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How can child protection agencies identify and support youth involved 
in or at risk of commercial child sexual exploitation?
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All families face challenges at one time or another, often leaning on their 
communities and personal networks for support. In some communities, 
resources may be scarce, making it more difficult for families to access the 
right supports at the right time. If the child welfare system mistakes unmet 
needs for neglect, some families ultimately may be unduly reported to child 
protective services. Family resource centers, known in some jurisdictions as 
family success centers, help families locate and access the resources and 
services that they need to thrive, which ultimately may help reduce instances of 
unnecessary child protection system involvement into the lives of families. 

In Washington, D.C., the number of children separated from their families 
and placed in foster care has decreased from over 3,300 in the early 2000s 
to less than 650 today.1 This reduction has allowed the District’s Child and 
Family Services Agency (CFSA) to reinvest foster care cost savings to build 
a continuum of community-based prevention services. Building on over two 
decades of reinvestment in prevention, CFSA has successfully implemented 
its federally approved Family First Prevention Plan in partnership with 

How have community voice and  
leadership guided the implementation  
of Family Success Centers in  
Washington, D.C.?

https://www.casey.org/family-resource-centers/
https://cfsa.dc.gov/publication/dc-cfsa-family-first-prevention-plan
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community-based organizations including the Healthy 
Families/Thriving Communities Collaborative, as well 
as the newest community-led initiative: Families First 
DC (FFDC). FFDC is a mayoral initiative designed to 
complement the existing array of prevention strategies 
outlined in CFSA’s Family First Prevention Plan. Launched 
in October 2020, FFDC provides community-driven 
supportive services and resources to families in 
Washington via 10 family success centers (FSCs). The 
FSCs focus on providing upstream support, prioritizing 
the leadership of the community and integrating services. 

The family success centers have been deliberate in 
their commitment to community voice and leadership at 
every point in the implementation process, from hiring 
to site selection to decision-making around funding and 
programming. Although outcome data is not yet available, 
feedback from residents has been enthusiastic, in large 
part because they have been included in identifying 
and addressing the needs in their own neighborhoods. 
This brief describes CFSA’s roadmap for centering the 
planning and implementation of the FSCs in the 
expertise of the community.2

Start with community data
Washington, D.C., is made up of eight wards, but 
more than half of the children who enter foster care 
in the district come from only two, Wards 7 and 
8, both of which have significantly higher rates of 
residents living in poverty. With the assistance of an 
outside consultant, CFSA analyzed the data to map 
community needs, such as access to technology and 
crime rates, and the availability of resources, such 

I’m proud that I can speak up for my community, that I can uplift my 
community. It makes me feel awesome knowing that. My voice is being 
heard and it actually matters. It makes you feel good knowing that you’re 
doing something positive in your community, when your community isn’t 
always looked at as such a positive thing.

 —  Y V O N N E  H A R G R O V E , 
C O M M U N I T Y  A D V I S O R Y  C O U N C I L  M E M B E R ,  C O M M U N I T Y  O F  H O P E  FA M I LY  S U C C E S S  C E N T E R

WHAT DO FAMILY SUCCESS CENTERS 
OFFER?

Family success centers support families in 
navigating services and resources that are already 
available, either through government agencies 
or community-based organizations, and then 
identifying and providing any gaps in resources. 
The resources provided vary from center to 
center, based on each neighborhood’s needs, but 
often include some or all of the following services: 

•	 Computer literacy and professional development

•	 Counseling and wellness programs

•	 Diaper bank/food pantry 

•	 Financial education

•	 Healthcare services

•	 Housing support

•	 Multigenerational programs

•	 Parental support and parenting workshops

•	 Self-care, individual coaching, and support 
groups

•	 Youth development programs

https://www.casey.org/dc-collaboratives/
https://www.casey.org/dc-collaboratives/
https://cfsa.dc.gov/page/families-first-dc
https://cfsa.dc.gov/page/families-first-dc
https://cfsa.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/cfsa/page_content/attachments/Families First DC map_r6__.pdf
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as family and wellness services. This helped CFSA 
identify which neighborhoods would benefit most from 
having a center.

Five neighborhoods each in Wards 7 and 8 were 
selected for the FSCs. From that point forward, the 
community has remained at the center of planning and 
decision-making. 

Prioritize local roots
Once the neighborhoods were identified, CFSA hired 
program staff who live in the neighborhoods 
where the FSCs were to be located. These staff 
roles support and oversee the development and 
implementation of the FSCs. Kiara Streater, one of 
the program specialists, said hiring from within the 
neighborhoods made a difference: “I have a stake 
in this fight … I’m there because I care about my 
community and these are my people, too. I don’t go as 
a spectator, I go as a participant.” Later, when the FSCs 
were selected and ready to hire staff for the centers 
themselves, they also hired individuals connected to the 
neighborhoods. FSCs generally have one director and 
two or more success navigators/family engagement 
specialists whose job is to help families identify and 
obtain services, and most of them live in the areas 
served and have deep ties to the community. “Have 
a team that’s dedicated to this community, not just a 
team that is here for the money,” recommends Jaelyn 
Torrence, Community Advisory Council member at the 
Woodland Terrace FSC. “(Have) a team that is here to 
change lives.”

Another key decision point was identifying and 
selecting the provider agencies in the community that 
would operate the FSCs. CFSA used a competitive 
grant process and, in contrast with many government 
RFP processes, invited a broad base of community 
partners to be equal participants in assessing the 
applicants and making the selection. The process 
included site visits with the highest-rated applicants to 
determine critical factors, such as ease of access to 
the physical location. When an applicant organization 
not chosen as an FSC site voiced disagreement with 
the decision, maintaining the community relationship 
continued to be a priority. CFSA met with that 
organization to share the reasons for the decision, 
and representatives of the organization were invited to 
community stakeholder meetings. This collaborative 
approach has helped to maintain relationships, and 
the denied organization now participates in their 
local FSC through membership on the Community 
Advisory Council.

CFSA also required that providers selected to 
operate a FSC be trusted, existing organizations 
within the community. Calvin Smith, director of 
government and community relations at BridgePoint 
Healthcare, chair of the Ward 8 Health Council, and a 
participant on the FSC selection committee, said: “Trust 
means everything here in D.C. District residents want to 
make sure they know who you are, and your program 
has sustainability. Historically, a lot of businesses come 
in thinking nothing is being done and begin to make the 
wrong moves, yielding the wrong results. Residents are 
left with unfulfilled promises.” 

I’m glad the FSC came and that it’s growing. We work together as a 
community – you can always reach out and talk to somebody, and 
you’re going to get a response immediately. They always call and 
check up on you: ‘How are your kids? What do you need? What don’t 
you need?’ It’s more like family.

 —  N ATA LYA  W A L K E R , 
C O M M U N I T Y  A D V I S O R Y  C O U N C I L  M E M B E R ,  W O O D L A N D  T E R R A C E  FA M I LY  S U C C E S S  C E N T E R



SAFE CHILDREN STRONG FAMILIES SUPPORTIVE COMMUNITIES SAFE CHILDREN STRONG FAMILIES  
SUPPORTIVE COMMUNITIES SAFE CHILDREN STRONG FAMILIES SUPPORTIVE COMMUNITIES SAFE CHILDREN 
STRONG FAMILIES SUPPORTIVE COMMUNITIES SAFE CHILDREN STRONG FAMILIES SAFE CHILDREN STRONG 

casey.org   |    4

How have community voice and leadership guided the implementation of 
Family Success Centers in Washington, D.C.?

CFSA leadership did recognize, however, that 
this requirement could exclude smaller or newer 
organizations that have close ties to the community 
but lack the resources required to compete in a 
formal government RFP process. To address this, 
CFSA requires FSCs to share resources throughout 
the community. FSCs are mandated to spend a 
portion of their grant on subgrants with other 
community organizations, such as mental health 
and education providers. Some FSCs also provide 
up to $2,500 in microgrant support to small local 
organizations and individuals with relevant expertise 
and talents. Many of them have been disenfranchised 
historically. This support allows community members 
to see their ideas come to life, as the funding supports 
activities like art classes, dance classes, and other 
community-led events.

Integrate local expertise
Once the FSC provider agencies were selected, each 
organization received a nine-month planning grant to 
allow time to fully explore and research community 
needs, hire staff, identify and develop appropriate 
services, and create a Community Advisory Council 
(CAC). A key and distinctive feature of the FSC 
model, the CAC solicits and incorporates feedback 
from the community to guide programming and 
funding decisions. 

CACs are composed of community stakeholders, with 
at least 50% of them residents (though most have a 
much higher percentage). CAC membership strives 
to represent the diversity of the community, such as 
by race, ethnicity, age, gender, sexual orientation, 

educational background, and household composition. 
Individuals must apply to be a member of a CAC. If 
selected, FSCs provide professional development 
opportunities, including training on topics such as 
active listening, advocacy, and trauma. CAC members 
receive a minimum of a $50 stipend per monthly 
meeting, and child care and food are provided for 
in-person meetings. In addition to participating in 
meetings, many CAC members volunteer at FSC 
events and increase FSC awareness in the community 
through word of mouth and outreach to their 
personal networks.

We had a ‘Women’s Day’ brunch. We paired an elder with a young person 
at each table to make sure they could learn from each other. They all had a 
wonderful time. That was an idea from a CAC member. They see their ideas 
being implemented and how well they work.

 —  A L E E S H A  C A D E , 
H U M A N  R E S O U R C E / F I N A N C E  D I R E C T O R ,  N O R T H  C A P I TA L  C O L L A B O R AT I V E

SUPPORTING A FATHER

At one FSC, staff observed a man walking around 
outside the building looking overwhelmed. They 
invited him in and learned that his ex-wife had 
dropped their children off at his house with 
nothing. He felt lost and had no idea where to 
go or what to do. The FSC staff immediately 
connected him with an attorney to begin the 
process of obtaining custody of the children, and 
assisted him with enrolling the children in school 
and obtaining mental health counseling for the 
children. The father commented to the FSC staff 
that, “I had no idea you guys could do this. I just 
thought you guys passed out diapers and food. 
I didn’t know I could come here and have a full 
conversation and get some needed resources.”
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By creating a formal avenue for community members 
to participate in their local FSC, community members 
are able to feel invested, as they have a role in 
funding, programming, and other decisions. They 
also commit to ensuring that their family, friends, and 
neighbors are aware of the various resources and 
events offered at the FSC. CACs also have provided 
a path to employment, as some members have been 
hired into staff roles at their local FSC. 

Continue to collaborate and adjust as 
needed
The 10 FSCs in Washington, D.C., constitute 
a local network that has structures in place for 
regular communication and collaboration among 
themselves and with CFSA. Given early success, 
the FSC network expanded in April 2022 to include 
another FSC in a different part of the city: Ward 5. 
From the outset, evaluation has been a part the 
FSC initiative to build evidence that — individually 
and collectively — family success centers positively 
impact families and communities. CFSA administers 
the FSC evaluations, though it is important to 
note that individual and family-level data are not 
shared with CFSA. 

The FSCs and CFSA worked together during the 
planning phase to identify goals and develop the 
data reporting process. Short-term goals at the 
program and family levels include performance on 
key performance measures, utilization and service 
uptake, and progress towards individual and family 
goals. Long-term goals are more community-based 
and include decreases in crime, reductions in child 
abuse and neglect, and improvements in economic 
mobility, education, health, and well-being. 

As the FSCs began operating, the FSCs and CFSA 
realized that the process they had designed for data 
collection was not working. The reality of balancing the 
need to gather data with the varying needs of residents 
across 10 different sites has been challenging, but 
not impossible. CFSA and the FSCs are committed 
to developing an improved data collection process 
in order to create less of a burden on residents. For 
example, the data reporting process initially included 
a “welcome form” for clients to complete upon entry 
to a FSC. FSCs found few clients were completing 
the form, which was very long and included personal 
questions, so the form was revised to include only the 
most necessary information. Additional questions are 
asked retrospectively only of residents who are deemed 
to need intensive services. 

CFSA also is tracking data from its child maltreatment 
hotline and to date, no FSC has reported any concerns 
with any of the families they serve. This may be due, 
at least in part, to the fact that while all FSC staff 

They’re doing an excellent job and I really appreciate it. I can see the smiles on 
the kids’ faces. I can see the smiles on the parents’ faces. Having the success 
center here means a lot to us.

 —  F R I E DA  PAY N E , 
C O M M U N I T Y  A D V I S O R Y  C O U N C I L  M E M B E R ,  L I F E  D E E D S  FA M I LY  S U C C E S S  C E N T E R

CREATING COMMUNITY CONNECTIONS TO 
HELP A YOUNG MOTHER

A young mother attending an FSC’s parent café 
disclosed that she felt like she didn’t know how to be 
a mom and considered herself a “bad mom” because 
she let her two children, ages 1 and 3, tell her what 
to do. A great-grandmother, living in a household of 
four generations, stepped up to mentor the young 
mother. She calls the mother every morning to check 
in and provide inspiration, and babysits the children 
from time to time.
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are mandated to report any concerns of child abuse 
and neglect, they emphasize providing support 
and working alongside families to prevent incidents 
before they occur.

In addition to quantitative data, qualitative data also is 
being collected through surveys and focus groups to 

gain a deeper understanding of the impacts of FSC 
services on families. Initial satisfaction surveys indicate 
“outstanding” satisfaction with FSC services. Family 
success, though, means different things to different 
people. That’s why allowing each community and family 
to shape their own definition of success is at the heart 
of the FSC vision and model.

To learn more, visit Questions from the field at Casey.org.
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