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aroque and chamber music rose above the conversations of the 200

men and women who gathered in the rotunda of the Allegheny County
Jail on October 26, 2000. Among them were judges, county officials, and repre-
sentatives of foundations, child advocacy groups, and human service agencies.
At 6 p.m., the Ross Street jail, a century-old stone fortress that once held

Pittsburgh’s most notorious criminals, officially
became the new home of the Family and Juve-
nile Courts with the snip of a ribbon. Cham-
pagne and hors d’oeuvres were served, $46 mil-
lion worth of renovations were applauded, brief
speeches were made. It was a television moment
that crews from three stations were on hand to
record.

No longer would children be herded into
3333 Forbes Avenue in Oakland, a grimy, over-
crowded facility regarded with contempt by
neatly all who worked there. By comparison, the
Ross Street courthouse was spacious, clean,
modern. Its steel and glass interior, if not warm,
conjured a sense of efficiency, competence, and
order that Forbes Avenue never managed.

But the most significant improvements to Ju-
venile Court were never mentioned on the news
that evening. With little fanfare, a series of re-
forms had swept through the branch of Juvenile
Court that shelters abused and neglected chil-
dren and attempts to mend their broken families.
The centerpiece, known as the Juvenile Court
Hearing Officers Project, was launched in De-
cember 1998 with money donated by nine Pitts-

burgh-based foundations. It added four hearing
officers to the thin judicial ranks, tripling the
court’s capacity to hear the cases of dependent
children and greatly increasing the court’s scru-
tiny over a process that seemed to invite delay
and outright stagnation.

By the end of 2000, the number of children in
foster care and other out-of-home placements
had been reduced; the length of time they spent
in temporary homes fell to its lowest average in a
decade; and significantly more children whose
parents were judged unfit to regain custody were
being adopted, rather than shuttled from one
temporary home to another.

Only a few years eatlier, the dependency
branch of Juvenile Court had begun to unravel.

September 1998

Itis 1:30 in the afternoon. A hush falls over
the courtroom. Judge Max Baer uses this rarest
of moments to sip bottled water and massage his
temples. If he were presiding over a civil case
downtown, he would be returning from lunch
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about now. But this is Juvenile Court. He took
his first case at 8:30 in the morning and has
heard 19 other child dependency matters since.
The drone of children, parents, caseworkers, and
lawyers who crowd the shabby hallway outside
waiting for a moment with the judge is constant.
It is business as usual at 3333 Forbes Avenue,
Oakland. There will be no lunch break for the
judge today.

The procedure of the day is the shelter hear-
ing, the portal through which children enter the
dependency branch of Juvenile Court. Each
week, dozens of children are identified as victims
of abuse or neglect, prompting hastily scheduled
“shelters” to determine whether the facts — those
a judge is able to gather then and there — justify
taking them from parents and homes the court
considers unsafe and placing them in the care of
others.

On this warm autumn day, the judge’s shelter
hearings include the cases of a child who was
sexually abused by the grandson of a former fos-
ter parent, a seven-year-old and three-year-old
routinely left home alone while their father was
at work, a pregnant teenager with a shattered
tamily, a three-year-old and two-year-old whose
young mother has returned to a life ruled by
crack cocaine, a sexually-abused adolescent no-
body seems to want, and a 12-year-old living
alone while his mother gets inpatient treatment
for depression.

“I have three meals a day,” the boy proudly
tells the judge. “And I clean all the dishes.”

These hearings are almost always rife with
complications: the chain of a child’s custody ob-
scured by sloppy record keeping; files and re-
ports known to exist but unavailable to the
court; tangled family relationships; cloudy family
histories; missing parents; scant background on
adults who are candidates to become the tempo-
rary guardians of abused or neglected children.

The choices that confront dependency court
judges are daunting: take a child away from the
only parents he or she has ever known, or allow
the child to remain in the custody of suspect
adults. And once thrust into the child welfare
system, what becomes of the child?

Given such complexities and the weight of the
consequences, it would seem only prudent of the
court to take as much time as necessaty to be ab-
solutely certain its decisions are based on sound
evidence that has been fully disclosed and care-
fully considered. After all, it is not unusual for a
pretrial hearing in a criminal or civil matter in-
volving adults to take up an afternoon, if not a
full day. But this is Juvenile Court, where time is
a commodity of which there is never enough.
Baer dispatches most of his hearings in 15 min-
utes ofr less.

“I don’t like to expedite cases,” he tells a group
of child advocates huddled in the back of the
courtroom, recent recruits there for a glimpse of
the system that will soon consume them. “But
when you have enough people in the hallway to
get your building closed down by the fire mar-
shal, you have to move them through.”

A Court In Crisis

“You keep getting moved over and over and over, like a
nomad.” — Jessica, who by age 12 had spent seven
years in various foster homes across Allegheny
County.

Of all of the problems that beset Juvenile
Court in Allegheny County, the short supply of
judges to attend to the crush of child depend-
ency cases was drawing the most attention in
September 1998. The court was buckling under
the weight of more than 17,000 hearings a year.
With only one full-time and four part-time
judges assigned to hear dependency matters, few
were surprised when Allegheny County turned
up dead last in a U.S. Department of Justice
ranking of dependency court resources found in
jurisdictions of similar size.

Lack of sufficient judicial resources was not to
blame for all that ailed the court. But assembly-
line handling of child dependency cases seriously
weakened its ability to quickly secure a stable
home for abused or neglected children, whether
that meant returning them to rehabilitated par-
ents, putting them up for adoption, or finding
them some other kind of permanent living ar-
rangement.



With new cases arriving every day, it was cru-
cial for the court to clear those already on the
books to avoid a hopeless backlog. But too few
cases were being resolved in Allegheny County
and the consequences, none of them good, were
apparent.

Many hearings were never heard at all due to
the out-of-court dispatching of routine matters
“on paper,” a kind of judicial shorthand in which
written reports and recommendations were ac-
cepted as substitutes for actual hearings. This
practice, while tending to expedite court busi-
ness in the short term, had the dubious effect of
robbing families of the opportunity to address
the very people charged with resolving the crisis
that brought them to court in the first place.

The overworked court was
less and less able to keep track
of whether parents were mak-
ing any progress toward over-
coming the problems that led

When you have enough

The Dependency Process

Children come to Juvenile Court by one of
two routes, each feeding a distinct branch of the
court. Children accused of a crime are assigned
to the delinquency branch. Those identified as
victims of neglect, or physical, sexual, emotional
or psychological abuse are brought to depend-
ency court.

Of the two, the rules governing the depend-
ency court are by far the more relaxed. The court
is afforded great flexibility in dealing with de-
pendent children. The court also assumes the re-
sponsibility of protecting and overseeing the
child’s well-being, becoming, in essence, the
child’s new parent.

Young wards are brought to
the Allegheny County court
for protection by the thou-
sands each year — 8,118 chil-
dren in the year 2000 alone.

them to lose custody of their
children. Such oversight was a
critical function of the coutt,

people in the hallway to
get your building closed

down by the fire marshal,

Most are brought to the atten-
tion of the court by CYF,
which investigates suspected

which had long emphasized
the reunification of families
over adoption or other solu-
tions. Continuances, delays,
and second, third, and fourth
chances given parents to mend
their ways were becoming the
rule rather than the exception. Cases stalled. The
result, too often, was that children would linger
in the child welfare system, drifting from one
temporary home to the next, their lives con-
stantly on hold.

“It’s like, why make friends?” Jessica ex-
plained. “If I go and make friends and then I
have to move somewhere else it’s like, why
bother. Or if I have to go to court or stuff like
that, kids in school will wonder why I’'m gone.
And I don’t want anyone in my school to know
I’m a foster child. I've changed schools three
times. I don’t tell anyone I’'m a foster child, be-
cause if they know, they won’t want to be friends
with me.”!

you have to

through.

child abuse and neglect re-
ported by schools, hospitals,
neighbors, relatives, and oth-
ers.

If the agency believes after its
initial investigation that the
child is in danger at home, the
case goes before the court as a shelter hearing.
The shelter hearing and the dependency petition
that follows are critical junctures in a depend-
ency case, rivaled only by the process of termi-
nating the custody rights of a child’s parents.

At the shelter hearing, a judge decides whether
the child will be taken from home and temporar-
ily placed under court protection. A formal de-
pendency petition is filed and argued in court. At
the petition hearing, the child is formally de-
clared a dependent of the court or is sent back
home. If the court rules the child to be a de-
pendent, the hearing turns to matters that chart
the course the case will follow over the months
and years to come. Foster care or other tempo-
rary living arrangements are decided. An official

move them

-Judge Max Baer



case goal is set.

In most cases, the court will attempt to reunify
the broken family and lay down a set of condi-
tions parents must satisfy to regain custody.
They order CYF to arrange services for helping
parents overcome alcoholism, drug addiction,
homelessness, lack of basic parenting skills —
whatever problems the court believes contrib-
uted to the abuse or neglect of the child. The
parent then departs, presumably to begin the
healing process. The child is placed in foster care
or some other living arrangement away from
home. And the court takes on a wait-and-see
posture.

The court is required to review each case every
six months to measure progress, check on the
safety and well-being of chil-
dren in temporary care, resolve
problems that arise, and make
sure efforts are being made to
help mend dysfunctional par-
ents. Just how long it takes for
a child’s case to travel from
shelter hearing to final resolu-
tion varies widely. But it is of-
ten the dependency review
hearing that determines whether a case moves
forward in earnest or crawls through the court.

Some families are made whole again. But in
cases where it becomes apparent to the court
that reuniting a family is an unlikely proposition,
the case shifts course. The goal of reunification
is abandoned. Adoption or some other type of
permanent living arrangement is sought, and the
court moves toward stripping away the parent’s
right to custody.

100 Years Ago

social work.

Very rarely did the early juvenile courts inter-
vene so aggressively on behalf of children.

Unlike today’s Juvenile Court, the early courts
did not have separate dependency and delin-
quency components. The Illinois Juvenile Court
Act of 1899 — the prototype juvenile court legis-
lation in America — was not concerned with of-
fering protection to abused and neglected chil-

This ain’t judging. It's

-Lawrence Kaplan
Juvenile Court judge

dren. The law sought to deal more compassion-
ately with children accused of crimes, by estab-
lishing a separate court that viewed children as
more worthy of rehabilitation than punishment
and was dedicated to saving potentially criminal
children from becoming criminal.

In Pennsylvania, court decisions had been
making a case for state intervention to mend
dysfunctional families as early as 1839. But the
juvenile courts that emerged at the dawn of the
20t Century showed little willingness to take
steps as severe as terminating a parent’s custody
rights.

A distinct, aggressive dependency court would-
n’t emerge for nearly 60 years. And it took a 15
year-old named Gerry Gault and the lewdly sug-
gestive telephone call he placed
to a woman in Gila County,
Arizona in the summer of 1964
to help it along.

Gault was arrested for the ado-
lescent prank, charged as a de-
linquent, and, one week later,
was taken to Juvenile Court,
where he was found guilty of
being “habitually delinquent”
without the benefit of a trial and sentenced to six
years in a juvenile prison. Never during the brief
process was the young man permitted the ser-
vices of an attorney. The judge did not permit
him to offer a defense. No actual evidence
against him was ever presented. But that was the
system. Juvenile Court, by design, had been
stripped clean of legal ritual to allow judges the
flexibility to help troubled children.

The abuses in the Gault case, however, led the
U.S. Supreme Court to rule in 1967 that a juve-
nile offender is entitled to the same basic rights
as an adult who is accused of a crime. From then
on, children could not be convicted without evi-
dence of their guilt, fair trials, lawyers, and the
chance to face their accusers. The ruling brought
juvenile courts across the nation to a halt as they
overhauled operations to comply with the high
court’s order.

When business resumed, a new Juvenile Court
emerged. One branch dealt with delinquents un-



der the strict new rules. Another dealt with de-
pendent children, to whom the Gault ruling did
not apply, creating a separate dependency court
where judges were still free to handle cases as
they saw fit.

A Court Transformed

Juvenile Court was buffeted by more than the
Gault decision during the 1960s. A heightened
awareness of child abuse and neglect also shaped
the court in profound ways.

In 1962, the Journal of the American Medical
Association reported that a significant number
of parents batter their children, even to death.
Not long after, Battered Child Syndrome became
a court-recognized medical diagnosis. By 1967,
44 states had adopted mandatory child abuse re-
porting laws.

Heightened concern for the abused child soon
found its way into key federal legislation. In
1974, Congtess passed the Child Abuse Preven-
tion and Treatment Act, giving states funds for
the investigation and prevention of child mal-
treatment.

And in 1997, Congress passed the Adoption
and Safe Families Act, which said the issue of
child safety should guide all dependency deci-
sions. The law also put more pressure on the
court to quickly find permanent homes for de-
pendent children.

By the 100% anniversary of the Illinois court
legislation, the dependency role of Juvenile
Court had been expanded far beyond saving
troubled children from a life of crime. The court
was now asked to decide whether a child is
abused or neglected and in need of court protec-
tion, as well as to make sure the child has a safe,
stable, permanent home.

The more active role placed new demands on
the court. Judges had to know not only the law,
they also needed to understand how child wel-
fare agencies operated and what services were
available in their communities, in addition to
overseeing the efforts of human service agencies
to mend and maintain families.

“This ain’t judging,” said Lawrence Kaplan, a

part-time Juvenile Court judge in Allegheny
County. “It’s social work.”

The oversight responsibilities of the court
alone demand a huge amount of its attention. In
Allegheny County, simply reviewing the status of
ongoing dependency cases accounted for 13,526
of the 17,713 hearings conducted in Juvenile
Court during 1997.

Judges are also confronted with more difficult
issues. “Next to the death penalty,” said Alle-
gheny County Juvenile Court Judge Cheryl Allen
Craig, “I can’t think of anything more serious
than having to remove a child from a parent’s
care or terminating parental rights altogether.”

A Flood of Cases

Heightened public awareness of child abuse
and neglect, rising poverty, the continuing disso-
lution of the family, and the introduction of
crack cocaine during the 1990s all contributed to
a tremendous surge in child dependency cases in
Allegheny County and across the nation.

In 1997, nearly 22% of American children un-
der the age of six were living below federal pov-
erty thresholds — 40% more than in 1969, ac-
cording to U.S. Bureau of Census estimates. In
Allegheny County, children poor enough to
qualify for free or reduced-price school lunches
jumped 22% between 1991 and 1999. In 1999,
17 school districts reported at least 25% of their
students eligible for the federal lunch program.
Almost 86% of the students in Wilkinsburg were
eligible. In Duquesne, 90% qualified.

In Pennsylvania, neatly one quarter of the chil-
dren lived in single-parent homes in 1997 com-
pared to 15.4% in 1980. And the rate of children
born to single mothers under the age of 20 rose
to more than 9 out of every 100 births in 1996.2

Having an immediate impact on the courts was
the 49% rise in the number of child abuse cases
reported across Pennsylvania between 1983 and
1996. Juvenile Court dependency cases increased
27 percent statewide and the number of children
removed from abusive homes rose by a phe-
nomenal 164 percent.



rights were terminated and she and her brother
were adopted by their foster parents. But the
years of anxiety and uncertainty had taken their
toll. At age 10, she still had trouble making
friends, something she avoided doing as a foster
child. She did well in school and was particularly
skilled in mathematics. But she harbored anger,
had frequent outbursts, and trusted no one out-
side her family. She refused therapy, knowing
she was incapable of opening up to a stranger. “I
don’t think I can trust anybody really,” she said.?

Sara

Her mother’s chronic abuse of her children led
the court to place Sara in foster care when she
was two years old. Sixteen years later, she was
still in the same foster home, living with the
same foster mother and father, whom she has
come to accept as her parents. For that stability,
she is grateful, she said. “But I haven’t always
felt part of this family. When I was younger, I
didn’t really know where I belonged. It wasn’t
until I was in ninth grade that I was told I was
going to stay here.

“It was like I always wanted to know, be more
certain about if I was going to be moved or stay
here. You just get all confused. You have to be
at one place, know you are going to stay. You
don’t want them to kick you out and have to go
to another family. You feel useless. But if you
know you can stay at one place, you feel like
you’re wanted.”

Sara battled depression throughout childhood.
She also had difficulty building close relation-
ships with others. “Even though she’s been with
us for so long,” said her foster mother, “she still
doesn’t trust us like you would expect your own
child to trust you. I think, it’s still in the back of
her mind, ‘I could be sent back any day’ — that
any time there is a hearing, she could be moved.
The hardest thing to get these children to do is
to trust you, trust a teacher, trust anybody. It’s
hard for them and it’s hard on you.”

Children such as Jessica and Sara illustrate a
troubling irony: the dependency court, estab-
lished and dedicated to protecting children, often

contributes to their misery.

“You have vast numbers of kids who don’t
know where they belong, who can’t identify in
any meaningful way who their families are,
where they are from,” said Siroky. “They can’t
bond with anybody. After they’ve been in too
many places, too many times, they aren’t able to
recognize a parent figure; they aren’t able to rec-
ognize a family or caregiver. They can’t have
solid, formed personal relationships. They have-
n’t gotten any grounding. So what you have are
budding sociopaths.”

Permanency

The consequences of allowing children to lan-
guish for years without a permanent home did
not go unnoticed.

Widespread dissatisfaction with the timeliness
of dependency cases was reported among Juve-
nile Court and child welfare professionals across
Pennsylvania. Nearly 61% rated the length of
time that children were kept in out-of-home
placement as a moderate to serious problem, and
42% felt it took too long to complete the proc-
ess of terminating the custody rights of parents.
They were also critical of some of the ways the
courts resolved dependency cases. About 54%
complained that overuse of long-term foster care
as a permanent option was a problem.1?

Heightened awareness of children set adrift in
the child welfare system drew more attention to
the practice of planning for a child’s permanent
living arrangement eatly in the dependency proc-
ess so that adoption, or other options, could be
done quickly should parents fail to prove them-
selves worthy of regaining custody. Permanency
planning, as it was known, was not without con-
troversy. Critics worried that it would expedite
adoptions at the expense of troubled families
who, given a little more time, might be made
whole again with the help of the child welfare
system.



Reform

“We opened too many cases, kept them open too long,
didn’t do enough to help parents get their kids back, and
if parents were not able to parent, we didn’t do enough to
get kids into permanent homes. We couldn’t keep doing
that much wrong.” — Judge Max Baer.

Momentum for Juvenile Court reform in Alle-
gheny County had been building for several
years before the Adoption and Safe Families Act
of 1997. Eatly in the decade, a group of about 40
child welfare professionals, known as the Perma-
nency Planning Task Force, began lobbying for
court reform. In 1994, it established a Court Ap-
pointed Special Advocates (CASA) program,
which assigns volunteer caseworkers to thor-
oughly investigate the cases of a limited number
of dependent children whose circumstances
would otherwise receive only cursory review by
the overcrowded court. And by 1996, the court
and the Department of Human Services was
demonstrating the willingness to make important
changes in the way child dependency cases were
handled.

The Department of Human Services under-
went a wholesale reorganization in 1996 follow-
ing Cherna’s appointment as director, and sev-
eral changes were made to the way the Office of
Children, Youth, and Families handled the cases
of dependent children. A designated adoption
unit went to work to expedite the backlog of de-
pendent children waiting to be adopted. CYF in-
creased contributions to family support centers
in troubled neighborhoods, and more than dou-
bled its budget for in-home services that sought
to prevent the kinds of family crises that end in
children being placed under court protection. A
special recovery program for addicted mothers
and pregnant women was begun. CYF began to
experiment with a “family-to-family”” approach
to out-of-home placement that keeps dependent
children in temporary homes in their neighbor-
hood and enlists foster parents to work with
caseworkers and the children’s natural parents to
rebuild broken families.

At the same time, Baer took steps in Juvenile

Court to improve the child dependency process.
All adoption cases were moved from Orphans
Court to Juvenile Court. The judge started meet-
ing each week with adoption caseworkers to re-
view pending cases and keep them on track. A
“one-family-one-judge” policy was implemented
that in theory, meant one judge would preside
over a particular case from start to finish to im-
prove consistency.!! And word was received that
by the year 2000 Juvenile Court would be moved
into the renovated County Jail.

In the wake of reform, the most dramatic im-
provement was seen in the adoption of depend-
ent children whom the court decided could not
be safely returned home to dysfunctional par-
ents. In 1992, the court finalized only 52 adop-
tions. But 1998 saw nearly ten times that many
when the court approved a record 505 adop-
tions.

Juvenile Court, however, remained over-
worked. For all of their efforts, Baer, Cherna,
and the advocates of reform could not pry loose
the public funds needed to install more judges.

But prospects of spelling the overworked court
brightened in 1996, when a group of foundation
officials toured Juvenile Court at the behest of a
nonprofit child advocacy organization, Child
Watch of Pittsburgh, and got a rare glimpse of
business as usual at 3333 Forbes Avenue. The
tour proved to be the catalyst of reform aimed at
lightening the bloated caseloads that weakened
the court’s ability to oversee dependency cases
with the kind of attention to detail each child de-
served.

Hearing Officers Project

“T was very disposed to do something. You can’t sit
through a morning in Juvenile Court and then go back to
your office and business as usual.” — Karen Wolk
Feinstein, President of the Jewish Healthcare
Foundation.

Twice in 1996 a select group of foundation of-
ficials, corporate leaders, elected officials, and
other community leaders boarded buses and em-
barked on Juvenile Court to witness firsthand
the misery and deplorable conditions of depend-
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ency court. It was a rare opportunity — the confi-
dentiality rules meant to protect dependent chil-
dren cloaked the court in secrecy — that left few,
if any, unmoved by the experience.

“We were not in a position to do the things
that needed to be done in the court. But we were
in a position to shine the light,” said Judy Hor-
gan, Co-Coordinator of Child Watch of Pitts-
burgh.

At Horgan’s urging, Feinstein and other foun-
dation officials agreed to tour the court. “I was
busy,” Feinstein said. “I thought, ‘I know this. I
have a mastet’s in social planning, I’ve worked in
anti-poverty programs. Do I really need to spend
a morning in Juvenile Court?” I went to be polite
to Judy and thought it was the right thing to do.
I was totally unprepared for what I saw. I've
never been the same since.”

Another foundation official remarked that the
court during its busiest hours reminded him of
images he had seen of Ellis Island around the
turn of the century, but with the faces of hopeful
immigrants replaced by those of frightened chil-
dren.

Their reactions were exactly what Child Watch
had hoped for. The nonprofit’s mission is to
rally community leaders to address pressing so-
cial issues. Several of those involved in selecting
the issues that Child Watch would champion
were familiar with the child welfare system.
Some were already working to bring about Juve-
nile Court reform as members of the Perma-
nency Planning Task Force.

“People need to come to understand what
happens on a human level in juvenile court, that
these children aren’t some other species,” said
Sherry Anderson, a Program Director with
Three Rivers Adoption Council and Co-
Facilitator of the Permanency Planning Task
Force.

The strategy of exposing community leaders to
the conditions of dependency court paid off al-
most immediately. The Alcoa Foundation of-
fered to put up money to feed the hundreds of
children who came to 3333 Forbes Avenue. The
courthouse had no snack program, or food of
any sort, despite the fact children often arrived

hungry and had to wait hours — if not all day —
for their hearings.

Several community leaders who toured Juve-
nile Court organized into working committees to
explore court reform. One of the groups, chaired
by University of Pittsburgh Law School Dean
David Herring, looked into the idea of employ-
ing hearing officers — also known as court mas-
ters — to reduce judicial caseloads.

Following the second tour, “We started getting
calls from foundations inviting us to submit the
proposal,” Sirockman said.

Around the same time, Baer and Cherna, real-
izing they would not secure additional Juvenile
Court judges any time soon, were themselves ex-
ploring the notion of using hearing officers to
hear routine dependency reviews.

Two Proposals

Herring’s committee and Baer and Cherna
held different views on the role and scope of a
hearing officers project in Juvenile Court.

Herring and the Child Watch committee sug-
gested hiring one hearing officer, and one addi-
tional child advocate, parent advocate, and
county solicitor. They would staff a “model
court” that would hear no more than 10 cases a
day. The hearing officer would be involved in a
child’s case from the earliest stages through
completion. The new approach would be closely
studied, refined, and, if the outcomes it pro-
duced warranted, expanded. “It was kind of a
demonstration project,” said Herring. “It would
have an evaluation component to tell us whether
this kind of courtroom made a difference and in
what ways.”

Baer and Cherna envisioned a larger, more ex-
pensive project. Three hearing officers, a de-
pendency coordinator, and three additional child
advocates, parent advocates, and county solici-
tors would be hired. Unlike Herring’s proposal,
hearing officers would be limited to presiding
over dependency reviews, leaving the critical
shelter hearings, dependency petitions, termina-
tion of parent rights proceeding, and adoption
matters to judges, who, freed of the responsibil-



ity of hearing thousands of case reviews each
year, would have considerably more time to de-
vote to such matters. Baer and Cherna would
also move the review hearings out of the over-
crowded Oakland courthouse and into CYF re-
gional offices.

Both proposals sought private money to sup-
port the start-up.

Herring’s, to be sure, was the more studied ap-
proach, which sought not only to reduce judicial
caseloads, but to explore best practices related to
improving the outcomes of dependent children.
But it promised little immediate relief. And even
if the model court was proven worthy, expan-
sion would still rely on the
largesse of a county gov-
ernment with a history of
ignoring the needs of Juve-
nile Court.

As Baer saw it, a court in
crisis could not afford the
time to study a problem he
knew all too well. “We did-
n’t want to be or need to

You can't sit through a morn-
ing in Juvenile Court and then
go back to your office and

business as usual.

proposed by Baer and Cherna. To those who
toured Juvenile Court, the need for such steps
was clear, but the notion of using private dollars
for court reform raised more than a few ques-
tions.

“There was some debate about that, yes,” said
Sirockman. “But it was my view — and a I think a
lot of people may have shared it — that govern-
ment here failed these kids, and if government is
going to fail them, we had better find a way to
help them.”

Under the agreement with the foundations,
private funds would pay for the first year of the
project, 75% of project costs during the second
year, 50% of the third-year
costs, and 25% of the costs
in the fourth year. After the
fourth year, the county,
through its CYF and Juve-
nile Court budgets, would
pay the entire cost of the
hearing officers operation.

“What we showed them
was that we needed them

- Karen Wolk Feinstein, President

be part of an experiment,”
Baer said. “We knew what
the problems were. We
were up to our rear ends in alligators and we
needed to drain the swamp and do it now and
not experiment on one small piece of it.”

If there was competition between the two pro-
posals, it was one-sided and short-lived. Without
the support of the court, Herring’s proposal did
not stand a chance.

Foundation Support

As a rule, when court reforms are made across
America, public dollars pay for them. But in Al-
legheny County, it was clear that tax dollars
would not support an overhauling of Juvenile
Court anytime soon. If the desperately needed
changes were going to be made, private sector
money would have to finance them, at least in
the short term.

Nine private foundations pledged nearly $3
million to support the Hearing Officers Project

Jewish Healthcare Foundation

only to prime the pump —
that we had a self-
perpetuating problem that
without real oversight and scrutiny it was going
to be very difficult to keep moving cases and
prompt permanency,” Baer said. “If they hadn’t
come through, if we hadn’t gotten private
money, this project wouldn’t have happened.”

Baer and Cherna made a convincing case. The
problem was obvious to the foundations. A solu-
tion was proposed that made sense. And the
court and county were enthusiastic about its
chances of success.

Another selling point was that in a relatively
short period of time, the project would be sus-
tained by government funds. “We think thatis a
perfect use of philanthropic resources — that we
can do the demonstration, get something rolling,
and then it gets picked up by tax dollars that
should be supporting that kind of system,” said
Evelyn Whitehill in a 1999 interview when she
was a program officer with The Heinz Endow-
ments.
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The county offered no guarantees. But the
foundations took some comfort in the fact that
so many of them were involved in the project.
“We had a strength in numbers,” said Feinstein.

administrative duties.

The addition of the hearing officers tripled the
capacity of the court to hear dependency mat-
ters. Before, the one full-time and four part-time

“We were all giving. If you were the county, how Juvenile Court judges could handle no more

many foundations were you willing to disap-
point? I don’t think any board felt they were go-
ing to throw money at this and that will fix it for
awhile, but then the county will slide back and
things will return to the way they were.”

Hearing Officers

In October 1998, three attorneys with experi-
ence in Juvenile Court were hired as hearing offi-
cers and another as the project administrator,
known as the dependency coordinator.

Mark Cancilla, the dependency coordinator,
had been a child advocate in Juvenile Court for
16 years and the director of the Child Advocate
unit from 1992 to 1998. Hearing Officer Cynthia
Franklin had spent 20 years as a parole agent and
supervisor, and another nine prosecuting delin-
quency cases as an assistant district attorney.
Hearing Officer James Alter had worked 14
years as a parent advocate in Juvenile Court.
Hearing Officer Carla Hobson had spent nine
years in Juvenile Court as an assistant county so-
licitor.

They were assigned to work with the five Juve-
nile Court judges. Four of the judges were one-
day-a-week, part-time jurists in dependency
court. The project was structured so that each
judge was assigned a hearing officer. The previ-
ously installed one-judge, one-family policy was
interpreted to mean that a dependent child’s case
would be followed through the system by the
same judge-hearing officer team. How they
would keep one another informed of develop-
ments in a case was left to each judge-hearing
officer team to work out.

The hearing officers would work out of CYF
regional offices. On November 30, 1998, the
hearing officers fanned out across the CYT re-
gional offices to begin their new jobs, typically
scheduling review hearings on four days of each
week and reserving the fifth for special cases and

than seven full dockets of dependency cases a

week. Now, as many as 21 dependency dockets
could be heard.

Advocates

Juvenile Court judges were not the only ones
who had for years struggled to keep pace with
oppressive caseloads.

The typical workload for one of the eight full-
time parent advocates ranged from 300 to 400
cases. “It was a problem,” said Linda Ehren-
reich, Director of the Allegheny County Bar
Foundation Juvenile Court Project, whose attor-
neys represent parents in child dependency
cases. “It wasn’t just a matter of having the time
to prepare for cases, but also handling the prob-
lems that come with cases, like when clients call
because they’re having problems, they’re not get-
ting their visits, or there was a problem with
their child and the caseworker didn’t seem to be
paying attention to it.”

Seven child advocates worked Juvenile Court
prior to the Hearing Officers Project. Each was
assigned to a particular judge’s courtroom and
represented all of the children who came before
that judge, which could mean handling 40 or
more cases a day involving upwards of 70 chil-
dren.

The three assistant county solicitor assigned to
dependency cases in Juvenile Court did not tra-
ditionally carry a specific caseload. But as the le-
gal advisors to CYF caseworkers, their work be-
came increasingly complex with passage of the
Adoption and Safe Families Act of 1997, which
significantly changed key aspects of dependency
law.

But unlike the judges, Juvenile Court attorneys
would see no reduction in their workload as a
result of the Hearing Officers Project, which not
only doubled the number of review hearings af-
forded, but eliminated often-used shortcuts.



The framers of the Hearing Officers Project
anticipated an increase in the workloads of attor-
neys and provided money to hire three addi-
tional child advocates, three additional parent
advocates, and three more assistant county so-
licitors.

Measures

It soon became clear even those additions
would not be enough to keep pace with rising
workloads, the demands of
Juvenile Court under the
Adoption and Safe Families
Act, and other changes. By
2000, the county, Bar Asso-
ciation, and Legal Aid for
Children were compelled to
hire more attorneys to
work dependency court.

No scientific evaluation
of the Hearing Officers
Project was proposed. In-
stead, two statistical goals
were set::

e Reduce thel6 number of
children in out-of-home
placement by one percent
in each of the first four
years.

faster

e And reduce the average length of time spent
in temporary placement by #wo percent each
year for children whose court-determined
goal is to be returned home to their parents.

Meeting those goals has significance beyond
helping improve the well-being of dependent
children. Fewer children in foster care and
shorter stays mean lower placement and other
costs — savings the court and CYF could use to
pay their end of the Hearing Officers Project
and, later, to finance it entirely.

But without thorough evaluation, answers to
questions about the project’s impact on a range
of other issues rely more on anecdotal evidence
than objective analysis, questions such as: Has
the project improved the substance and quality
of review hearings? Are the court and other par-

The court is making deci-
sions that are better for kids.
Whether it is being returned
home, or a permanency de-
cision that leads to adoption,
you see it happening much

Director of Court Services
Allegheny County Juvenile Court

ties better prepared to address a child’s case in

depth? Are the needs of children in placement

being met any better than before? Are parents

getting appropriate services quickly enough for
them to have a chance to regain custody under
the new time constraints?

Moreover, the statistical goals set forth in the
proposal could be influenced by other reforms
instituted by the court and CYF, making it im-
possible to determine the precise impact the
Hearing Officers Project has on the number of
children in out-of-home
placement and the length of
time they stay. In fact, both
statistical measures showed
significant improvement be-
fore the hearing officers pre-
sided over their first cases.

A More Vigilant Court

“The court is mafking decisions
that are better for kids. Whether it
zs being returned home, or a per-
manency decision that leads to
adoption, you see it happening
much faster than when kids waited
for three, four, five years. I don’t
see how we could have complied
with the changes in the law without the bearing officers. It
would have just buried us.” — James Rieland, Direc-
tor of Court Services, Allegheny County Juvenile
Court.

From the start, the hearing officers expected to
play key roles in changing the way Juvenile Court
did business.

“The parents are going to have more pressure
on them now with the time-frame they have to
deal with,” Cynthia Franklin said one month be-
fore she and the other hearing officers assumed
their new positions in court. “If they don’t get
their act together within a certain time frame the
court will be looking at adoption. In the past,
some parents may have been too comfortable. It
was like, ‘Okay, my kids were taken away from
me because I have this little addiction problem,’
and they go on with their lives knowing their

-James Rieland
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kids are being taken care of. But mention to that
same parent that their right as a parent is going
to be terminated — ‘Whoa, wait a minute.” Now,
I think, we’re going to make it less comfortable
for them. They’re going to put them on notice.
If you don’t change, your rights will be termi-
nated.”

Hearing Officer James Alter agreed, adding,
“we’ll also lean heavily on CYF to make sure
they are doing the things they are supposed to
do.”

“There is going to be a different mindset than
what people are used to,” said Hearing Officer
Cancilla.

Two years later, it is clear that court reform
has received more than lip service and the hear-
ing officers have contributed to important im-
provements in the way cases of dependent chil-
dren are handled.

Lighter Caseloads

The hearing officers have never been short of
work. During their first 18 months on the job,
they heard a total of 8,377 dependency reviews —
hearings that in past years would have filled the
dockets of judges.

Having three times the capacity to schedule
and hear matters related to placing dependent
children in stable, permanent homes began pay-
ing dividends almost immediately. Within weeks,
the practice of allowing out-of-court, written
agreements among attorneys to take the place of
review hearings in court had been eliminated.
And by the end of 2000, a Juvenile Court de-
pendency judge could expect a daily docket to
hold 20 to 25 cases, compared to the 1997 aver-
age of 63 per day.

“It still could be fewer. Fewer would be bet-
ter,” said Judge Mulligan. “But it is certainly
more manageable. When you had 60 you just
had to do some of them on paper. You just did-
n’t have a choice.”

Lighter caseloads have afforded judges more
time to devote to hearings at critical junctures in
dependency cases: the shelter and petition hear-
ings that chart the course a child’s case will likely

follow, and termination of parental rights and
adoption hearings that become necessary when
the court decides a child should not be returned
to his or her parents.

Shifting most of the review hearings to the
hearing officers has greatly improved the court’s
ability to track ongoing cases. Neatly all cases are
reviewed at hearings, rather than by written
documents. Review hearings are held at least
every three months, rather than six. Each review
hearing is scheduled for at least 20 minutes be-
fore a hearing officer.

With such procedures, the court is more likely
to be made aware of important evidence and to
hear key witnesses, such as psychiatrists and
counselors, rather than having to rely solely on
documents and caseworker testimony. The court
is a better position to more quickly learn of
problems that might slow a case, such as a balky

parent or a delay in getting services for parents

on the mend. And hearings are more likely to

address the well-being of children in place-
ment — an area of inquiry the court rarely found
time for when judges had several dozen hearings
scheduled for a single morning.

“We are able to spend more time on individual
cases, which means getting all of the information
before the court that could influence decisions
one way or the other,” said Scott Hollander, Ex-
ecutive Director of Legal Aid for Children.
“That didn’t always happen before. Now it is,
and it means that things are more likely to get
done.”

Scheduling

If parents and children didn’t pick up on the
procedural changes that swept through Juvenile
Court with the Hearing Officers Project, they
couldn’t help but notice that they no longer had
to endure the “cattle call” of 3333 Forbes Ave-
nue when the time came to appear for their re-
view hearing.

Within weeks, the number of review hearings
scheduled at the Oakland courthouse dwindled
to a handful as hearing officers began conduct-
ing review hearings at the South Side, North
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Side, Mon Valley, East Liberty, and Central CYF
regional offices.

The one-time-fits-all scheduling policy that
had exacerbated the claustrophobic conditions at
the Oakland courthouse was also abandoned.
For the first time, each review hearing was as-
signed a specific time slot.

Paying Closer Attention

Tonya, as a longtime dependent of Juvenile
Court, was used to the waiting, the chaos, the
“cattle call” of the Oakland courthouse. She
found none of that when she arrived at the CYF
Central regional office uptown, on an unsea-
sonably warm March morning in 1999 for a
hearing scheduled before hearing officer Cynthia
Franklin.

There was no line of crying children waiting to
clear the security checkpoint. The courtroom
was quiet and wore a fresh coat of paint and new
carpeting. Two computers and a printer sug-
gested a level of efficiency unusual for Juvenile
Court.

More surprising, Tonya had to wait less than
five minutes for her hearing to begin. Months
earlier, she might have waited half of the morn-
ing in the dingy halls of the Oakland courthouse
for her case to be called.

More likely, she would not have been called at
all. Eighteen years old and a new mother, Tonya
was in her final days as a court dependent. CYF
was expected to close her case that morning,. It
was a formality that dependency judges, given
dockets choked with more urgent matters, would
almost certainly have handled as a written agree-
ment between attorney, agency, and judge, no
questions asked.

But on that day, Tonya was scheduled for 20
minutes before the hearing officer and Franklin
used all but two of them. She asked the attorneys
and Tonya herself about housing, schooling, her
skills as a parent, job status, current living ar-
rangements, and whether she and her baby were
taking advantage of programs such as Healthy
Start. She learned that Tonya had recently earned
a GED, was living with her grandmother, and

that Tonya and her child were indeed enrolled in
Healthy Start. The young woman, by all ac-
counts, was doing fine.

Had Tonya’s situation been different, Franklin
likely would have been alerted to the signs of
trouble. Had the case been submitted “on pa-
per,” the court likely would have been ignorant
of the circumstances surrounding the young
mother, good or bad.

New Challenges

Lightening of judicial caseloads is the most ob-
vious result of the court’s having employed hear-
ing officers. But their capacity to review and
monitor ongoing dependency cases more thot-
oughly is perhaps their most important contribu-
tion to the Juvenile Court in Allegheny County.

The Adoption and Safe Families Act 1997 has
made a heightened state of vigilance essential.
Paying particular attention to the health and
well-being of children, the law took aim at the
problem of so-called “foster care drift,” which
had kept children in the child welfare system for
years without a decision ever being made about
finding them a permanent home. The
“reasonable efforts” clause that had bound the
court to attempt to mend troubled families was
relaxed. And the court was permitted to start
planning for the adoption of children at the
same time it was attempting to reunify the dys-
functional family. If the parents failed to regain
custody, the children could be adopted or given
some other permanent living arrangement in
short order.

But what shook the court was new pressure to
terminate the custody rights of parents whose
children had been court-dependent for 15 of the
most recent 22 months. Under the new law, the
clock starts ticking the minute a child enters the
system. Parents either mend their ways within
the established time period, or the court starts
the termination process.

The law does more than urge the court to
more quickly secure a permanent home for the
dependent child. Compliance is audited and fed-
eral child welfare dollars are at stake. The audit

18 —



of Allegheny County Juvenile Court is set for
2004.

The hard push to resolve dependency cases
raises several concerns. Will fairness and due
process be sacrificed in the rush to close cases?
Will a stronger push for permanency erode the
court’s traditional emphasis on mending fami-
lies? Is it possible for a parent to lose the race
against the clock because rehabilitation services
were unavailable or delayed?

In years past, when judges wrestled with over-
crowded dockets and reviews were scheduled
every six months, “there
was much less capacity to
oversee progress and that
translated into delays,”
Judge Craig said. “I could
order certain services only
to find six months later
that they started at month
five-and-a-half, or that they
didn’t start at all.

“Plus, I had no way of
being assured that the
agency would thoroughly
look for parents. In the
past, if a father didn’t ap-
pear, there was rarely an
effort made to locate him.
Then, when it was time to
file a petition to terminate parental rights, they
would suddenly find the father.”

court ...

done.

Battle Over Custody Rights

The court set a grim record in 2000, when it
terminated the custody rights of 1,550 Allegheny
County parents. The previous year, 1,054 parents
were stripped of their custody rights.

Under the stricter mandates of the Adoption
and Safe Families Act, the number of termina-
tion of parental rights cases filed in Juvenile
Court has risen dramatically. In 1997, 382 termi-
nation case were filed. In 2000, the number
jumped 47 percent to 561.12

Adoptions rose from 52 children in 1992 to
505 children in 1998, then slowed. In 2000, the

We are able to spend more
time on individual cases,
which means getting all of
the information before the
and it means that

things are more likely to get

Legal Aid for Children

court approved the adoptions of 348 children.

The numbers suggest the court is moving
more deliberately to place dependent children in
permanent, stable homes. But parent advocates
sound a note of caution.

“There has been a significant increase in the
filing of termination of parental rights petitions,
and that rush to permanency can result in failed
adoptions,” said Mark Edwards, Assistant Direc-
tor of the Allegheny County Bar Foundation Ju-
venile Court Project. “There have been failed
adoptions. It’s an issue that CYF is going to have
to deal with.”

Never before has Juvenile
Court judges needed more
time to devote to termination
and adoption proceedings.
Not only must they accom-
modate more termination pe-
titions, but significantly more
termination cases are being
contested. In 2000, the court
scheduled 349 contested ter-
mination cases, a 58 percent
increase from the previous
year.

Judges say the hearing offi-
cers, simply by freeing them
of routine reviews, have
helped them deal with the
increase in termination and adoption matters.

Just as important, more thorough reviews of
dependency cases by hearing officers give all par-
ties — parents included — a greater opportunity to
be heard by the court over the life of each de-
pendency case.

- Scott Hollander,
Executive Director

Due Process

Randall, 5, sat in the South Side courtroom of
Hearing Officer Cancilla one crisp September
morning in 2000. For the past eight months, he
had been in the temporary custody of his mater-
nal grandmother. He wants to go home. But that
will depend on his mother and father. Both are
alcoholics. Domestic abuse is an issue.



The caseworker wants Randall to remain with
his grandmother. The clock is ticking on the
case. Eight months have passed, but Randall’s
parents have made little progress, according to

Change of Venue

There were a few personnel changes of note:
Judge Mulligan became Family Division adminis-

the caseworker. They have failed to complete the trative judge in 1999, Cynthia Franklin assumed

court’s requirements of drug and alcohol treat-
ment. They have not completed domestic abuse
counseling. Cancilla is told that the visitation
plan has fallen apart, that Randall’s mother and
father had not visited the boy in three weeks.

Chances that Randall would ever be return to
the custody of his mother and father were look-
ing very grim — until Cancilla gave the parent ad-
vocate time for rebuttal.

Not only had Randall’s father
successfully completed treatment
for his alcohol addiction, he had
for months been involved in Al-
coholic’s Anonymous, the advo-
cate said. CYF apparently had
him enrolled for treatment with a
different agency.

Cancilla also learned that, while
Randall’s parents had not scheduled any home
visits with their son, it was not due to indiffer-
ence on their part. They were still waiting for the
agency to inspect their home, which must be
done before visits can be scheduled. Cancilla
asked about supervised visits and was told that
several have been held at a CYF office and all
have gone well.

It took 27 minutes for Cancilla to sort through
the facts, contradictions, and misunderstandings.
When he finished, he ordered Randall to remain
with his grandmother for the time being. The
boy’s parents still had a difficult road ahead, but
the court learned that morning that the chances
of mending the family were not as hopeless as it
would might have been led to believe had it not
taken the time to thoroughly review the case.

“We’re getting more of an opportunity to do a
thorough cross examination of caseworkers, to
put on witnesses who can speak to our client’s
progress. The court needs to hear that,” said Ed-
wards.

The court deviated little from the blueprint of
the Hearing Officers Project that had been pre-
sented to the foundations for funding.

This project is the
most significant
thing we've done.

- Judge Max Baer

the duties of Dependency Coordinator; and for-
mer Dependency Coordinator Mark Cancilla be-
came a full-time hearing officer.

The most noticed change came late in 2000
when the court decided to remove the hearing
officers’ courtrooms from CYF regional offices.

The courtrooms would remain in the same
county neighborhoods, with the exception of the
uptown courtroom, which was
relocated to the new Juvenile
Courthouse downtown. Those
that remained in the neighbor-
hoods would be housed in
rented quarters not owned and
occupied the CYF.

The problem with locating
courtrooms inside CYF offices,
said Judge Mulligan, was that it
“created a perception of the court not being
neutral. We want to make it clear that this is an
arm of the court and not part of CYF.”

Another development of significance has been
the recent deployment of a computerized infor-
mation management system.

Information Management

The march of technology managed to bypass
many of America’s juvenile courts. The result:
poor record-keeping; an over dependence on in-
formation kept by outside sources, such as child
welfare agencies; and a diminished capacity to
track trends and pinpoint weaknesses in the
court system.

“In many juvenile courts, if you ask the court
administrator how many active cases they have, a
ballpark figure, they can’t give it to you,” said
Hunter Hurst Jr., who has studied several courts
across the U.S. for the Justice Department.

Allegheny County had long been among those
courts operating with sketchy information. How-
ever, a new management information system,
launched late in 2000, is expected to nudge the



court to the forefront of technology and vastly
improve the information available to the court,
its judges, hearing officers, and administrator.

In time, Hurst said, the system will be able to
provide the court with profiles of dependent
children and their families, including personal
information, placement data, key events in the
case, status, hearing dates and outcomes, and or-
ders.

The new information system is expected to
help the court prepare for the 2004 federal per-
formance audit of dependency cases. “It will give
us date and time trends to show, for example,
how long it takes between the shelter hearing
and the petition hearing, or the first review hear-
ing and the petition hearing,” said court Admin-
istrator James Rieland. “It will give us the ability
to pinpoint our problem areas, the roadblocks in
the system, and where we need to do better
work.”

Measures of Success

A few weeks before the hearing officers were
to preside over dependency cases for the first
time, the court and the Department of Human
Services seemed to be hedging their bets. The
hearing officers, attorneys, parents, and CYF
would likely need time — several months, per-
haps — to get acclimated to the new way of doing
business, Baer and Cherna said. For that reason,
it might be longer than a year before even mod-
est reductions would be seen in the number of
children in placement and the average length of
time children stay in temporary care.

They were wrong.

One year after the start of the project, the
number of children in out-of-home placement
had fallen seven percent —seven times better
than the one-percent annual reduction set as a
statistical goal at the start of the project. Specifi-
cally, the number of children in placement fell
from 2,581 recorded on January 1, 1999 to 2,394
recorded on January 1, 2000.13

Even better outcomes were seen in the average
length of time children spend in temporary
placement. On January 1, 2000, roughly one year

after hearing officers began hearing cases, the
time children spent in placement had fallen 32
percent to an average of 10.5 months.14

“My view is, this is the beginning of the end,”
said Baer, shortly before leaving the Juvenile
Court bench. “After one hundred years of build-
ing to a level of ineptitude, we’ve made systemic
changes in the last three years to turn things
around, and this project is the most significant
thing we’ve done, the first thing we’ve done that
wasn’t done by triage, that wasn’t just a Band-
Aid.”

Two years after the hearing officers took the
bench, the average length of time children spent
in temporary placement continued to fall, al-
though not as dramatically as after the project’s
first year. On January 1, 2001, dependent chil-
dren were spending an average of 10.1 months
in placement, about four percent less than the
average the previous year.

By 2001, the number of children in placement
was reported to be six-to-seven percent lower
than the number recorded on January 1, 1999.
The placement population fell sharply during the
first year of the Hearing Officers Project. After-
ward, it held steady. On January 1, 2001, for ex-
ample, 2,419 children were in out-of-home
placement, about one percent more than on
January 1, 2000. On March 1, 2001, the number
fell slightly to 2,389 children.

A Court on the Mend

In interviews, those most familiar with de-
pendency court recognized the progress made,
but noted room for improvement.

The caseloads of judges are still above what is
considered optimal. Mulligan, Craig, and others
argue that additional judges are needed. As of
February 2001, there were three full-time judges
assigned to Juvenile Court, each typically hearing
dependency matters two days a week.

The one judge-one family system of assigning
dependency cases is widely seen as an effective
way to improve continuity and the court’s famili-
arity with the cases of individual children. But it
has never been fully realized in Allegheny



County. As a rule, judges do not preside over
case reviews, which are assigned to hearing offi-
cers. And judges and hearing officers, by their
own admission, do not routinely meet to discuss
the details of those hearings.

“It is not one-judge, one-family, and it is not
even a team process,” said child advocate Hol-
lander. “Even if they did communicate regulatly,
they couldn’t possibly communicate all of the
nuances of these cases.”

Nevertheless, the court clearly is on the mend.
And of all of the steps taken over the last three
years, the Hearing Officers Project delivered the
most profound changes to the way dependent
children are dealt with by a court that had long

Notes

neglected the need for reform.

The work of the hearing officers has allowed
the court to cut judicial dockets in half. Gone is
the practice of substituting memos for hearings
before the court. Scheduled, time-specific review
hearings have become routine. Cases are re-
viewed every three months, rather than every six.
Each review is given at least 20 minutes in court.
And during their first 18 months, the hearing of-
ficers closed 814 child dependency cases.

“I don’t know what we would do without
them,” said Judge Craig. “Looking back, before
the hearing officers, I guess we were crazy. We
must have been stark raving mad.”

1Jessica made this observation in an interview with the author in 1995, when she was 12 years old and still a foster
child. She was later interviewed in October 1999, three years after she was adopted by the last set of foster par-

ents to care for her and her brother.

2National School Lunch Program eligibility in Allegheny County school districts was compiled by the University
of Pittsburgh Office of Child Development for the August 1999 report, Nouschool-Hour Programs for Elementary
School-Age Children in Allegheny County. Data related to children in single-family homes and children born to single
mothers in Pennsylvania are reported in The State of the Child in Pennsylvania: A 1999 Guide to Child Well-Being in
Pennsylvania Counties, published by the Pennsylvania KIDS COUNT Partnership.

3The 1983-1996 comparisons of incidents of child abuse, dependency cases, and child welfare placements in

Pennsylvania are reported in Pennsylvania Court Improvement Project: Preliminary Report, prepared in March 1998 by the
National Center for Juvenile Justice. Data related to Allegheny County CYF caseloads and child placements were
provided by the county Department of Human Services.

#The observation that Allegheny County had one of the heaviest dependency caseloads in the nation is based on
interviews with court officials and information reported in Judicial Hearing Officers Available To Hear Dependency Mat-
ters in Four Metropolitan Juvenile Conrts, a report prepared for the county Juvenile Court by Hunter Hurst Jr., Na-
tional Center for Juvenile Justice. The report is also the source for data that compare courts in Allegheny County,
Hamilton and Cuyahoga counties in Ohio, and Baltimore, MD.

SThomas was returned home one year later. But the rift between Cheryl and her parents that led to her allega-
tions of abuse had not been resolved by the fall of 2000, and she remained in foster care, where she would likely

remain until the age of 18.

0Wells, K., & Whittington, D. (1993). Characteristics of youths referred to residential treatment: Implications
for program design. Children and Youth Services Review, 15, 195-217.



"Bath, H.I,, Richey, C.A., & Haapala, D.A. (1992). Child age and outcome correlates in intensive family preser-
vation services. Children and Youth Services Review, 14, 389-406.

8Chatles, G.P., & Matheson, J.E. (1990). Children in foster care: Issues of separation and attachment. Community
Alternatives International Jonrnal of Family Care, 2, 37-49.

“The source of Jessica’s reflections on her foster care experience in this section was her interview with the author
in October 1999, when she was 16 years old. She had been adopted by her former foster parents three years ear-
lier. Her adoptive mother was also interviewed during that session.

10The views of court and child welfare professionals are reflected in the Pennsylvania Court Assessment Project
Survey as reported in the Pennsylvania Court Improvement Project: Preliminary Report, pp. 25-45, prepared in March
1998 by the National Center for Juvenile Justice. The findings are based on the responses of 950 judges, prosecu-
tors, court-appointed attorneys, CASAs, and child welfare administrators, supervisors and caseworkers represent-
ing all 67 counties in the state.

11From the start, the “one-judge, one-family” policy was not likely to result in the same judge presiding over all
aspects of a child’s case. When Baer was in Juvenile Court, he presided over a large share of shelter hearings that
arrived each week, then assigh many of those cases to other judges to follow. Because most Juvenile Court judges
were part-time and available only one day each week, it was not uncommon for emergency hearings to be held
before a judge other than the one who was originally assigned to the case.

12The number of parents whose custody rights were terminated, the number of termination of parental rights
cases filed, and the number of contested termination cases were provided by the Court of Common Pleas of Alle-
gheny County.

13The number of children in out-of-home placement can fluctuate day to day as children are brought into the
system and the cases of others are closed. The number of children in placement as reported by the Allegheny
County Department of Human Services is actually the number of children in placement on a specific day, or sin-
gle “point in time.”

14Statistics related to the number of children in out-of-home placement and the average length of time spent in
placement were provided by the Allegheny County Department of Human Services.
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