
HealthySteps integrates an early childhood specialist into a 
child’s primary care team. 
 
How it works 
Because most young children visit the pediatrician, child wellness visits are an important 
opportunity to connect with families and ensure that they have the appropriate resources to 
address their child’s needs. Physicians, however, may not always have the time or ability to 
address all concerns that families have. A HealthySteps specialist that participates in regular 
wellness visits can help families during and between these visits to address concerns outside 
the physician's capabilities, such as feeding, behavior, sleep, and attachment. Parents can also 
receive support for themselves, including help addressing postpartum anxiety and depression. 

Why it matters
Parents often have questions and concerns about developmental milestones, behavior, 
discipline, breastfeeding, and nutrition that aren't always addressed during a visit to the 
pediatrician.  Without prior knowledge of early childhood development, parents may not know 
what to ask or even that they can ask for help with issues that aren’t strictly medical.  They may 
worry that additional help may be unaffordable. Guidance and support from an early childhood 
specialist can improve children’s health, safety, and social-emotional development, as well as 
provide early intervention that can be life-changing and allow for cost savings for families. 

HealthySteps has demonstrated positive social-emotional results for participating children 
whose mothers experienced childhood trauma, compared to children who did not participate in 
the program.1

Studies show that HealthySteps may yield positive outcomes in:2 

•	 Child social-emotional development 

•	 Duration of breastfeeding 

•	 Reducing postpartum depression 

•	 Improving key social determinants of health (i.e., reducing risk factors such as food insecurity, 
housing instability or homelessness,  utility needs, transportation needs, interpersonal safety, 
substance misuse, tobacco use) 

•	 Parent-child relationships 

•	 Greater adherence to regular well-child visits and continuity of preventive care 

•	 Vaccination rates 

•	 Use of positive parenting approaches 

•	 Child safety practices 

•	 Decreased use of severe discipline 

•	 Parental satisfaction with care

HealthySteps

Key facts
The program supports families 
at pediatric well visits by 
integrating HealthySteps 
specialists into the primary 
care setting. HealthySteps 
specialists are child 
development and behavioral 
health promotion and 
prevention experts that serve 
children ages 0-3 and their 
families. 

Specialists ensure children 
meet certain criteria by 
providing screenings, 
resources, and coaching.

The specialists also help 
parents and caregivers 
to understand children’s 
behavioral and developmental 
challenges and to coordinate 
and manage specialty care 
when needed.
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300+
In fiscal year 2022, over 300 new 

patients were served through locally 
funded HealthySteps sites. 

HealthySteps



Full, sustainable funding for HealthySteps is key to ensuring this program can continue 
to address issues that prove costly to families and the health care system over time. More 
importantly, the accessible, expert, and comprehensive care provided by HealthySteps 
improves the lifelong health and well-being of children and families, preventing significant 
health, social-emotional, academic, and behavioral problems down the road, and 
promotes a brighter future for DC’s kids. 

Who HealthySteps helps
HealthySteps specialists are primarily embedded in pediatric primary care practices where 
the majority of current patients are enrolled in Medicaid.3 Across the District, there are 
ten HealthySteps sites in wards 1, 3, 4, 7, and 8. Of these ten sites, six are locally funded by 
DC Health and four are privately funded. The six locally funded sites are in wards 7 and 
8 at Children’s National Hospital, Unity Health Care, and MedStar Georgetown. In FY22, 
Children’s National Hospital served 777 residents (356 were newly enrolled) and Unity 
Health Care served 336 residents.4
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Under 3 DC, a broad based coalition in the District of Columbia, harnesses the voices and power of parents with young children, early educators, advocates, and  
health professionals to create transformative social change. The Coalition’s efforts center on the people experiencing racial and economic injustice every day. It shines 
a spotlight on the need for more public investments to support families with infants and toddlers. Together, we can set the city on a path to creating and sustaining a  
high quality, equitable early childhood system.  

Learn more
Let’s make the District of 
Columbia a city where 
equitable opportunities begin 
at birth. Find out how to 
take action for our youngest 
residents and their families.
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What's next
Providing this kind of critical support to families with young children requires funding for specialists’ training and compensation. DC 
Health funds five Federally Qualified Health Centers in wards 5, 7, and 8  that utilize the HealthySteps model.5 Once fully phased in, 
HealthySteps will require $1.5 million in ongoing annual investments.6 The 2024 fiscal year DC budget provides $1.35 million for the six 
locally funded HealthySteps sites mentioned above.7 Importantly, the FY24 budget maintained funding for six locally funded sites and 
provided the sites the opportunity to continue expansion. FY24 will be the first full fiscal year for the sixth and newest locally funded 
HealthySteps site with MedStar Georgetown. 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1220075.pdf
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2015.302630
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2015.302630
https://code.dccouncil.us/dc/council/laws/22-179.html
https://dccouncil.gov/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Attachment-FY22-Oversight-AMP-Q1-combined.pdf
https://dccouncil.gov/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Attachment-FY22-Oversight-AMP-Q1-combined.pdf
http://app.cfo.dc.gov/services/fiscal_impact/pdf/spring09/Updated%20FIS%2022-203%20Birth-to-Three%20for%20All%20DC%20Act%20of%202018.pdf
https://www.dropbox.com/sh/z6g48dc4tq8528u/AAAIiPdhYtacABxBTKEvacWWa/FY%202024%20Budget/DOH/Agency%20Responses?dl=0&preview=FY24+DC+Health+Budget+Oversight+Questions_final040723.docx&subfolder_nav_tracking=1


Healthy Futures

Key facts 

Early childhood mental health 
consultation (ECMHC) is an effective 
evidence-based strategy to promote 
young children’s positive social 
emotional development and behavioral 
health to prevent, identify, and reduce 
the impact of behavioral health 
problems on caregivers including 
teachers, school administrators, and 
parents and guardians.

ECMHC programs employ consultants 
who work directly with children, 
teachers, school administrators, 
child caregivers, and families to build 
competency in the development of 
children’s social and emotional skills.

ECMHC programs seek to minimize 
the use of exclusionary discipline in 
child care programs and preschools 
by providing resources that allow 
students to thrive in the classroom.

Providing support to child care 
providers in identifying possible mental 
health concerns and connecting 
families with referrals can prevent 
disruptive behavior in the short term 
and create structures that support 
an increase in strong mental health 
through childhood and beyond.
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7,571
7,571 children were served by a 

mental health specialist  through the 
Healthy Futures program in FY 2022.

Healthy Futures is an evidence-based, early childhood mental 
health consultation program that supports caregivers to promote 
positive social and emotional development in young children. 

How it works
Underdeveloped social-emotional skills and untreated behavioral health challenges can lead 
children to display disruptive behaviors. As a result, children may have trouble making friends, 
learning new skills, or may even be expelled from their early learning program. Supporting 
children that demonstrate these behaviors can be difficult for teachers, especially without 
adequate support and resources. This can result in teachers experiencing high rates of burnout,  
and lead to turnover that can be detrimental to early learning programs. 

Through Healthy Futures, mental health professionals can provide support to early learning 
providers. Providers then work with families to address a child’s social and emotional 
development needs or mental health concerns. In some cases, behavioral health consultants may 
also work directly with a child and their family and connect them to community-based services 
through direct referrals. 

Why it matters
Children who develop healthy social-emotional skills early on are more likely to have better 
long-term outcomes as adults.1 Healthy Futures provides educators with tools for positive social-
emotional development in early childhood that enables children to:

•	 Play and get along with their peers and adults 

•	 Manage stress and overcome challenges 

•	 Learn positive decision-making skills 

•	 Be prepared for school 

Healthy Futures helps improve classroom climate, enhances teacher-classroom management 
skills, reduces child behavioral challenges, and lowers expulsion rates. In fact, in FY22, zero 
of the 7,571 children served in child development facilities participating in Healthy Futures 
were expelled.2 Across the country, over 8,700 three- and four-year old children are expelled 
from state-funded preschool and early education classrooms annually.3 A 2016 report found 
that exclusionary disciplinary actions, typically suspension or expulsion (which remove a 
child from their education setting), disproportionately impact children of color and create a 
racial achievement gap in academic performance as this type of discipline severely restricts 
opportunities for children to learn and grow in an educational setting.4 A child suspended or 
expelled in the early years of their education is more likely to be suspended or expelled again, 
drop out of high school, fail a grade, or even be incarcerated later in life.5

In one evaluation of the program, early learning program directors reported that teachers were 
more aware of  children’s behavioral challenges before they escalated, which allowed them to 
intervene early and appropriately.6 Healthy Futures sites have also reported improved child 
behavior and interactions (children played together better, followed directions more, and were 
less distracted).7 Early learning program directors have reported significant improvements 
in teacher-child interactions and reductions in negative staff behaviors, such as shouting at 
children.8



Who it helps
Healthy Futures is administered by the DC Department of Behavioral Health (DBH). It pairs early 
childhood mental health consultants with early learning facilities across the District that participate in 
the child care subsidy program. A majority of sites currently working with Healthy Futures are located in 
wards 4, 7, and 8.  Most sites that  participate in the program are traditional child development centers 
and serve children ages 0 to 5. However, other early learning programs, such as home-based providers, 
pre-kindergarten spaces, and the District’s Quality Improvement Network (QIN) participate as well. 

In FY22, 102 sites participated in Healthy Futures, including 85 child development centers and 17 home-
based providers. Healthy Futures specialists provided 65 parent workshops, 384 parent consultations and 
1,354 director consultations.9 Centers referred 132 children to Healthy Futures for child-specific support 
and 116 of those families opted in to individual observations and interventions.10 

The Birth-to-Three for All DC Law requires DBH to expand Healthy Futures to child development centers 
and home providers that would benefit from the program.11 DBH has decided to prioritize the expansion 
to child care facilities that participate in the subsidy program, ensuring that children with the fewest 
resources have access to Healthy Futures services.12
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What’s next
As of FY 2023, Healthy Futures is funded at $4.5 million, including $480,000 of one-time funds that expire at the end of the fiscal year.13 
This funding enables the Department of Behavioral Health to employ early childhood mental health consultants, program supervisors, and 
administrative program staff.  The District’s Office of the Chief Financial Officer (OCFO) estimates that it costs $20,000 per early learning facility 
to provide a year of mental health consultations.14 This cost includes consultant and supervisor salaries, travel and office expenses, and program 
administration. 

Fully funding and maintaining Healthy Futures at all eligible early learning facilities will require a recurring annual budget of at least $7 million.15 
It is important for the District to continue to maintain the availability of the Healthy Futures program, as tending to the mental health of families 
and educators is vital for the well-being of our community. Healthy Futures is undergoing an evaluation by Georgetown University Center for 
Child and Human Development on the implementation and effectiveness of the program. Evaluating the program will help to assess future 
investments in Healthy Futures that would allow the program to further deepen, expand, and evaluate its services. 

It is critical that, DC leaders prioritize maintaining all funding of Healthy Futures in the upcoming budget cycle. 
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7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
9 DC Council Committee on Health, Department of Behavioral Health. (FY2022). Performance Oversight Pre-Hearing Questions.  
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Help Me Grow connects expecting parents and families to 
resources they need to encourage positive parental and child 
health. Help Me Grow helps families locate services such as 
prenatal and child developmental screenings and links families 
to community-based support services.  
 
How it works 
The Birth-to-Three law requires DC Health to establish a data system to track child health and 
well-being data, such as developmental screening results and referrals. This would make it 
easier to identify programmatic gaps, improve systems, and connect more families to quality 
services. As part of the program, DC Health must provide developmental screening training for 
pediatricians and other health care providers. 

Why it matters 
DC offers many child and family-focused resources, but it’s not always easy for families to 
learn about or connect with these vital supports. Help Me Grow helps reduce this burden by 
connecting expectant parents, children, and their families to a network of community-based 
services. 

Child development services, such as screenings and care coordination, help infants and young 
children develop and grow up healthy. Unfortunately, only one in three children in the District 
ages zero to three received developmental screenings between 2020-2021.1 Greater access to 
these services is critical. With one in five children in DC from ages six months to five years old 
not meeting all the determinants of “flourishing” in regard to mental and emotional health,2 
Help Me Grow’s services are more important than ever. If fully funded, Help Me Grow would 
help more children receive screenings, allowing more families and health providers to detect 
and address early signs of developmental delays or disabilities. This would give children greater 
possibilities  for positive future health and academic outcomes. 

Help Me Grow also supports expectant parents and children by connecting families with home 
visiting programs. When working with families, care coordinators can provide information on 
support programs and provide referrals to help strengthen the overall health and well being of 
families. 

Who Help Me Grow helps 
Help Me Grow helps expecting parents and the 39,000 DC children ages four and under, along 
with their families, who are eligible for services.  Healthcare and community-based service 
providers that Help Me Grow makes referrals to also benefit, as the referrals reduce their need to 
conduct outreach to serve families in need. 

Key facts
The Birth-to-Three Act 
expands Help Me Grow to 
include a confidential referral 
helpline, through which 
families connect with care 
coordinators who provide 
resources and referrals to 
health professionals and 
service providers throughout 
the District. DC Health 
oversees this program.

As a part of this expansion, 
Help Me Grow must also 
maintain an up-to-date 
directory of available public 
and private programs  and 
services.
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1 in 5
One in five children from the age of 
six months to five years old does 
not meet all the determinants of 

“flourishing” in regard to mental and 
emotional health.

Help Me Grow



What’s Next 
The District should engage in increased outreach to families with young children to ensure 
they are aware and able to take advantage of the Help Me Grow program. From FY21 
through FY23, Help Me Grow served 756 individuals.3 DC Health is currently considering 
building a new data system to centralize the intake process, support Help Me Grow’s 
care coordination services, and collect and record District-wide population-level data for 
families referred to home visiting, and track other key data points. The 2023 fiscal year DC 
budget provides no new funds to carry out improvements to Help Me Grow. The coalition 
remains engaged with agency partners to support the growth and success of the program 
for District families.
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