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I. Grantee Identifying Information

e Grantee agency contact:
Josie D. Wells, MA, CPM
Director, Child Welfare Services Safety Division
SC Department of Social Services
P.0. Box 1520, Columbia, South Carolina 29202-1520
1535 Confederate Avenue
Columbia, South Carolina 29201-1915
Office Phone: (803) 898-2054
Email: josie.wells@dss.sc.gov

e SC Department of Social Services EIN number: 57-1040290
UEI number: YPHCPMULMCDS5

¢ Responsible person for the CJA grant program:
Rebecca Carney, Children’s Justice Act Coordinator
803-576-7233 / carneyr@mailbox.sc.edu

¢ Responsible fiscal agent for the CJA grant program:
Alex Pitts, Office of the Controller Grants and Funds Management
803-777-2081 / pittsma@mailbox.sc.edu

II. CJA Task Force Membership and Function

South Carolina has maintained an active Children’s Justice Act Task Force since 1994.
The purpose and activities of the Task Force, as defined by its bylaws and federal
statute, are as follows:

e To conduct an assessment of the state’s systems responding to abused and
neglected children at three-year intervals;

e To adopt recommendations in each of the CJA categories;

e To work towards implementation of these recommendations;

e Torecommend to the state’s grantee (S.C. Department of Social Services)
projects to be supported by the CJA grant funds; and

e To express positions on legislation or state policy issues, consistent with its
mission and recommendations.

The Task Force is governed by bylaws which were adopted in 1998. They were most
recently formally reviewed during October 2025, by the CJA Operations Committee,
and two minor modifications were recommended for clarification on meeting
attendance. A copy is included in this report. In accordance with the bylaws, the Task
Force meets at least quarterly. Standing committees are formed every three years to
coincide with adoption of recommendations. Each committee meets as needed to
follow through with implementation of the recommendations adopted by the Task
Force. All members are assigned to a committee. Three virtual (8/22/2025,
1/30/2026,4/24/2026) and one in-person (10/24/2025) Task Force meetings were
held during this reporting period.
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The Task Force is self-perpetuating through an election process held every three
years. The membership period is three calendar years so that it overlaps accordingly
with the CJA three-year cycle. This allows new members to be involved in the three-
year assessment process and formulation of recommendations. Current members
propose new members when necessary and prepare a slate of nominees, ensuring
multidisciplinary and diverse membership. New members are elected for three-year
terms by a majority vote of the Task Force. The chairperson appoints members to fill
vacancies that occur between general elections. Officers include the chair and vice-
chair, who are also elected by the Task Force. Officers are limited to serving one three-
year term. It is possible to elect someone to serve a second term in the same position,
but not consecutively. This bylaw was instituted to allow fresh leadership for every
three-year cycle. Members for the 2024-2027 period were elected in October 2023 for
the three-year term that began in January 2024. The Task Force currently has twenty-
six members, reflecting all required disciplines. Also, of the twenty-six members, five
are at-large and were strategically selected for a comprehensive state representation.
The elected chair is Trista Baird, Captain of the SC State Law Enforcement Division.
The vice chair is Tena Hardee, General Counsel for South Carolina Department of
Children’s Advocacy.

The Children’s Law Center provides staff support to the Task Force, including
logistical arrangements for meetings and research activities. In addition to the CJA
Coordinator who assists with the implementation of recommendations, an additional
staff person is assigned to each committee to facilitate the meetings and act as a
liaison between the Task Force groups and the CJA Coordinator. The Children’s Law
Center also carries out training recommendations of the Task Force.

Attachment 1 includes a list of Task Force members with their titles, professional
categories, and brief profiles. Attachment 2 contains minutes of the four meetings
held during the past year. Current recommendations are in Attachment 3, Task Force
bylaws are in Attachment 4, Training Evaluations are in Attachment 5 and
Attachment 6 is a Guide for Mandated Reporters developed in collaboration with the
Children’s Law Center, CJA and SC DSS.

Evaluation Methods: Activities & impact evaluation plan: Each training provided
has an evaluation component which collects prior knowledge and post knowledge of
the learning objectives, ratings of presenter dynamics and engagement, ratings of
visuals and handouts, and solicited recommendations for improvement. The
evaluation process includes the assessment of impact on the knowledge, skills, and
practices of training participants. Trainers review their evaluation outcomes soon
after delivery and take feedback into consideration, implementing modifications as
needed.

III. Annual Performance Report: June 2025 - May 2026

The South Carolina Department of Social Services (DSS) is the state’s designated
grantee for Children’s Justice Act funds. In accordance with one of the Task Force’s



recommendations, DSS contracted with the University of South Carolina’s Children’s
Law Center to provide staff support for meetings and assist the Task Force in
implementing its recommendations. This performance report covers Task Force
activities from June 2025-May 2026.

Category A: Activities undertaken to improve the investigative, administrative,
and judicial improvements, including training:

1.A Support the development of an exploratory committee to investigate attorney
representation of children in abuse and neglect cases.

The Bench Bar Subcommittee on Direct Representation began a pilot program in
Clarendon, Sumter, and Berkely Counties (to reflect a small, medium, and large
county) at request of the State Child Advocate. Tena Hardee, CJA Vice Chair is also
their Subcommittee Chair.

GOAL: Direct representation will improve outcomes for identified youth in foster

care.

OBJECTIVES:

a. Higher rate of exit to permanency

b. Positive placement matching and retention

c. Fewer group home placements and increased placement in foster family homes,
with an emphasis on kinship foster family homes

d. Reduction in the rate of non-normative school transitions

2.A Support the Office of the Attorney General’s Education Coordinator related to
training on technology related offenses, including but not limited to sexting and
sextortion.

The Children’s Law Center annual conference included a session from the SC Internet
Crimes Against Children which provided an overview of their mission and essential
resources. Participants also learned general social media trends and safety concerns,
as well as how the Internet Crimes Against Children Task Force works to combat
them.

3.A Continue to provide education on the Truth-Lie Task Tool to DSS attorneys,
prosecutors, GALs, and the judiciary, and to promote its use.

A Children’s Law Center (CLC) Resource Attorney presented a session on the
Competency Truth-Lie Task Tool to fifty-five new DSS attorneys on February 20,
2026, at the National Advocacy Center. All attendees received a complimentary
Competency Tool resource. The Tool’s intent is to make courtrooms less intimidating
and reduce the trauma for children.

4.A Provide training to child welfare professionals related to substance use
disorders and state law related to the possession and use of illegal and controlled
substances, and the Drug-Endangered Child (DEC) Protocol regarding safety



concerns for families.

A presenter panel was established that includes content experts. Following multiple
planning sessions, a proposal was submitted by this group to the Children’s Trust of
South Carolina for their annual conference. The proposal was selected and the group
will present in August 2026.

5.A Improve the response to children with special needs, especially children
with autism, related to abuse or neglect. Trainings developed would focus on
forensic interviewers, educators, law enforcement, judges, and GALs.

The SC Children’s Justice Act Task Force hosted a monthly lunchtime virtual training
series focused on topics surrounding children with disabilities. The goal of this
speaker series is to improve advocacy skills for professionals working with children
with disabilities and provide specific information about various disabilities and
special needs issues, available state resources, best practices, and federal guidelines.
In turn, professionals will be more skilled in responding to youth that may have
experienced abuse and neglect. The final six (of 10) trainings have been completed:

» Working with Parents of Youth with Disabilities (58 participants)

# Navigating Education & Schooling for Children with Disabilities (26
participants)

# Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder: Challenges and Opportunities for Better
Understanding, Supporting, and Empowering (86 participants)

#  Supporting The Whole Student: Trauma-Informed Care for Learners with
Disabilities (82 participants)

» PBridging the Gap: Effective Communication with Children with Disabilities (99
participants)

# Navigating Advocacy & Support of Children with Disabilities in the Child
Welfare System (106 participants)

In addition, we invited a legal expert in the field to present at the 2025 annual
Children’s Law Center Conference. The session title was “Understanding and
Navigating Disability Rights and Special Education Laws.” The survey results are
provided as an attachment.

6.A Continue to build upon trainings regarding multidisciplinary child death
investigations, including identifying and addressing barriers to effectively
implementing the Child Death Investigation Task Forces (CDITF) rapid response.

The “Child Death Investigations: Overview of the Multi-Disciplinary Team Approach”
training has been well received. This was developed for DSS investigators, law
enforcement officers, coroners or their designee, prosecutors, child abuse medical
professionals, and DSS Child Fatality program managers. This is a 2-hour virtual
training which provides an overview of the multi-disciplinary team (MDT) approach
to child death investigations in South Carolina. This training addresses the manner
and causes of child deaths, the expectations of an MDT response according to the SC
Child Abuse Protocol, and applicable criminal statutes for child death investigations.



During the last year, we have provided four sessions to include 90 participants in all.
7.A Provide education to parents about the family court and DSS process.

The Children’s Law Center, in collaboration with the SC Commission on Indigent
Defense created a brief video “The Role of the Family Court; Brief Overview of Agency
Meetings” introducing the court process from the perspective of the defendant parent
to further enhance education and understanding. CJATF members were asked to
review and provide feedback prior to its release. The video is now linked to the
Children Law Center’s website, as well as the Department of Social Services’, and is
available to be shown in court waiting rooms across the state.

Category B: Steps taken to establish experimental, demonstration and model
programs:

8.B Support the training of professionals on the co-occurrence, or nexus, of child
maltreatment and domestic violence.

The CJA Coordinator continues to receive and distribute training opportunities
offered by The South Carolina Coalition Against Domestic Violence and Sexual
Assault. Topics include Neurobiology of Sexual Assault Trauma; Resilience in Survivors
- How Faith Communities Impact Healing; and From the Front Lines: Empowering
Everyday MDT Members to Lead Change.

9.B Support the improvement of the multidisciplinary team response to human
trafficking cases through training. Continue team response via CAC services, with
modifications when necessary to meet child trafficking victims’ needs.

This CJA committee chair is also the President and CEO of the South Carolina
Network of Children’s Advocacy Centers (SCNCAC). They are participating in a newly
formed SC Human Trafficking Response Collaborative as part of the state efforts to
improve the CAC response to incidents of commercial sexual exploitation of children
(CSEC). In addition, the development of new regional CSEC CAC teams will be
explored. CJA will continue to be informed and support this effort.

10.B Support the assessment and reduction of overreporting by medical and
child professionals with education and training.

The Children’s Law Center and Children’s Trust of South Carolina collaborated with
DSS and has developed a two-hour community supporter training to assist educators
on mandated reporting to better clarify recognition and follow-up action. This
training will be provided in four counties - Lexington, Berkeley, Greenville, and
Beaufort. In addition, our Mandated Reporter Training Team will now include
information regarding the new state resource developed by DSS and Children’s Law
Center. A copy of the resource is included as Attachment.

11.B Support quality improvements across SCNCACs by forming a joint
SCNCAC/CJATF work group to provide input on potential SC accreditation standards.



The Recommendation has been completed, and the task force will continue to
receive relevant updates during quarterly meetings.

12.B Support SCNCAC in continuing efforts to secure protections for forensic
interview recordings in South Carolina through education, forensic interview
evidence management system improvements, and legislation, if needed.

This committee chair continues to meet with CAC legal counsel to monitor and
receive updates. The process is going well, and no action is needed at this time.

13.B Continue to provide support in the outreach and distribution of the virtual
training of the SC Child Abuse Response Protocol Act.

Since the protocol training went live in May of 2022, there have been a total of 1,935
professionals who have registered and completed the training.

Category C: Activities undertaken to reform state laws, ordinances, regulations,
procedures, or protocols:

14.C Develop a multi-disciplinary protocol for improved access to services or
enhanced response to youth (status offenders and trafficking victims) with co-
involvement in child protective services (DSS) and D]J]J or other agencies, with a
focus on appropriate placements.

In reference to South Carolina’s need for appropriate placements, The William R.
Byars Jr. Treatment Facility is now serving youth. The new center serves as a place
where arrested youth with mental health issues can start receiving specialized
mental health care that was unavailable at juvenile justice detention centers. This is
an exciting advancement for dually-involved youth in South Carolina.

15.C Explore the CACs and DSS tracking system’s ability /functionality to include
interventions with pre- and post-assessments.

The committee continues to consider this recommendation, and desired data points
are below:

1) Whether DSS conducts a mental health screening and shares the results with
the CAC

2) The outcome of the screening

3) Whether the screening indicates the need for a standardized mental health
assessment

4) Whether DSS shares assessment results and makes referrals for trauma-
focused mental health treatment, when indicated

5) The nature of any referrals made

6) Whether a post-assessment is conducted to measure treatment outcomes and
effectiveness



16.C Review the state statutes for possible reform, to then provide education in
an impartial, objective manner. *Supporting or endorsing pending legislation is not
an allowable activity for the Task Force.

S. 415 “Child Welfare Caregivers” (Kin Licensing)

Summary:

Amends the South Carolina Children’s Code to add the defined term “licensed” in
relevant sections, clarifying which caregivers and agencies are covered under
child welfare provisions

Expands stepparent and relative adoption provisions to explicitly apply to
children placed with relatives, closing a gap in prior adoption eligibility language
Aims to streamline the adoption process for children already living with relatives
in foster or informal care arrangements

Passed both chambers unanimously, with House amending the bill before Senate
concurred

Ratified February 25, 2026, and became effective immediately upon the
Governor’s signature

Status: Signed into law - Governor signed February 27th, 2026 (Act No. 99)
S.29 “MPIC” (Sex Offender Registry Reform & Morphed Image of Identifiable Minor)

Summary:

Reforms SC sex offender registry by establishing a formal tiered classification
system (Tier I, II, III)
o Tier I offenders may petition SLED for removal after 25 years of
registration, discharge from incarceration, or completion of probation
o Tier Il offenders must wait 25 years before petitioning for removal
o Tier Ill offenders convicted as adults are permanently barred from
removal
o All petitioners must have completed required sex offender treatment
programs, have no failure to register convictions in past 10 years, and no
subsequent sexual or violent offenses
Defines “identifiable minor” and “morphed image”, and amends first, second, and
third-degree sexual exploitation of minors statutes to explicitly include morphed
images of identifiable minors
Establishes specific arrest warrant procedures for offenses involving morphed
images of identifiable minors
Directs Dept. of Education, SLED, and the AG’s Office to develop and implement
student education policies under the Act, with status report due to the Governor
by July 1, 2026

Status: Signed into law - Governor signed May 22, 2025 (Act No. 58)



Standard Carryover Recommendations

Continue to support the SC Network of Children’s Advocacy Centers
including organizational capacity and infrastructural resources.
(Recommendation 12.B)

The Task Force promotes growth of Children’s Advocacy Centers (CACs) in
South Carolina by supporting the South Carolina Network of Children’s
Advocacy Centers (SCNCAC). CJA funds are used in part to provide office space,
equipment, supplies, and limited administrative support to the Network’s staff.
The Network’s Executive Director is appointed by the Network’s Board of
Directors and serves on the CJATF. See their annual reports for additional
information. SCNCAC Annual Report 2025 and SCNCAC 2025 OMS Report.

There are 17 primary CACs in South Carolina, and many are regional CACs that
cover multiple counties. There are also 12 satellite CACs operated by regional
CACs in the state. Together, these 29 CACs offer an array of child-focused
services and provided support to 14,184 children in 2025.

In addition, the 3rd Annual Joint South Carolina and North Carolina Symposium
on Child Abuse & Neglect will be co-hosted by the SCNCAC on May 26-29, 2026.
Over 500 professionals typically attend. Two presentations will be provided
by CJATF members (Investigative Interviewing in Child Maltreatment Cases and
Justice for the Smallest Victims - The Power of Collaboration in Child Homicide
Cases).

Continue to support the operation of the Children’s Law Center which
is a training and information resource center for professionals
involved in child maltreatment proceedings. Operations include
implementing the training recommendations in collaboration with
the Task Force and providing research and logistical support to the
Task Force. (Recommendation 13.B)

The mission and functions of the Children’s Law Center reflect the CJA goals
of improving investigative and judicial handling of child abuse and neglect
cases and enhancing the effectiveness of court-appointed attorneys and
guardians ad litem. The Children’s Law Center is able to access other funding
sources to complement CJA funds, thus providing a comprehensive array of
services. The Children’s Law Center offers a variety of training programs on
child maltreatment to child protection caseworkers, family court staff,
guardians ad litem, law enforcement officers, prosecutors, and other child-
serving professionals to include professionals who are mandated by law to
report suspected child abuse and neglect.

Website and resource materials: The Children’s Law Center maintains a


https://indd.adobe.com/view/f863edf4-0a40-44d7-8dc1-3d9c1c03a63f
https://indd.adobe.com/view/86d2c5ac-b62c-4d39-b95e-5e9a5f777cdf

website containing online publications, training information, additional
resources, and links to related organizations. Staff develop and distribute
resource materials on child protection and prosecution of child abuse and
neglect. Most recently, the following resource for child welfare professionals
supporting dually-involved youth was developed by Center staff and posted to
the website: Teaming for Teens: An Initiative to Keep Teens and Their Families
Together.

The following trainings are offered multiple times a year:

= ChildFirst (not CJA funded)

= Child Physical Abuse and Neglect Investigations

* Interviewing in Child Maltreatment Cases

= Conducting Reenactments in Child Death Investigations

= Medical Aspects of Physical and Sexual Abuse (not CJA funded)

* Understanding Medical Aspects of Abusive Head Trauma (not CJA funded)
= Recognizing Medical Neglect and Failure to Thrive (not CJA funded)

V. Application for Proposed Activities

During the grant period, the Task Force will work toward accomplishing the
recommendations developed in 2024. The Children’s Law Center will assist the Task
Force in its efforts. All of these objectives relate directly to specific recommendations of
the Task Force. Below are the Recommendations and continued action steps.

Category A: Recommendations for investigative, administrative, and judicial
improvements, including training:

1.A Support the development of an exploratory committee to investigate attorney
representation of children in abuse and neglect cases.

— This Recommendation has been completed; however, the task force will
continue to monitor the pilot program and the outcomes to support where
applicable. The Children’s Law Center along with the University of South
Carolina are prepared to oversee the evaluation process.

2.A Support the Attorney General’s Office Education Coordinator related to training
on technology related offenses, including but not limited to sexting and sextortion.
— This Recommendation has been completed; however, the task force will
continue to monitor and support where applicable.

3.A Continue to provide education on the Truth-Lie Task Tool to DSS attorneys,
prosecutors, GALs, and the judiciary, and promote its use by these groups.
— The CJA/CLC liaison will continue conversations with the court / attorney
leadership and facilitate training opportunities for prosecutors, to include the
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Annual SC Solicitors' Conference on September 27-30, 2026.

4.A Provide training to child welfare professionals related to substance use
disorders and state law related to the possession and use of illegal and controlled
substances and the Drug-Endangered Child Protocol regarding safety concerns for
families.

— This group will develop a virtual session to further educate the needs of
endangered children and how to best serve them while collaborating with
partner agencies. In addition, a DEC certified trainer has joined the
workgroup and will provide a Training of Trainers event to expand capacity.

5.A Improve the response to children with special needs, especially children with
autism, related to abuse or neglect. Trainings developed would focus on forensic
interviewers, law enforcement, judges, educators, and GALs.
— Develop a training session to focus on courtroom considerations and
accommodations when working with youth with disabilities. The goal is to
secure a solicitor and forensic interviewer as speakers.

6.A Continue to build upon trainings regarding multidisciplinary child death
investigations, including identifying and addressing barriers to effectively
implementing the Child Death Investigation Task Force’s (CDITF) rapid response.
— The Children’s Law Center and SLED’s Special Victims Unit will continue to
conduct these trainings for dispatchers, law enforcement, DSS, emergency
medical services, and CACs.
— The Children’s Law Center will conduct a medicolegal infant death
investigation training with experts in Charleston, SC in October 2026.
— Child Death Investigations: Overview of the Multi-Disciplinary Team
Approach will be offered quarterly by the Children’s Law Center.

7.A Provide education to parents about the family court and DSS process.
— This Recommendation has been completed; however, the task force will
continue to monitor and support where applicable.

Category B: Recommendations for experimental, demonstration and model programs:

8.B Support the training of professionals on the co-occurrence, or nexus, of child
maltreatment and domestic violence.

— Continue communications with the SC Coalition Against Domestic Violence
and Sexual Assault (SCADVASA) and other partners on related trainings. In
addition, this committee will explore what more can be done by CJA to
address the impact of violence on children more generally, not just domestic
violence; whether that is under this recommendation, or the development of a
new one for the next cycle.

9.B Support the improvement of the multidisciplinary team response to human

trafficking cases through training. Continue Team response via CAC services, with
modifications when necessary, to meet child trafficking victim’s needs.
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— SCNCAC and DSS formed a Human Trafficking Response Collaborative with
stakeholders at several agencies (including SCNCAC, DSS, D]], Human
Trafficking Task Force). CJA has supported this and the effort is largely led by
a CJA task force member, who updates us as to the supportive opportunities.
We will continue to monitor.

10.B Support the assessment and reduction of overreporting by medical and child
professionals with education and training.
— This Recommendation is complete; however, the committee will continue
communications with the representatives serving on the DSS overreporting
workgroup, specifically one who is a CJATF member and support as needed.

11.B Support quality improvements across SCNCACs by forming a joint SCNCAC/CJA
work group to provide input on potential SC accreditation standards.
— This Recommendation is complete with monitoring.

12.B Support SCNCAC in continuing efforts to secure protections for forensic
interview recordings in South Carolina through education, forensic interview
evidence management system improvements, and legislation, if needed.
— This Recommendation is complete with monitoring via conversations with
CAC legal counsel for updates. Education has worked thus far with no need
for legislation changes.

13.B Continue to provide support in the outreach and distribution of the virtual
training of the SC Child Abuse Response Protocol Act.

— This Recommendation is complete with monitoring. Since the inception of the
virtual training, 1,935 professionals finished. In the last two quarters, there
have been 108 new registrations for the training. SCNCAC and Department of
Children’s Advocacy are following up with the Governor’s office for Protocol
Review Task Force appointments, and this should be completed soon.

Category C: Recommendations for reform of state laws, ordinances,
regulations, procedures, or protocols:

14.C Develop a multi-disciplinary protocol for improved access to services or
enhanced response to youth (status offenders and trafficking victims) with co-
involvement in child protective services (DSS) and DJ] or other agencies, with a focus
on appropriate placements.

— The William R. Byars Jr. Treatment Facility began serving youth in April 2026
in the Columbia, SC area. This critical need has been on the CJA radar for
many years and was related to one of our formal Recommendations during
the last, and now current cycle. The Honorable Amanda Whittle (previously
on our task force as Child Advocacy Director) was instrumental in this effort.
The new center serves as a place where arrested youth with mental health
issues can start receiving care that is unavailable at DJ] detention centers. It
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is a state-owned residential treatment facility for youth in need of specialized
mental health care, which broadens placement options and has the potential
to positively change outcomes for hundreds of South Carolina youth going
forward. This committee will continue to monitor the Center’s activity.

15.C Explore the CAC and DSS tracking system’s ability /functionality to include
interventions with pre- and post-assessments.

Members will consult with Tom Knapp, SCNCAC President & CEO, regarding
what data is currently being tracked within the Collaborative (the DSS/CAC
integrated tracking system), particularly related to mental health information
and data sharing practices. The long-term goal is to implement both pre- and
post-assessments to evaluate youth progress and the effectiveness of services
provided.

16.C Review state statutes for possible reform and provides education in an
impartial, objective manner.

H.4623 “Foster Care” (Firearms Disclosure)

Summary:

Prohibits DSS and child-placing agencies from requiring foster parents to
disclose the specific types of firearms present in their home, or to notify the
agency if firearm types change
Limits how any obtained firearm-type information can be used:

o Agencies may only confirm whether firearms are present, not use

specific details for any other purpose

Establishes civil penalties of up to $5,000 per violation for agencies that
misuse firearm-type information, enforceable by the AG who may also seek
equitable relief
Exempts all firearm-type information related to foster homes from disclosure
under SC FOIA

Status: Introduced in the House on January 13, 2026; Currently residing in the House
Judiciary Committee with no further action taken since introduction

Standard Carryover Recommendations

¢ Continue to support the SC Network of Children’s Advocacy Centers including

R/
¢

organizational capacity and infrastructural resources.

Continue to support the operation of the Children’s Law Center, a training and
information resource center for professionals involved in child maltreatment
proceedings. Operations include implementing the training recommendations
in collaboration with the Task Force and providing research and logistical
support.
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