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Mary C. Jones
ACF/OPRE Certifying Officer
Department of Health and Human Services
Washington, DC 
Via Email: opreinfocollection@acf.hhs.gov

October 30, 2025

Re: Proposed Information Collection Activity; State Court Improvement Program [Docket #ACF-2025-17275]

Dear Ms. Jones:

Pursuant to notice published in the Federal Register, the National Association of Counsel for Children (NACC) submits these comments regarding the proposed three-year extension of the State Court Improvement Program’s (SCIP) Strategic Plan Template and Annual Self-Assessment. 

NACC is a non-profit membership association that advances children’s and parents’ rights by supporting child welfare lawyers who provide zealous legal representation in foster care court proceedings.  Our members include attorneys who represent children, parents, and agencies in these cases, as well as judges, academic experts, CASAs, social workers, and pediatricians. NACC has nearly five decades of expertise in this arena, including extensive recent work supporting access to Title IV-E funding for child welfare legal representation.

Through our technical assistance to states, NACC has observed firsthand the common themes, challenges, and frequently asked questions that arise as Title IV-E grantees seek to draw down federal funding to support high-quality legal representation.  One persistent gray area surrounds access to quality data on this topic – information that is often held by local courts, but is not easily accessible to Title IV-E grantee agencies and other stakeholders interested in systemic improvement. To this end, NACC writes to specifically respond to question (e), which asks:

(e) Regarding IV-E legal representation funding, in addition to asking an open-ended question about this topic in the Self-Assessment, would additional data elements around type of attorneys funded (e.g., agency, kin) or type of cases (e.g., only in foster care, in other civil matters) be useful? These data are not needed for SCIP application approval by CB but could be compiled and shared back with grantees to support peer learning and connections. From your cost/benefit vantage, would this be worth including?

The answer is a resounding "yes.”  Without more data from the courts, child welfare systems can neither stay apace with the needs of the field nor compliant with federal mandates (See, e.g., Office of the Inspector General’s 2021 Report – “ACF Cannot Ensure That All Child Victims of Abuse and Neglect Have Court Representation”). To help remedy this, NACC recommends that Court Improvement Program report add the following data elements on an annual basis:
· Number of parents, children, kin, tribal custodians, and tribes represented by attorneys in dependency matters;
· Average caseload and payment scale of attorneys representing parents, children and kin in dependency matters and appeals;
· Mandatory training requirements for attorneys practicing in dependency courts;
· At what stage of the case does appointment of legal counsel for parents, children and kin typically begin and end? For example, are attorneys appointed prior to the initial/ shelter hearing, before adjudication, or at the permanency phase?
· Number and scope of agreements for Title IV-E funding for legal representation, with specific inquiries such as:
· Are these agreements statewide, county-wide, or city-wide?
· What types of cases are funded by Title IV-E legal representation dollars (Ex. dependency, pre-petition civil legal matters, ancillary civil legal matters);
· How is Title IV-E funding being utilized to enhance the quality of legal representation? (Ex. training, certification, recruitment and retention strategies, multidisciplinary teams, etc.)

Collecting data of this nature would parallel the Department of Justice public defender workforce census, for which there is no current equivalency in child welfare legal representation.
We look forward to continuing collaboration with Children’s Bureau and Court Improvement Programs nationwide. Thank you for considering these additions and for your commitment to improving the lives of children.
Sincerely,
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Allison Green, JD, CWLS
Chief Legal Officer. National Association of Counsel for Children
www.NACCchildlaw.org 
Allison.Green@NACCchildlaw.org
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