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Was Christina 
Henderson 
‘Hoodwinked’ on a 
Teacher Background 
Check Bill? Some Child 
Welfare Advocates 
Think So. 
Henderson wants to speed up the teacher hiring process, but some fear she’s helping agencies 
shirk responsibility. 
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At-large D.C. Councilmember Christina Henderson. Credit: Photo by Darrow Montgomery. 
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In her roughly two years in office, At-Large Councilmember Christina Henderson has 

generally earned a reputation as a detail-oriented legislator with a zeal for probing questions in 

oversight hearings. So it caught Loose Lips’ attention when one prominent advocate claimed 
Henderson had been “hoodwinked” into backing a bad bill. 
Henderson disputes that anything of the sort has happened, of course, and the issue 

her legislation is trying to address (the slow pace of processing background checks for teachers) 

seems so devilishly complex as to defy simple characterizations. But it does seem clear, at least, 

that advocates have good reason to be concerned about how the District government is handling 

these background checks, hence why they’ve pressed Henderson and her colleagues to advance 
changes to the system. 

The aim of Henderson’s legislation certainly seems noble: After hearing persistent concerns 

about DC Public Schools’ struggles with hiring new teachers in a timely fashion, she hoped to 

make things a bit simpler for applicants. Instead of requiring DCPS to search through databases 

in all 50 states to determine if would-be teachers had ever been accused of child abuse or neglect, 
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Henderson’s bill would let the school system limit its investigation to only those places where 

applicants have lived and worked. The legislation would also roll back requirements asking past 

employers if candidates had a history of harming children, and expunge certain offenses from 

D.C.’s own child abuse database so that applicants aren’t unnecessarily excluded from 
consideration. 

Ironically enough, this would largely reverse changes passed just four years ago by Henderson’s 
predecessor (and former boss), At-Large Councilmember David Grosso. But she believes the 

city’s teacher shortage is severe enough to warrant this reversal, as the background check process 

takes three months or more for some applicants. She says she worked with DCPS, the Child and 

Family Services Agency, and the Office of the Deputy Mayor for Education to craft changes to 

respond to those issues. 

Child welfare advocates started raising a few quibbles with the bill as it advanced through the 

legislative process, arguing for some changes around the margins on some of its provisions, but 

they didn’t start sounding serious alarm bells until hearing testimony from agency leaders at a 

Nov. 2 hearing on the bill. Representatives from DCPS and CFSA left them flabbergasted when 

they admitted that they weren’t actually checking any child abuse databases for applicants except 
the District’s own Child Protection Register, leaving them out of compliance with even Grosso’s 
2018 law. 

This is where Marla Spindel, who works on these issues as executive director of the DC 

KinCare Alliance, feels Henderson has been fooled. If there are delays in the background check 

process, the 50-state requirement certainly doesn’t seem to be the cause of it, she says. 
What’s more, Spindel fears that a “sexual predator from Maryland could come into D.C. and 

teach based on the way background checks are proceeding right now.” Spindel’s group 
has repeatedly sued CFSA in the past (and the agency doesn’t exactly have the best track record), 

so many advocates in this space are inherently distrustful of its performance on these issues. 

“It is just two D.C. agencies who are supposed to protect children that are using the current 
teacher shortage as an excuse to forget their mission and avoid doing their jobs,” Marie Cohen, 

a child welfare policy researcher and former CFSA social worker, tells LL via email. 

Henderson says she was similarly “surprised” to hear that explanation from the agencies. But she 
is less perturbed than Spindel and Cohen, lending a bit more credence to the explanations offered 

by officials at the Nov. 2 hearing. 

Specifically, the agencies observed that the 2018 law only stipulates that they scrutinize 

“available” child abuse registries in other states. They also said that most other jurisdictions 
don’t make that information easily accessible, leaving D.C. asking for the information but 

uncertain if they’ll ever receive it. 
“There’s no centralized database for any of this information in the nation,” Sharon Gaskins, 

DCPS’ resource strategy officer, said during the hearing. “We even searched for a third party 
who could do this search for us. And even then they said, ‘Actually, we’d have to contact every 
state.’” 

With that background, Henderson says it doesn’t make sense to “hold up the hiring process” to 
try and “make another state give us information.” But Tami Weerasingha-Cote, a supervising 

attorney at the Children’s Law Center, finds that attitude from the agencies “disturbing” and 

https://lims.dccouncil.gov/Legislation/B22-0951
https://washingtoncitypaper.com/article/578836/theres-an-end-in-sight-to-the-contract-fight-between-dcps-and-the-wtu/
https://cfsa.dc.gov/service/child-protection-register-cpr
https://imprintnews.org/top-stories/kinship-caregivers-in-d-c-say-child-welfare-agency-owes-foster-payments/59410
https://thedcline.org/2021/12/21/still-broken-dcs-child-welfare-system/


4 

 

“inconsistent with the law” as it’s written. The 2018 bill’s drafters surely didn’t intend for the 
District to avoid checking other states just because the process is onerous, she reasons. 

“I don’t think anything about the safety landscape has changed since 2018, except now we have 
a teacher shortage,” Weerasingha-Cote says, noting that Grosso’s bill passed in the wake of 

several reports of sexual abuse within D.C. schools. “Maybe there are more resources needed to 
manage the background check process to avoid huge time delays. We don’t know. But if these 
checks are taking too long, we don’t think the answer is to be less careful with child safety.” 

That’s not to say Weerasingha-Cote and other advocates see Henderson’s bill as being 
completely misguided. They’re pleased that it expunges some incidents from D.C.’s own Child 
Protection Register after certain waiting periods, as many allegations can dog a person for life, 

regardless of how severe they were or whether they were ever substantiated. 

Weerasingha-Cote doesn’t want to see potential teachers excluded from consideration simply 
because they struggled as a single parent years ago, for instance—and she expects that removing 

many cases from the database will actually make it more useful in uncovering serious records of 

abuse when performing background checks, rather than it being “overstuffed with people who 
shouldn’t be there.” 

But on this issue, again, advocates are frustrated with the approach favored by DCPS and CFSA. 

The latter agency’s director, Robert Matthews, told the Council that he favors going even 

further than Henderson’s proposal and thinks lawmakers should eliminate any requirement that 

DCPS and CFSA check even the city’s own child abuse database as part of an educator’s 
background check. 

He argues that it’s “beyond misleading” to see an entry in the city’s Child Protection Register 
and automatically conclude that the applicant is unfit to work with kids, noting that “the majority 
of allegations reported to CFSA aren’t substantiated for neglect, and they occur because of 
circumstances of poverty due to the demographic makeup of the District.” Matthews believes a 
standard criminal background check with the Metropolitan Police Department would turn up all 

the same pertinent information as checking CFSA’s CPR database. 
Council Chairman Phil Mendelson, who co-introduced Henderson’s bill, pressed Matthews on 
this point during the hearing, noting that D.C. requires such a search of the register for anyone 

looking to get hired at a District childcare center. But Matthews believes that’s because they 
have different responsibilities (and work with younger children) than most DCPS teachers. 

“What [the database] will tell you is if they themselves have had an experience with their own 

child, not whether they can teach appropriately in an educational setting,” Matthews said. 
Spindel finds that explanation a bit ludicrous. She appreciates that the database includes more 

than just drastic cases of abuse, but she also expects that there’s good reason to wonder if an 
applicant with a history of neglect complaints should be working with kids. In fact, she 

challenges Matthews’ assertion that CFSA has to tell DCPS if candidates have “unsubstantiated” 
claims made against them, arguing that the agency’s own policy dictates that it should keep that 
information confidential. (For what it’s worth, Henderson reasons that if the head of CFSA is 
making that claim, the agency must be telling DCPS about these unsubstantiated cases, whether 

or not Spindel is correct.) 
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“None of what anybody was presenting had any data, best practices, research, anything to show 
that this was going to make sure that children were protected, or even that this was going to 

make the process more streamlined,” Spindel says. 
Henderson, however, is willing to take Matthews at his word that the change will “most certainly 
speed things up,” though she’s unsure whether it will make it into the final bill. She says she’s 
still discussing the matter with Mendelson, whose Committee of the Whole deals with most 

education-related bills, but expects the legislation will pass before the year is out. Mendelson’s 
staff says the bill is set for a first vote on Dec. 6, teeing it up to pass at the Council’s final 
planned meeting of the year on Dec. 20. 

“I feel like this has been one of those consistent things that people have talked about in terms of 
wanting to improve the process, to streamline the process in terms of background checks,” 
Henderson says. “I think we learned a lot from this hearing that we didn’t necessarily know 
before. And so I’m pretty sure that some version of this will move.” 

Spindel certainly hopes Henderson reconsiders over the next few weeks, but is losing hope—
none of the advocates LL spoke with for this story say they’ve heard back from councilmembers 
about their concerns yet. Spindel fears the background check process will remain slow while the 

Council bows to the whims of intransigent government agencies. 


