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The Children’s Defense Fund’s (CDF) Leave No Child Behind mission is to ensure every 

child a healthy start, a head start, a fair start, a safe start and a moral start in life, and 

successful passage to adulthood with the help of caring families and communities. CDF 

provides a strong, effective and independent voice for all the children of America who 

cannot vote, lobby or speak for themselves. We pay particular attention to the needs of 

poor children, children of color and those with disabilities.  

 

In New York (CDF-NY), we are dedicated to improving conditions for children across the 

State, based on research, public education, policy development, organizing and advocacy 

activities.  Our priorities are health, education, early childhood, child welfare and juvenile 

justice.  

 

Thank you to the Chair and members of the City Council Committee on General Welfare 

for the opportunity to offer this written testimony concerning the Nicholas Scoppetta 

Children’s Center, and Int 1358-2019, legislation in relation to information about the use 

of psychiatric medication for youth in foster care. 

 

1) Nicholas Scoppetta Children’s Center 

 

We are concerned by reports of extended lengths of stay at the Children’s Center, 

police presence and arrests within the facility, and delays in services for youth placed 

there. Data from April 2019 shows that the average number of children in the Children’s 

Center on any given day was 70.i Half of these youth are adolescents, 14-18 years old 

(47.1%), and nearly a quarter are children aged 11 to 13 (22.9%).ii The remaining 30% 

are children aged 10 and under.iii  Because there is limited public reporting on conditions 

and incidents that occur at the Children’s Center, we encourage the Committee to 
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exercise its oversight role by inquiring from the Administration about the following policies 

and practices: 

 

Contact with Law Enforcement 

 

 Incidents involving youth the facility, and the guidance for ACS staff in calling 

NYPD or engaging police in response to such incidents; 

 

 Police presence and activity in the facility, including arrests of facility residents 

and the filing of juvenile reports; 

 

 What, if any, internal monitoring or reporting ACS maintains with regard to police 

contact with youth in the facility.  

 

Length of Stay / Information on Youth Needs 

 

 Data on average length of stay within the facility; 

 

 Data on the number of youth in the facility who do not leave within 7 days who 

have mental or behavioral health conditions. 

 

2) Int 1358-2019, legislation in relation to information about the use of psychiatric 

medication for youth in foster care 

Children in foster care are prescribed psychotropic medications at a rate nine times 

higher than children who are not placed in foster care.iv Studies have shown that 

psychotropic medications, which include mood stabilizers, antipsychotics, anti-anxiety 

medications, and stimulants, are prescribed to children in foster care as young as one 

year old.v Powerful antipsychotic medications, designed to treat adults with schizophrenia 

and bipolar disordervi, are the most frequently prescribed medications for children in foster 

care and are used for conditions from anxiety to attention disorders.vii  

 

Many children in foster care experience abuse, neglect, exposure to violence, 

poverty and systemic racismviii, and disrupted attachments with parents and other adults, 

which make them more likely to have emotional and behavioral challenges including 

mental health disorders.ix It is also true that for children with mental health disorders, 

medication can play a key role in treatment.x However, when children in foster care are 

prescribed psychotropic medication, best practices for prescribing and monitoring 

treatmentxi are often ignored.xii In some cases, children are prescribed psychotropic 
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medications so that they are sedated and easier to manage in foster care settings.xiii 

Medical histories are not obtained, children are not actually diagnosed with a specific 

condition, and often, alternative treatments, such as psychotherapy, are not included in 

their care.xiv As a result, psychotropic medications are often over-prescribed and can 

make children’s emotional and behavioral challenges worse.xv 

 

The perils of over-prescribing in the foster care setting are significant. Children are 

incorrectly prescribed medications rather than obtaining the treatment and support they 

need to address underlying trauma.xvi Children experience unwanted side effects and 

foster care placements lack protocols to monitor these side effects and effectively 

intervene.xvii Side effects include interference with sleep and appetite, tics, hearing voices, 

significant weight gainxviii and suicidal thoughts or attempts.xix A 2006 analysis showed 

that at least fort-five children died between 2000 and 2004 due to the side effects of these 

medications.xx Further, in many cases, the long term effects of these medication on 

children are unknown.xxi  

 

In light of these risks, best practice in child welfare requires diligent monitoring and 

data collection around the use of these drugs.xxii  We strongly support Int. 1358-2019, a 

bill which would require ACS to collect and report data about the prescription of 

psychotropic medication for children in its legal custody. The bill fills a critical gap in 

systemic oversight over the prescription of these medications to this vulnerable population 

and will more closely align NYC child welfare monitoring practices with national 

standards. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to offer this written testify before the Committee.  I 

am sorry that my schedule will not permit me to attend the hearing, but I would welcome 

the opportunity to address any questions of concerns.   

 

Julia L. Davis 

Director of Youth Justice and Child Welfare 

Children’s Defense Fund-NY 

jdavis@childrensdefense.org. 

i ACS Flash Report, May 2019, slide 12 of 33, available at: https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/acs/pdf/data-
analysis/flashReports/2019/05.pdf. 
ii Id. 
iii Id. 
iv ABA Psychotropic Medications, Feb. 16, 
https://www.americanbar.org/content/dam/aba/administrative/child_law/psychtropicmed_res_feb16_report.pdf, 1.  
v ABA Practice & Policy Brief: Psychotropic Medication and Children in Foster Care: Tips for Advocates and Judges, 
October 2011, https://www.americanbar.org/content/dam/aba/administrative/child_law/PsychMed.authcheckdam.pdf, 
8, 16. 
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