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Good morning, Chairwoman Watson, Chairwoman Bishop and committee members and staff.  I am Cathy Utz, Acting Deputy Secretary for the Department of Public Welfare’s (Department) Office of Children, Youth and Families (OCYF).  I am pleased to be here today to comment on the legislation and speak to issues related to child abuse reporting in Pennsylvania.
Protecting Pennsylvania’s children from abuse and neglect requires the collaboration of the entire child welfare system, community partners and citizens of the Commonwealth.  Educating all Pennsylvanians, especially mandated reporters, on how to identify and report children who have been abused, are at risk of being abused, or neglected is of paramount importance.  Mandated reporters play a critical role in the identification and prevention of child abuse.  The 2011 Pennsylvania Annual Child Abuse Report compiled by the Department found that mandated reporters referred 18,927 reports, which represents 78% of all suspected abuse reports in 2011.        
HB 436 proposes to amend the Child Protective Services Law (CPSL) by adding definitions, outlining and streamlining reporting procedures for mandated reporters while expanding the enumeration of those required persons who are required to report suspected child abuse.  The legislation also requires the posting of signs in certain business establishments to provide information on where to make a report of suspected child abuse.  The Department would be charged with the creation of the signs containing the telephone number for ChildLine.  We would recommend the reference to the ChildLine and Abuse Registry Intake Unit be amended to read ChildLine and Abuse Registry which is consistent with our regulations.  
The Department supports the concept of expanding certain parameters regarding the report of abuse that is disclosed by a child related to another child or abuse disclosed by an individual but recommends that further discussions occur to ensure that any amendments address current gaps.  In section (g), requiring mandated reporters to report disclosures of child abuse by a child, particularly when the mandated reporter may have no affiliation or knowledge of the alleged victim may lead those mandated reporters to conduct their own investigations to determine whether there is reasonable cause to suspect abuse if they do not know the child nor the situation that is being reported to them.  Additionally, children may be unnecessarily subjected to investigations because mandated reports will be required to make reports based upon third hand information given the potential to be charged with failure to report abuse. 
Section (h) (relating to disclosure of child abuse by an individual) amends the current statute in which the mandated reporter was only required to report cases of suspected child abuse when the alleged victim was under their care, supervision, guidance or training.  The proposed amendment would require that a report be made when an individual, age 14 or older admits that they committed abuse.  We believe that further discussion related to the age for disclosure is warranted.  Use of the recommended age of 14 may mean that more children are placed on the child abuse registry indefinitely and remain on there even when their juvenile records are expunged.  We would encourage that the Juvenile Courts Judges Commission (JCJC) be consulted on this piece of the legislation moving forward.    
The Department applauds the intentions of HB 431 and HB 432 which would improve the ability of mandated reporters to identify and subsequently report cases of suspected child abuse.  These bills would also provide an ongoing mechanism for informing licensed and certified professionals of any changes in statute or practice for identifying child abuse.  The Department also supports efforts to promote higher quality and consistency of training for mandated reporters.  
Presently, there is no requirement that mandated reporters receive training with the exception of school personnel.  Act 126 of 2012 which became effective January 1, 2013 requires school entities and their independent contractors who have direct contact with children to complete mandatory training for a minimum of three hours every five years.  The training includes, among other issues, child abuse recognition and reporting.  Should an individual or organization choose to train school personnel, they must have the curriculum approved by the Department of Education in consultation with the Department of Public Welfare.  Many school districts and other agencies are working to establish their own approved curriculum.  
While there is no statutory requirement, the Department acknowledges the importance of such training and contracts with two entities to provide this vital instruction to mandated reporters.  The Department currently contracts with the Pennsylvania Family Support Alliance (PFSA) and the Pennsylvania Chapter of the American Academy of Pediatrics (PA AAP) to conduct mandated reporter training.  Since 2000, PFSA has provided mandated reporter training at no cost to thousands of individuals working in the fields of education, child care, community service, and religion.  Additionally, many mandated reporters have received training from local personnel that were trained as instructors through the PFSA Train-the-Trainer program.  A program evaluation of the PFSA mandated reporter training conducted by Johns Hopkins University found that individuals who completed the mandated reporter training had a significant increase in their confidence to recognize and properly report suspected child abuse.  
PA AAP, through collaboration and funding from the Department, offers child abuse prevention and education programs.  The target audience for these trainings includes medical professionals who are mandated reporters such as primary care physicians, their office staff, hospital personnel, emergency medical service providers, and school nurses.  The training, entitled Educating Physicians in Their Communities – Suspected Child Abuse and Neglect (EPIC-SCAN), is conducted on-site and free of charge by a practicing primary care physician and representative from the child welfare system.  Additionally, the SCAN programs are provided jointly by a child welfare professional and an individual with clinical expertise because medical professionals require specialized clinical training that is specific to their role.  
Currently, the CPSL requires the Department of State (DOS) to make educational materials on mandated reporting available for all professional licensing boards whose licensees are charged with the responsibility of reporting child abuse.  However, there is no existing requirement for licensees regarding mandated reporter training.  HB 431 would place a condition on all persons applying for a license or certification issued by a licensing board of DOS that acceptable documentation of the completion of at least three hours of approved child abuse recognition and training be submitted with their application.  The training must address, but is not limited to, recognition of the signs of child abuse and the reporting requirements for suspected child abuse and must be obtained by a provider approved by the Department.  
It is unclear in the legislation whether the Department’s jurisdiction to approve training providers is intended to include approval of training curricula and materials.  Clarification is necessary because responsibility for curricula approval would increase the amount of staff time needed to conduct these reviews in comparison to trainer approval.  HB 431 would also require persons applying for the renewal of a license or certification by a licensing board of DOS to submit acceptable documentation.  The continuing education must also be obtained from a provider approved by the Department.  Again, the legislation is not clear on whether the Department’s jurisdiction to approve training providers is intended to include continuing education training curricula and materials.    
The Department has the responsibility to visit, survey, certify/register, and promulgate regulations for public and private, profit and nonprofit child day care facilities.  Data obtained from the Office of Child Development and Early Learning (OCDEL) in December 2012 shows that in the past year OCDEL has overseen the licensure of 4,758 child day care centers (representing 46,390 staff); 836 group day care homes (representing 1,045 staff); and the registration of 2,961 family day care homes (representing 2,961 staff).  There are existing training requirements for child care providers, however, they do not include specific training related to recognizing the signs of child abuse or reporting child abuse.  Enactment of HB 432 would strengthen the existing training requirements with the addition of mandatory child abuse training.  
    The legislation as written only amends Article X which limits the requirements to for-profit child care facilities.  The Department recommends amending both Article IX and X to capture both for-profit and non-profit facilities.  We also suggest defining the term “operator” in HB 432.  “Operator” generally applies to anyone that owns or operates a child care facility.  Many times, “operators” form a corporation or a Limited Liability Company and may never have direct contact with children, so requiring mandated reporter training for them would be inappropriate.  
Consideration should also be given to the requirement to obtain training 90 days after initial hire in a child day care facility.  Child day care staff turnover is extremely high, this requirement would mean that every time a child care staff switches jobs, they must obtain the training.  Additionally, thought should be given to phasing-in the requirement for existing child day care staff to receive training.  The requirement of requiring current staff to obtain training within 90 days may create a backlog of the availability of training facilitators.  
While certain individuals are required by law to report child abuse others are permitted and encouraged to report.  All Pennsylvania residents are considered permissive reporters.  HB 429 would protect a permissive reporter who makes a report of child abuse in good faith from being discharged from his or her employment or discriminated against in any other manner because they reported.  This legislation may encourage permissive reporters to report more cases of suspected child abuse since it affords them the same legal protection as a mandated reporter, a protection they currently do not possess.  The Department may intervene in any action commenced, however, HB 429 is silent on whether the Department is to receive notice of the action or a request to intervene.  
HB 430 attempts to streamline and modernize the system of sending and receiving child abuse reports through the use of advanced technology.  The legislation also supports the automation of processes and procedures within the child welfare system.  The fiscal impacts of HB 430 are significant and will require an overhaul of the Department’s information system (IT).  The Department has already developed a phased-in implementation plan for changes to our current IT system.  The first phase involves a redesign of the system the Department uses for reporting and tracking child abuse reports and for processing child abuse clearances.  The use of advanced communication technologies outlined in HB 430 is consistent with the Department’s efforts to begin transmitting information through the use of technology; however, the additional costs cannot be overlooked.  
Recognizing that the Task Force on Child Protection has made numerous recommendations for amendment to the CPSL and the General Assembly is considering these recommendations and other amendments, we recommend that a coordinated effort be used to ensure that any system changes support increased safety for our children and focus on ways we can all prevent child abuse.  Many bills have and will be introduced which will contain nuances that are impacted by other bills.  Through this process we must ensure that any amendments that are enacted complement one another and lead to long term systems improvements.
 
	Thank you for the opportunity to address you today and continuing to partner with the Department as we tackle the very serious issue of child abuse in the Commonwealth.  
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