Commissioners Martin and Vargas to discuss our prevention 

services work in more detail. 

 

Prevention Services: Dr. Jaqueline Martin 

Good afternoon.  I am Jacqueline Martin, Deputy Commissioner for the Division of 

Prevention Services (DPS) at ACS.  Our goal in DPS is to help keep children safe and to 

ensure that every NYC child has the support of a strong family and healthy community to 

help them succeed.  We do this by partnering with families and providing access to high 

quality services that have real impact. 

 New York City is one of the few jurisdictions in the country where families have 

access to a comprehensive, holistic, and fully-funded continuum of services and supports 

to strengthen families and prevent entry into foster care. ACS funds over 200 programs, 

delivered by 54 contracted providers that support families throughout the City. Our 

contracted providers are located throughout the five boroughs and are fixtures in the 

communities they serve. The services they provide range from case management to high 

intensity evidence-based interventions for families with significant mental health or other 

challenges. The overall number of child welfare prevention slots has increased from 

11,994 in FY2015 to 13,596 in FY2019. By the end of FY2019, ACS will have expanded its 

array of family support services for approximately 2,900 families. This includes nearly 

1,700 slots for families to be served by our contracted prevention family support services, 
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and 1,000 additional families already receiving new, specialized supportive services as 

their children return to them from foster care. 

 Training 

As you know, Local Law 16 of 2018 requires ACS to provide training for prevention 

services caseworkers.  The Fiscal Year 2018 budget includes funds so that prevention 

agencies can send staff to trainings.  Providers can receive training at our Workforce 

Institute or use their own trainings, approved by ACS, to fulfill the training 

requirements.  ACS has instituted a standard that all current prevention staff take 6 days of 

training each year.  These include a mandated reporter e-learn program, as well as 

courses on motivational interviewing, safety and risk, understanding and undoing implicit 

bias, and intimate partner violence. Direct service staff and prevention supervisors are 

required to take all of the above; supervisors are also required to take a course on 

coaching. In addition, in Fiscal Year 2018, the ACS Workforce Institute developed an 11-

day learning program for new preventive case planners in our provider agencies.  This new 

program includes simulation opportunities and structured on-the-job experiences.  During 

FY2018, 4,033 provider agency learners took courses through the Workforce Institute, 

including most frontline staff in prevention agencies. 

Prevention Services Continuum 

One of the important hallmarks of New York City’s prevention services system is 

that we offer a continuum of services that allows us to match a family to the services they 

need, both in terms of intensity and specialization.  I am going to describe the types of 

programs in our continuum: 
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 General Prevention and Treatment Programs 

General Prevention is our largest service model and serves families with children 

between the ages of birth to 18 years, as well as young people between 18-21 years who 

were formerly in foster care. General Prevention services last a full year, and are tailored 

to the individual needs of each family by including services such as case management, 

individual and family counseling, support groups for parents and youth, help in meeting 

children’s developmental needs, referrals and help accessing benefits, education, prenatal 

care, substance abuse, mental health, and domestic violence counseling, as well as 

vocational services and early care and education services. Across the city, ACS funds 

more than 7,000 general prevention slots. 

Family Treatment and Rehabilitation services (FT/R) are designed for higher-risk 

families and include treatment for substance abuse and mental illness. FT/R programs 

offer clinical diagnostic teams comprised of licensed therapists, Credentialed Alcohol 

Substance Abuse Counselors (CASAC), case planners, psychologist consultants, 

psychiatric consultants and other providers who work with families to develop treatment 

plans.   

Evidence Based Practice 

ACS’s continuum of prevention services includes promising practice and evidence-

based models, which have been proven effective through documented rigorous scientific 

study. Evidence-Based Models (EBMs) require intensive staff training and they require 

clinical and case practice to adhere to strict fidelity standards. We lead the country in our 

implementation of evidence-based models including Functional Family Therapy, Child 

Parent Psychotherapy, and Multi-Systemic Therapy. These programs enable us to serve a 
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broader array of families experiencing complex challenges and address issues like mental 

health, substance use disorder, and trauma.  

Innovation in Prevention Services 

Over the past 3 years, the Division of Prevention Services has been a forerunner in 

launching innovative new programs and approaches to continuously improve the way we 

serve children and families. I’d like to share a few of our new programs: 

Court Ordered Supervision 

In expanding our continuum of prevention services, we have made a deliberate 

effort to bolster services for our higher-needs families receiving court-ordered supervision 

or at immediate risk of court intervention.  In Spring 2018 ACS announced awards for 960 

new prevention slots, including 480 in evidence-based programs. After implementation 

planning throughout the summer within ACS and with the awarded provider agencies, 

programs began accepting referrals on October 1, 2018.  

The second phase of implementation is currently underway and involves preparing 

and training provider agency staff on providing informative testimony in Family Court 

regarding the family’s progress.  ACS and our provider agencies are working 

collaboratively to co-design the processes and trainings required for this phase. 

With support from the National Implementation Research Network, phase three 

entails developing “practice profiles” to help clarify the roles of the prevention case planner 

and the ACS Family Services Unit Child Protective Specialist when both professionals are 

working with the same family. This phase involves interviews and focus groups with the 

ACS Division of Child Protection, our family court attorneys, and our prevention provider 

agencies. 
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Group Attachment Based Intervention 

In 2017, ACS launched the Group Attachment Based Intervention (GABI) initiative, 

which provides access to trauma-informed, intensive attachment-focused therapy for our 

hardest to reach families, namely parents and very young children (ages 0-3) who have 

experienced significant trauma, housing instability, mental illness, domestic violence, and 

other challenges. GABI provides group settings where parents can connect with others 

experiencing similar challenges, and seeks to improve children’s development, decrease 

their exposure to trauma and maltreatment, reduce parental stress, and boost parental 

social support and mental health.  There are currently five GABI drop-in sites located 

throughout the City—Manhattan, Queens, and Staten Island each have a GABI site, and 

two sites are located in the Bronx. We are planning to open a Brooklyn site in 2019, which 

will be co-located with the Department of Health and Mental Hygiene’s Bedford Stuyvesant 

Neighborhood Health Action Center. 

A Safe Way Forward 

Earlier today ACS announced A Safe Way Forward, a new prevention initiative 

launching this spring that will work with families experiencing domestic violence. This new 

program is the first of its kind in the country, as it will provide both prevention and clinical 

services to all members of families experience domestic violence, including the survivors, 

children and the person causing harm. This model was developed through unprecedented 

research and collaboration. Our Community Based Strategies team conducted over 12 

months of research including literature reviews, interviews with over 100 experts across 

the country, and close collaboration with survivors, advocates, persons causing harm, and 

the Mayor’s Office to End Domestic and Gender-Based violence. This approach elevates 

the voices of the families we serve and will ensure that every part of the program is an 



- 8 - 
 

empowering experience for them. We strongly believe that family voice must be central to 

our work. 

ACS will partner with two provider agencies to serve 130 families in the Bronx and 

Staten Island that are involved in court-ordered supervision and have been referred to 

prevention services.  

Designing for Opportunity: Pathways to Prevention 

Earlier this year, our Community Based Strategies team was awarded the first ever 

Designing for Opportunity Grant from the Mayor’s Office for Economic Opportunity’s 

Service Design Studio. This competitive grant has enabled our team to work in partnership 

with designers using human centered design tactics to better understand the family’s 

journey through prevention services. Over the past several months we have been 

interviewing ACS and provider staff, as well as families and advocates to understand their 

experience of ACS prevention and will be co-designing system improvements with them to 

ensure our services are accessible, family-driven, and meet their needs. This work will also 

help inform future procurements of prevention services. 

 

I will now turn to my colleague, Deputy Commissioner Lorelei Vargas, to discuss the 

Division of Child and Family Well-Being.  

 

Primary Prevention: Lorelei Atalie Vargas 

Good afternoon.  I am Lorelei Atalie Vargas, Deputy Commissioner for the Division 

of Child and Family Well-Being at ACS. As Commissioner Hansell noted earlier, ACS has 

significantly enhanced our work in prevention services to provide supports for families 

before a need for intervention arises.  The creation of the Division of Child and Family 
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Well-Being (CFWB) last fall brought our City to the forefront nationally for our commitment 

to primary prevention.   

 CFWB aims to engage families before they ever reach the child welfare system, 

with resources and services to help them prosper.  We focus on the factors that contribute 

to family well-being—including health, education, employment, and culture—and use 

place-based and population-based approaches to engage families and communities. We 

also exercise a two-generational approach to meeting the needs of families, meaning, we 

are focused on engaging and providing supports to both parents and children—the entire 

family unit—because when parents thrive their children can flourish.   

Research shows that adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) cause damage to the 

physical, social and emotional development of children and are a critical public health 

issue. CFWB is working to address ACEs and build protective factors for resilience. We 

know that sharing knowledge on ACEs and building these protective factors will be 

effective in reducing child maltreatment and improving child development outcomes over 

time. Our objective is to educate communities about brain science and work closely with 

them to design culturally competent approaches to reduce and mitigate toxic stress in their 

neighborhoods, with a long-term goal of healthier outcomes.  In addition to Family 

Enrichment Centers, which I will discuss further, CFWB’s scope includes ACS’s 

Community Partnerships Programs, the Safe Sleep Initiative, the Medication Safety 

campaign, early care and education, and a new Office of Equity Strategies that works to 

identify strategies to reduce inequities, implicit bias, and other factors that contribute to 

disparate outcomes for the families and communities we serve.  
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Family Enrichment Centers 

ACS’s Family Enrichment Centers (FEC) represent an innovative new model for 

providing comprehensive, community-focused support to families.  The FEC model is a 

family-centered primary prevention strategy that is designed to reduce rates of child 

maltreatment and increase family stability and well-being.    

Everything about each Center—from the name, to the physical layout, to the 

services offered—was co-developed with families and the community. The FECs are open 

to all families in their communities and provide a range of services that support healthy 

child development. Because the design of each center is community-driven, they are an 

important vehicle for helping all children and families to thrive. Each Family Enrichment 

Center mirrors the needs of the community, and therefore helps families locate and access 

the unique resources they need to succeed.  

We are proud to have launched three pilot Family Enrichment Centers in 2018 in 

neighborhoods with high rates of Child Welfare system involvement. The first Center 

opened in February in the Hunts Point/Longwood neighborhood of the Bronx and is called 

O.U.R. Place (Organizing to be United + Resilient). Shortly thereafter, The C.R.I.B.  

(Community Resources in Brooklyn) in East New York, and Circle of Dreams in Highbridge 

opened their doors to the community.  

Our goal is to work alongside the community and bring them the resources they 

have identified as needed, to help each and every family thrive. By listening to 

communities and using data, we are able to leverage resources to support families, with 

the eventual goal of lowering rates of involvement in the child welfare system. FECs are 

currently in the midst of a pilot period, and once this demonstration project is complete, our 
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goal is to expand and procure for FECs to continue in these and other high need 

communities across the City. 

 

Closing 

Thank you for the opportunity to discuss some of the many ways ACS supports 

families in New York City through our continuum of prevention services.  ACS is deeply 

committed to providing high quality programs and services to meet the needs of all families 

in the City and we are grateful for the Council’s support in this mission. We look forward to 

further cultivating our partnership with you to carry out this important work. 

Thank you again for your time. We are happy to take any questions.  
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