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INTRODUCTION 

The number of children in foster care in New York State continues to decline from 53,900 in 1995 
to an estimated 26,602 at the end of 20061.  This decline is attributable to improved preventive 
strategies that enable children to stay in their homes and the joint efforts of the child welfare and court 
systems to safely and expeditiously bring permanency and stability when removal is necessary. 

On December 21, 2005, the new Permanency Law took effect.  This sweeping reform legislation, 
supported by both the Office of Court Administration and the Office of Children and Family 
Services, requires earlier and more frequent court review to monitor the progress of child welfare 
cases.  During 2006, New York State Family Courts held 46,379 permanency hearings, each 
representing an important milestone in the life of one of New York’s most vulnerable children. 2 

Following the tragic and high-profile deaths of several children known to the child welfare 
system, reports of suspected child abuse and neglect increased 15% in 2006 over the previous year, 
with a 31% increase in New York City alone.3 Increases in reports have resulted in correlating 
increases in Family Court filings. According to New York City Family Court statistics, child abuse 
and neglect petitions increased citywide in 2006 with 1,223 new abuse filings (an increase of 55% 
over 2005) and 11,250 new neglect filings (an increase of 163% over 2005).4  Preliminary analysis 
of data from the first 12 weeks of 2007 shows no sign of this trend abating.  

The increased workload associated with the implementation of the Permanency Law as well as 
the increase in petitions filed has created unique challenges for New York’s family courts.  The 
Child Welfare Court Improvement Project (CIP) supports the integral role courts play in charting the 
course for children who are the subject of abuse and neglect, voluntary placement, termination of 
parental rights and adoption proceedings by providing resources and technical assistance to enhance, 
promote and coordinate innovation in court operations and practices that lead to improved safety, 
permanency and well being for children.  The CIP is partially supported by a federal grant from the 
Children’s Bureau, Administration for Children and Families of the US Department of Health and 
Human Services.  Grants are awarded to the highest court in each state. 

This report summarizes the accomplishments, activities and ongoing projects implemented by the 
New York State Unified Court System to support the family court’s mandate to ensure the safety, 
permanency and well being of children.  The report does not focus solely on those activities supported 
by the federal CIP grant or implemented by CIP staff or even solely on the work of Unified Court 
System personnel.  While the staff of the Child Welfare Court Improvement Project was involved in 
nearly all of the activities described herein, we certainly cannot take sole or even primary credit for the 
broad array of accomplishments.  The continuous improvement of child welfare court operations is 
the result of the leadership provided by Chief Judge Judith S. Kaye (both in her role as Chief Judge 

                                                     
1 New York State Office of Children and Family Services web site: 
http://www.ocfs.state.ny.us/main/fostercare/ 
2 New York State Office of Court Administration 
3 New York State Office of Children and Family Services:  Testimony of Commissioner Gladys 
Carrión, Esq. to the Joint Legislative Fiscal Committee 
4 New York City Family Court 
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and as Chair of the Permanent Judicial Commission on Justice for Children), former Chief 
Administrative Jonathan Lippman and current Chief Administrative Judge Ann Pfau and the 
contribution of time, talent and energy of judicial and non judicial staff of the family courts and the 
Office of Court Administration, as well as the bar and our partners in other branches of government. 

Much of the work is accomplished by local collaborative “stakeholder” groups formed to advise 
Family Courts on the implementation of a broad array of “best practices” including frequent and in-
depth court oversight of cases during their pendency; the use of tools and checklists to enhance the 
court’s inquiry into the safety, permanency, health and well-being of children, use of Court Appointed 
Special Advocates (CASA), and use of alternative dispute resolution. 

The inspiration for specific innovations often flows from the bottom up rather from the top 
down.  The efforts of local Family Court Judges and staff, local CIP Liaisons and the collaborative 
efforts of the bench, bar and local child welfare administrating agencies not only result in enhanced 
court operations, but also frequently provide a forum for discussions that lead to reform of the child 
welfare and service delivery systems beyond the court. 

 

ADMINISTRATION 

New York State’s Court Improvement Project began in 1994 and was administered from its 
inception through the Fall of 2006 by the Permanent Judicial Commission on Justice for Children 
(The Commission), chaired by Chief Judge Kaye.  During 2006, federal CIP funding expanded to 
support additional training and data collection and analysis efforts.  It was during this most recent 
funding cycle that the administration of the CIP was officially transitioned from the Commission to 
the Office of Court Administration’s Division of Court Operations   This change prompted the 
creation of a new unit with the Division, “The Office of Alternative Dispute Resolution and Court 
Improvement Programs” integrating the former Office of ADR Programs with staff from around the 
state engaged in CIP activities.  The administrative transition was designed to institutionalize court 
improvement activities, focus on court operational issues, promote statewide coordination and 
integrate new initiatives while leveraging existing strengths. 

The CIP continues to operate with the support, advice and counsel of the Commission and in 
partnership with the Commission’s Executive Director Kathleen DeCataldo and other Commission 
staff.  The Commission, whose interdisciplinary membership includes leaders from government and 
non-governmental systems that impact children and families, will support inter-system coordination 
and promote broad system change while continuing to provide oversight for the CIP’s 
implementation of operational improvements. 

The transition of the CIP prompted staff restructuring and the addition of several positions.  Dan 
Weitz was appointed Deputy Director of the Division of Court Operations and continues in his role 
as Coordinator of the Office of ADR and Court Improvement Programs.  Frank Woods was 
appointed Assistant Coordinator with direct programmatic responsibility for the operation of the CIP 
program while continuing to keep a hand in family court ADR initiatives and the fiscal operations of 
the office.  Christine Kiesel, formerly a court attorney referee who presided over a child welfare “best 
practice” part, has joined the staff as Statewide Project Manager. Trista Borra, formerly of the 
Commission and Karen Carroll, formerly of the Erie County Court Improvement Project joined the 
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staff as Deputy Statewide Project Managers. In addition, over the course of the next year, the CIP will 
create liaison positions around the state.  These staff will be co-located in key family courts to 
implement the goals of the statewide project at the local level. (See Appendix A: Liaison Job 
Description). 

This administrative team will support family court’s reform efforts throughout the state. The 
Project will provide coordination, human resources, financial resources and subject matter expertise to 
support implementation efforts in partnership with the Commission, other units within the Division 
of Court Operations, other OCA divisions, Counsel’s office, local judicial districts, the New York 
State Office of Children and Family Services (OCFS), the 57 local child welfare administering agencies 
and other state, local and national agencies that impact families affected by child welfare court 
proceedings.   

The values at the heart of alternative dispute resolution (ADR) processes – collaboration, 
inclusion, creativity, and respect for diverse views – are pre-requisites for a successful child welfare 
court reform effort.  The Office of Alternative Dispute Resolution has always strived to exemplify 
these values not only as theoretical unpinning of the ADR processes it promotes as tools for case 
resolution, but also in its approach to program development.  The new Office of Alternative Dispute 
Resolution and Court Improvement Programs will continue that legacy and expand that approach into 
the child welfare court reform arena. 

 

ENHANCED COURT IMPROVEMENT PROJECT FUNDING  

The Deficit Reduction Act of 2005 authorized and appropriated funds for two new grants under 
the Court Improvement Program in title IV-B, section 438 of the Social Security Act.   The highest 
State court in a State with an approved title IV-E plan is eligible to apply for either or both of the new 
grants. The new grants are for the purposes of: 

• Ensuring that the needs of children are met in a timely and complete manner through 
improved case tracking and analysis of child welfare case data; 

• Training judges, attorneys and other legal personnel in child welfare cases; and conducting 
cross-training with child welfare agency staff and contractors. 

The new grants are authorized for $10 million each (nationwide) and funded for Federal fiscal 
years 2006 through 2010. State allocations include $85,000 for each State, plus a share of the remaining 
appropriation based on the State’s population of persons under age 21.   The New York State Unified 
Court System Child Welfare Court Improvement Project (with the approval of the Court of Appeals) 
applied for each of the three CIP grants (core, data and training) and was awarded a total allocation for 
federal fiscal year 2006 of 1.6 million dollars.   The plan is to expend the 2006 federal funding during 
the state fiscal year that begins April 2007.  Using the remainder of the 2005 federal core grant, staff 
positions were created in the latter half of state fiscal year 2006-2007.  Positions recently added to the 
CIP statewide team, OCA Division of Technology and New York City Family Court will be 
“annualized” in the 2007-2008 fiscal year. 
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THE NATIONAL COURT AND CHILD WELFARE COLLABORATIVE 

To support the expanded work of state court improvement projects the three leading national 
organizations dealing with court issues relating to children and families have announced the formation 
of a Collaborative with a goal of improving outcomes for abused and neglected children. With support 
and funding from the Children's Bureau of the Department of Health and Human Services, the ABA 
Center on Children and the Law, the National Center for State Courts and the National Council of 
Juvenile and Family Court Judges will continue to work together as the National Court and Child 
Welfare Collaborative: Focus on System Reform. 

The goal of the Collaborative is to assist courts in their efforts to keep children safe, ensure child 
well-being, and reach timely permanency. Each of the organizations has a long history of providing 
support and technical assistance to judges, courts, and court systems across the country. By forming 
the Collaborative, the members believe their combined efforts will result in even better outcomes for 
children and families who find themselves involved with both courts and the child welfare system.  

The first significant event sponsored by the Collaborative was a training conference in November 
2006 which brought together the leaders of State Court Improvement Programs across the country. 
The goal of the conference was to provide support and training to the programs as they work to 
improve court operations.  The New York State Child Welfare Court Improvement Project sent a 
team of six including senior CIP staff, a representative of the state OCFS and representatives of the 
New York City Family Court to the conference.  

SUPPORTING MEANINGFUL ONGOING COLLABORATION 

“Meaningful, ongoing collaboration” means that the courts and State child welfare agencies 
will identify and work toward shared goals and activities  In general, these goals and 
activities must be aimed at increasing the safety, permanency, and well-being of children in 
the child welfare system.  Collaboration should include scheduling, planning, and 
participating in ongoing meetings between the courts and the State child welfare agencies.  
Excerpt from the Federal Court Improvement Program Instruction 

In addition to requiring those state court systems that receive CIP funding  to collaborate with the 
state child welfare agency, the Deficit Reduction Act of 2005 also added a title IV-B plan requirement 
to section 422 of the Act for the State child welfare agency to “demonstrate substantial, ongoing and 
meaningful collaboration with State courts in the development and implementation of its title IV-B 
and title IV-E plan, child and family services review and other program improvement plans required 
by section 1123A of the Act (section 422(b)(15) of the Act).” 

PERMANENT JUDICIAL COMMISSION ON JUSTICE FOR CHILDREN 

To fulfill the requirement for meaningful, ongoing collaboration the Act requires State courts to 
establish a statewide multidisciplinary task force.  In New York State, the Permanent Judicial 
Commission on Justice for Children fills this role.  The Permanent Judicial Commission on Justice for 
Children (The Commission) was established in 1988 to address the problems of children whose lives 
and life chances are shaped by New York State's courts. The Commission is chaired by Chief Judge 
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Kaye and its members include judges, lawyers, advocates, physicians, legislators and state and local 
officials.  Chief Judge Kaye has appointed the Honorable Sharon Townsend, Administrative Judge of 
the 8th Judicial District (and a former family court judge) to chair a CIP working group as a sub-
committee of the Commission.  The CIP will act as a resource for implementing strategies 
(particularly on court operational issues) that emerge from the Commission and the administrative 
leadership of the court system. 

The New York State Unified Court System (UCS) and the Child Welfare Court Improvement 
Project participate in other important collaborative efforts that fulfill both the court’s commitment to 
ongoing collaboration with the state child welfare agency and vice versa.  The goals of the Project are 
achieved in partnership with many other groups both within the court system and external.  Below are 
brief descriptions of several of the most important coordinating entities: 

FAMILY COURT ADVISORY AND RULES COMMITTEE 

The Family Court Advisory and Rules Committee (The Committee) is one of the standing 
advisory committees established by the Chief Administrative Judge of the Courts pursuant to section 
212(1)(q) of the Judiciary Law and section 212(b) of the Family Court Act. The Committee annually 
recommends to the Chief Administrative Judge proposals in the areas of Family Court procedure and 
family law that may be incorporated into the Chief Administrative Judge’s legislative program. These 
recommendations are based on the Committee's own studies, examination of decisional law, and 
suggestions received from bench and bar. The Committee recommends its own annual legislative 
program and reviews and comments on pending legislative measures concerning Family Court and 
family law. 

During 2006, the Committee recommended amendments to the Uniform Rules of the Family Court 
to implement the comprehensive permanency legislation enacted in 2005 and the “one family, one 
judge” legislation, among other federal and state legislation enacted in 2006, as well as to establish 
standards for Court-appointed Special Advocates (CASAs) working in Family Courts. The Committee 
assisted the New York State Judicial Institute in providing training regarding the new laws and to 
promote compliance with court-related federal foster care eligibility requirements. The Committee 
also developed and revised 138 official Family Court forms for pleadings, process and orders. The 
forms and court rules have been placed on the Internet for easy access by attorneys, litigants and the 
public. 

STATEWIDE PERMANENCY TEAM 

The Statewide Permanency Planning Team is a group convened by the Executive Branch’s Office 
of Children and Family Services.  The group is comprised of representatives of UCS, Executive Branch 
agencies and local government entities, and institutions and individuals who represent children and 
parents.  The group strives to foster improved outcomes in safety, permanency and well-being for 
children through improved communication, relationship building and cooperation among the agencies 
and courts that impact them. The Team meetings provide a forum to identify and address issues 
affecting children and families in the child welfare system, explore mechanisms for joint planning and 
data sharing, and exchange ideas about practice, policy and the law. 

ADOPTION NOW WORKGROUP 

Adoption Now is a collaborative formed to help expedite adoptions for New York State's children 
who are available for adoption through New York State's foster care system. 
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The project, which was spearheaded by Chief Judge Kaye, is a joint initiative between the courts, 
OCFS, New York City Administration for Children’s Services (ACS) and other local social services 
districts that aims to find permanent adoptive homes for those children in foster care for whom 
reunification is not a viable option. The Adoption Now working group strives to identify ways to 
expedite adoptions of children in foster care who are awaiting permanency and whose parents' 
custodial rights had been terminated. 

By identifying the systemic barriers to timely adoptions and implementing reforms to streamline 
the process, Adoption Now has helped to achieve permanent, long-term improvements to the 
adoption process throughout New York State and reduce the time it takes to finalize adoptions for 
foster children in New York State.  CIP staff are active participants in Adoption Now activities and 
have assisted in implementation at the local level. 

NEW YORK PARTNERSHIP FOR FAMILY RECOVERY 

UCS, OCFS and the New York Office of Alcoholism and Substance Abuse Services jointly 
applied for in-depth technical assistance from the National Resource Center on Substance Abuse and 
Child Welfare.  CIP staff was part of the core group that developed the proposal and remains active 
participants in the implementation.  

Three workgroups have been developed: Protocol, Training, and Funding.  The protocol group is 
developing a protocol to guide practice in cases where parental substance abuse is an identified issue.  
The protocol will cover referral by the child welfare agency to substance abuse treatment agencies and 
the flow of reports to the child welfare agency and the courts.  A training plan will also be developed 
for cross-disciplinary audiences to include the courts, child welfare agency, and substance abuse 
professionals.  The goal of the training is to provide each system with information about the other two 
systems and to provide participants with a working knowledge of substance abuse, treatment, and the 
impact of substance abuse on parenting. 

COLLABORATION WITH NATIVE TRIBES 

In August 2006, the New York Federal-State-Tribal Courts Forum held its first-ever “Listening 
Forum,” bringing together state and federal judges and tribal justice system representatives.  The 
purpose of the Forum was to share information about different justice systems in order to minimize 
and prevent conflict.  The New York State Judicial Institute and the Center for Indigenous Law, 
Governance and Citizenship at Syracuse University College of Law cosponsored the event, which was 
funded by a grant from the U.S. Department of Justice Bureau of Justice Assistance and the Tribal 
Judicial Institute. 

The agenda included a plenary session on jurisdiction, which provided a historical review of 
seminal cases and treaties with a review of government policy and discussion of current jurisdictional 
concerns.  A second plenary session provided an introduction to the different tribal court and justice 
systems.  Two breakout sessions included criminal law and jurisdiction over Native Americans in 
state, federal, and tribal courts, and issues arising under ICWA. 

In Western New York, the courts have been actively working with tribal leaders to exchange 
information and ideas on how the state courts, county departments of social services and tribal courts 
and child welfare systems can work together to better serve Native American children. Current 
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activities include collaboration with the Seneca Nation of Indians and the Tuscarora Nation to address 
issues presented at the NYS Federal-State-Tribal Courts Forum. 

Seneca Nation Peacemaker Courts Collaboration: 

This collaboration, which began in 2005, includes Judges and court personnel from the 8th Judicial 
District (including the Administrative Judge, Supreme Court Matrimonial judges, Family Court 
judges, City Court judges, and Child Support magistrates) and Seneca Nation of Indians (SNI) 
Peacemaker Court Judges and court personnel.  The collaboration has become a forum to discuss the 
practice and procedures of both courts in areas of civil, criminal, family and matrimonial law.  It has 
provided a welcome point of contact for issues including comity, implementation of the Indian Child 
Welfare Act, enrollment of SNI court orders and establishment of jurisdiction. 

The group meets quarterly to continue the ongoing dialogue and plan joint initiatives to improve 
practice in cases coming before both courts. Three workgroups have been formed.  First, a group is 
meeting to explore the development of a tribal CASA program to support the Peacemaker Court in 
resolving matters of child welfare.  Second, a workgroup has been developed to assess procedural 
options for ameliorating jurisdictional conflicts.  Finally, a workgroup has been designated to explore 
the issues surrounding the registry of SNI Orders of Protection with the NYS Domestic Violence 
Registry.  Additionally, this group will explore the intersection of tribal proceedings and the 
established Integrated Domestic Violence Courts to identify opportunities for training and policy 
recommendations.   

Tuscarora Nation Collaboration: 

Representatives of the state courts and the Tuscarora Nation held a preliminary discussion in 
November 2006 to talk about issues of tribal recognition that had surfaced as part of the NYS 
Listening Conference and the ongoing Courts Forum.  As a follow-up to that meeting, discussions 
have occurred with the Niagara County Family Court in Niagara Falls and the Niagara County 
Department of Social Services.  Recommendations from all the discussions include: 1) collaborative 
training of the judiciary and law guardians, 2) development of an updated contact list for both the 
Nation and DSS and 3) development of an ad hoc collaborative committee to plan a “meet and greet” 
event between members of the Nation, Family Court and DSS.  

 

TITLE IV-E FOSTER CARE REVIEW 

The Administration for Children and Families commends New York State for its 
significant efforts and clear achievement in improving compliance with title IV-E eligibility 
requirement.  These achievements could not have been made without the hard work of the 
social service districts, courts, voluntary authorized agencies and others over the last two 
years.  Final Report of the Secondary IV-E Review, HHS-ACF, 2006 

The combined efforts of all of the above groups contributed to New York State’s recent successful 
foster care audit by the federal Department of Health and Human Services Administration for 
Children and Families.  
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The primary Review conducted in June of 2003, found the State to not be in substantial 
compliance with IV-E.  Subsequently OCFS implemented a Program Improvement Plan (PIP).  CIP 
staff has been actively involved in a number of PIP strategy groups and the courts have worked in 
collaboration with OCFS to improve the quality and consistency of those elements of court orders 
that are germane to IV-E: timely issuance of orders, legal authority, best interests and reasonable 
efforts findings.  These efforts have included on-site case reviews, training for judicial and other courts 
personnel and integration of standard order forms into the Universal Case Management System 
(UCMS).  The federal Final Report on the August 2006 Secondary Review specifically notes that while 
court order problems were the biggest error area in the 2003 Primary review; the issue was 
dramatically improved in the Secondary review. 

 

LEGISLATION 

In December 2005, the Permanency Law [Laws of 2005, ch. 3] took effect.  The law requires the 
courts to hold hearings immediately after a child is removed from his or her home to determine 
whether that removal is appropriate and requires the court to set a date certain for a timely initial 
permanency hearing for children freed for adoption or placed in foster care, which must be completed 
within 30 days of initiation. The initial court review of a child’s placement is now six months earlier 
than previously required. Subsequent permanency hearings are held every six months. The objective of 
the earlier and more frequent court review is to permit judicial evaluation of the progress of the case, 
including services provided to the family and factors influencing the ongoing safety and well-being of 
the child to further timely permanency for the child. 

Key provisions of the statute include the following: 

• Requires a court to calendar a FCA § 1022 or § 1027 hearing immediately and continue the 
hearing until a determination is made regarding the appropriateness of the removal, including 
determination of imminent risk, best interests, and reasonable efforts. 

• Provides specific authority for conferencing and mediation in Family Court Act (FCA) Article 
10 proceedings. 

• Expedites processing of appeals in all child welfare proceedings. 

• Requires the court to maintain the case on the court’s calendar until all orders expire or all 
appeals are decided. 

• Provides eligible parents with an appointed attorney to represent them while their child is in 
foster care (the same attorney, unless replaced upon application to the court) until all appeals are 
determined or all orders expire.   

• Requires the first permanency hearing after a child is removed from home to be scheduled 
within eight months of removal from home and requires the hearing to be completed within 30 
days.  Subsequent permanency hearings must be held at least every six months thereafter, on a 
date set by the court at the completion of the prior hearing and requires the hearing to be 
completed within 30 days. 
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• Changes the permanency goal “another planned permanent living arrangement to “another 
planned permanent living arrangement that includes a significant connection to an adult willing 
to be a permanency resource for the child.” 

• Eliminates the requirement that a child who has been severely or repeatedly abused, remain in 
foster care needlessly for 12 consecutive months where the court has determined that no 
reasonable efforts toward a return home are required.   

• Defines child freed for adoption to exclude “half-freed” children, i.e., children for whom only 
one parent’s parental rights have been terminated. 

• Provides enforcement procedures for post-adoption contact agreements, based upon the best 
interests of the child. 

During 2006, a measure to correct and clarify sections of the comprehensive permanency law was 
enacted [Laws of 2006, ch. 437].  Additional information regarding legislation and court rules effecting 
child welfare proceedings can be obtained in the Report of the Family Court Advisory and Rules 
Committee to the Chief Administrative Judge of the Courts of New York State (January 2007):  

http://www.nycourts.gov/ip/judiciaryslegislative/fcarcrep.007.pdf 

 

TRAINING INITIATIVES 

SHARING SUCCESS 

The fourth annual statewide interdisciplinary Sharing Success Conference: Sharing Success IV: 
Family Court and DSS:  Giving Adolescents in Care a Voice, (Sharing Success) was held in Albany, 
September 12 - 13. 2006. This event was co-sponsored by the Permanent Judicial Commission on 
Justice for Children and OCFS and was partially supported with CIP funding. Three hundred people 
from 50 Counties attended in county-based teams composed of judges, court staff, county Department 
of Social Services, lawyers, CASAs and other child welfare professionals.  

The Conference began with opening remarks from Chief Judge Kaye and then-OCFS 
Commissioner John Johnson, followed by a dynamic keynote address from William Bell, President 
and CEO of Casey Family Programs and former Commissioner of the New York City 
Administration for Children Services (ACS). A panel discussion of adolescents involved in the child 
welfare system had a profound impact on the audience.  Clinical perspectives on the adolescent 
population were presented to the group by Dr. Elizabeth M. Alderman, Clinical Professor of 
Pediatrics, Section of Adolescent Medicine Albert Einstein College of Medicine.  Successful initiatives 
underway across the state were presented to improve services to adolescents. ACS staff made a 
presentation on adolescent initiatives underway in NYC.  Families for Teens is a program which seeks 
to reform child welfare practice and culture so that every teen has the chance to be placed with the 
family he or she deserves.  A team from Orange County presented on alternatives to residential 
placement for Persons In Need of Supervision (PINS).  Additionally, a presentation was made 
introducing the NYS Kids Count/Kids' Well-Being Indicators Clearinghouse by Toni Lang, Project 
Director of the Council on Children and Families.  This was the first time that data had been shared 
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between UCS and OCFS and combined to report on well-being indicators.  A presentation was made 
on using the web based application.  Each conference participant received a hard copy of "The Child 
in Child Welfare and the Courts: New York State Court and Child Welfare 2006 Data Book". 

The 2007 conference, Sharing Success V: Collaborating to Improve Outcomes for Families 
Affected by Substance Abuse, will be held in two locations:  New York City on October 15, 2007 and 
Albany on October 17 -18, 2007. 

BASICS OF SUBSTANCE ABUSE TRAINING 

The majority of families involved in the child welfare system are impacted by substance abuse.  
Judges and child welfare professionals need to understand the basics of the disease of addiction and 
treatment responses.  In November 2006, the CIP and the Nassau County Family Court began a pilot 
training series on the basics of substance abuse and addiction.  The CIP contracted with the Center on 
Addiction and the Family, the policy and program development arm of Phoenix House, to provide a 
training that would meet the needs of family court practitioners. The goal of the pilot is to refine the 
training format and curriculum for possible replication statewide. 

The training is structured as seven 90-minute modules (described in detail below). This format 
allows the training to be delivered with minimal impact on court operations.  Each session combines 
didactic instruction and conversation with a focus on practical information grounded in theory. The 
audience includes Judges, Court Attorneys, Referees, Law Guardians, respondent parents’ counsel and 
CASAs.  The Nassau pilot sessions conducted to date were attended by an average of 40 participants.  

Session 1: Basics on Drugs and Addiction 

The first session functions as a foundation for the training series.  During the first session, 
participants focus on why people get involved with drugs initially, and the continuum of 
experimentation through addiction and into recovery.  The group will discusses the short- and long-
term effects of alcohol and drugs on the body and brain, and drug testing protocols. 

Session 2:  Treatment Options 

This session will review the various treatment options available to adolescent and adult substance 
abusers.  Conversation will explore each modality in depth, and the features of the various modalities 
that make them appropriate for different clients.  Modalities discussed will include therapeutic 
communities/residential programs, outpatient care, mother/child programs, methadone, and 
buprenorphine, and specialty programs for populations such as the dually-diagnosed. 

Session 3:  Relapse 

This session is dedicated to an in-depth discussion of relapse.  What is relapse and how is it 
triggered?  What is the relationship of relapse to brain chemistry?  How can professionals identify 
someone in the process of relapse and at what point does this process begin?  Should substance abusers 
plan for relapse, and what should be the response if they do? 

How does relapse affect visiting and reunification efforts? How does visiting affect relapse (visiting 
can be a trigger for relapse due to the pressures and emotions stimulated). How can treatment 
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providers and caseworkers work together to determine whether relapse warrants suspension of visits 
or not? How does relapse effect reunification efforts and permanency decision making? 

Session 4: Family Perspective on Addiction, Treatment, and Recovery 

The first of two sessions on family recovery, this session focuses on the ways families are affected 
by addiction, treatment and recovery.  Specific topics include family dynamics, options for post-
treatment living arrangements, challenges of reunification, trust, second-generation prevention, and 
family recovery. 

Session 4: Child Perspective on Addiction and Recovery 

The second of two sessions on family systems, this session focuses on the ways children of 
different ages are affected by a parent’s substance abuse.  Participants explore the impact of treatment 
and the child’s perspective on the reunification process.  Also included is the discussion of the impact 
of prenatal exposure on children and teens. Implications for parent-child visits and permanency 
planning are discussed. 

Session 6: Treatment Perspective 

This session focuses on the concerns and perspectives of treatment providers.  Conversation will 
incorporate concerns about confidentiality, coping with multiple client mandates, challenges working 
with other systems, and how providers experience working with the courts. 

Session 7: Moving Towards Change 

During this session, participants will be introduced to Stages of Change theory and the basics of 
motivational interviewing; two techniques that can be used to help encourage clients to consider 
changing their behavior and seeking help for substance abuse.  In addition, conversation will focus on 
relapse – signs and symptoms, triggers, and the actual relapse process and the conflicting timelines of 
child welfare and recovery (which anticipates relapse as part of recovery).  

NATIONAL COUNCIL OF JUVENILE AND FAMILY COURT JUDGES:  
CHILD ABUSE AND NEGLECT INSTITUTE 

The Child Welfare Court Improvement Project and the Model Courts Project of the National 
Council of Juvenile and Family Courts pool resources to underwrite the participation of a number of 
New York Judges at the “The Role of the Judge” Institute held each year in Reno, Nevada.  The 
Institute is a premiere training for judicial officers interested in learning about innovative and creative 
court practices that result in improved outcomes for children and families. Judges are selected in 
consultation with Administrative and Supervising Judges.  

 

WELL- BEING INITIATIVES 

During its tenure as administrating entity of the CIP, the Commission launched many projects to 
support the well- being of children in foster care and to harness the power of the courts to promote 
child well being. Activities included developing publications, tools, and training activities to focus on 
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improving the health, mental health and educational needs of children in foster care. The Child 
Welfare Court Improvement Project staff will continue this work in collaboration with the 
Commission.  

EFFORTS TO IMPROVE EDUCATIONAL OUTCOMES 

In 2005, the Commission published, “Addressing the Educational Needs of Children in Foster 
Care: A Guide for Judges, Advocates and Child Welfare Professionals.”  The booklet contains a 
checklist for use by judges and other professionals to encourage active inquiry into the issues effecting 
the education and academic functioning of children in foster care. 

 

Education Checklist for Judges and Child Welfare Professionals 

• Is the child attending school? 

• How is this child faring in school? 

• How does this placement impact the child’s school continuity and stability? 

• Are school records in the child’s case file? 

• What are the medical, developmental and emotional needs that impact this child’s 
educational performance? 

• Does this child require general education support services? 

• Does this child require special education evaluation or services? 

• Who is this child’s educational decision maker? 

• Is this preschool-aged child enrolled in an early childhood education program? 

• What is the transition plan to address this older child’s educational and vocational needs 
and goals? 

 

In June, 2006, the Family Court Advisory and Rules Committee convened a roundtable at the 
New York State Bar Association on the educational needs of children in out-of-home care. The 
roundtable, which drew a wide array of experts, professionals and advocates in the education and child 
welfare communities, resulted in an unprecedented collaboration that continues actively to date.  

The Educational Roundtable spawned an interdisciplinary workgroup  that is exploring a New York 
State definition of the federal McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act to apply to foster children to 
provide a process where children, under appropriate circumstances, could remain in their school of 
origin by clarifying and expanding the definition of “homeless” in New York to apply to foster 
children in certain circumstances.  The McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act recognizes that 
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homeless youth face specific challenges to successfully completing their education. The Act, 
reauthorized in 2002, seeks to give homeless youth increased access to public education, so they can 
overcome these challenges.  
 

Currently, three sites,  including a large, medium and small county (Erie, Albany and Tompkins 
respectively) are engaged in data collection The overall project is coordinated by the Commission and 
supported at the local level by CIP staff.  

To date, the McKinney-Vento workgroup has: 

• Created systems to support dialogue between pilot sites to create protocols and data 
collection efforts as uniform as possible; 

• Gathered and compared child welfare and school system data in each pilot jurisdiction; 

• Discussed appropriate target populations and catchment areas  to include in the pilots; 

• Begun analysis of the impact of  transportation costs and discussed responsibility for those 
costs; and 

• Discussed appropriate decision making models to determine appropriate school placement. 

 

ENSURING THE HEALTHY DEVELOPMENT OF CHILDREN IN FOSTER CARE 

The Healthy Development of Foster Children Initiative was created by the Commission to address 
the individual needs of children in foster care and their caregivers. This initiative is a multi-pronged 
strategy that includes a booklet, Ensuring the Healthy Development of Foster Children: A Guide for 
Judges, Advocates and Child Welfare Professionals, a training curriculum to assist all those involved in 
permanency decision making in identifying a foster child's health needs and numerous publications 
highlighting practice and policy issues to insure that all children in foster care can access needed 
services.  Court Improvement Project staff assists in the front line implementation of training 
programs and the dissemination of materials. 

At the outset of the initiative, CIP staff has reviewed court records involving infants in foster care. 
Findings showed that a significant number of infants in foster care do not receive even basic health 
care such as immunizations and that family court proceedings rarely addressed their health and 
developmental needs. Further, the court's protocols for infants placed in foster care were the same as 
those for older children, despite the special needs of infants in the first year of life. 

The "Babies Can't Wait" project is designed to better identify, document and track infants in 
family court and provide for their special health and developmental needs.  The goals of the Babies 
Can’t Wait Project are to highlight the particular health and developmental needs of young children in 
foster care, to encourage all professionals in the child welfare and court systems, including family court 
judges and children’s law guardians, to inquire about the child’s health and developmental status, and 
to connect infants and parents to evaluation, intervention, and support services as needed. 
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FAMILY TREATMENT COURTS 

With over 50 family treatment courts currently in operation in New York State, senior UCS 
administrators recognized the need to examine the operation of these courts and identify the most 
promising practices for achieving safety, permanency and well being for children affected by substance 
abusing parents. 

In 2006, UCS’ Office of Court Drug Treatment Programs (OCDTP), announced a plan to develop 
an Effective Practices resource document for New York's family treatment courts. The project will 
include the following components: 

• Two consultant experts on family treatment court practice, working in collaboration with 
OCDTP, to develop the core document; 

• A national literature review of family treatment court studies and research; 

• An analysis of data obtained from the Family Treatment Court Universal Treatment 
application; 

• Structured site visits to New York family treatment courts; and 

• A multi-disciplinary advisory committee, Chaired by Deputy Chief Administrative Judge Judy 
Harris-Kluger and comprised of New York family treatment court practitioners, representatives 
from key stakeholder agencies, and national experts in the field of family treatment courts and 
child welfare to review the document and ensure that the content reflects quality practices and 
procedures for family treatment courts.  CIP Deputy Statewide Project Manger Trista Borra was 
the CIP representative on this advisory committee. 

 

COURT APPOINTED SPECIAL ADVOCATES ASSISTANCE PROGRAM 

• Without her CASA volunteer, a young girl would not have had the courage to testify to 
the Grand Jury about her sexual abuse. Her perpetrator was sentenced to seven years in 
prison. 

• Without CASA, a mother would have lost her housing, causing her five children to be 
placed in foster care. 

• Without CASA, a 13 year old girl would continue to languish in residential treatment.  
Her volunteer advocated for her to be freed for adoption. 

• Without CASA, a young man no one thought would make it would not have had anyone 
cheering for him at his high school graduation. 
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Court Appointed Special Advocates (CASAs) are trained volunteers appointed by Family Court 
judges to advocate for the best interests of children in cases involving abuse and neglect.  During 2006, 
nearly 1,000 CASA volunteers served more than 3,800 children in 37 New York Counties.  

The CASA network in New York 
State has been in existence for more than 
25 years, but recently the programs 
received a level of support and 
recognition unprecedented in New York.  
In 2004, Chief Judge Kaye convened an 
ad-hoc CASA Committee to look into 
ways that the UCS could better support 
CASA.   

The recommendations of the 
committee resulted in the promulgation 
in early 2006 of Rules of the Chief Judge 
and Chief Administrative Judge to 
provide standards for the use of CASA 
volunteers in Family Court proceedings 
and the establishment of the New York 
State Unified Court System’s Court 
Appointed Special Advocates Assistance 
Program.  This unit, created within the 
Court Improvement Program, provides 
fiscal and programmatic support to the 
existing network of CASA programs and 
technical assistance to family courts 
interested in starting a CASA program. 

UCS funding of the CASA network 
has provided a stable base for sustaining and expanding CASA operations. Through the CASA 
Assistance Program, UCS provides direct programmatic support, as well as training and technical 
assistance to the network of CASA programs. The program hosted a two-day statewide training for 
CASA program staff and volunteers and has conducted numerous regional trainings and site visits to 
monitor program' compliance with the new court rules and to ensure consistent and uniform practice 
standards. In partnership with the State and National CASA Associations, the UCS CASA Assistance 
Program has been actively involved in the development of additional CASA programs.  Two new 
county programs were added in 2006 (Lewis and Ontario) and two additional programs are in 
development (Columbia County and the state's first Tribal CASA Program with the Seneca Nation). 

Prior to being assigned a case, CASA volunteers are interviewed, screened, and receive at least 30 
hours of standardized training.  Under the supervision of professional staff, CASA volunteers gather 
information and prepare reports that are submitted to the Court.  The CASA volunteer’s report 
brings critical, independent information about the child’s health, safety and well-being to the Court’s 
attention.  This information assists the court in making decisions. CASA volunteers work closely with 
the lawyers, child welfare agencies, and other service providers to ensure that cases to which they are 
assigned proceed expeditiously. 

Children Served by CASA, 2006 
Program Children Served 
Albany/Rensselaer 153
Broome/Tioga 82
Chautauqua 67
Chemung/Schuyler/Steuben 125
Chenango/Otsego 13
Dutchess 32
Erie 190
Essex 7
Fulton/Montgomery 79
Genesee 24
Jefferson/Lewis 36
Monroe 361
Nassau 177
NYC 1316
Oneida/Herkimer 69
Onondaga 119
Orange 113
Rockland 114
Schenectady 81
Suffolk 162
Sullivan 110
Ulster 69
Westchester 141
Total 3640
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CHILD PERMANENCY MEDIATION PROJECTS 

The CIP partners with the OCFS to collaboratively support permanency mediation pilot projects 
in Albany, Chemung, Erie, Monroe, Niagara, Oneida, Rockland, and Westchester Counties and 
Kings, New York, Bronx and Queens Counties in New York City.  The CIP and OCFS pool 
resources to provide funding, training, monitoring, data collection, and evaluation. 

Since the program’s inception a total of 879 cases have been referred statewide. Of those 879 cases, 
639 mediations were completed and some form of agreement was reached in 468 cases.  During 2006, 
313 cases were closed, with 233 cases completing mediation and 173 of those reaching agreement. 

AEven if mediation does not result in a full settlement, I find the participants generally 
benefit from the process, and the process narrows the contested issues for the court....the 
permanency mediation program is more in tune with the therapeutic jurisprudence of my 
permanency planning court.@  Hon. Bryanne Hamill, NYC Family Court Judge 

As judges and referees become familiar with the mediation process and the quality of justice that it 
can provide, they are referring an increasing number and variety of cases.  In addition, attorneys are 
requesting mediation for their clients.  New legislation authorizing the Court to refer cases to 
mediation at any point in a child protective proceeding has also supported an increase in referrals.  To 
date, the mediation program has addressed a wide range of issues including:  

• Service plan issues for parents and/or children 
• Custody issues with non-respondent parents or with relatives 
• Visitation issues between parents and foster parents or parents and agency 
• Sibling visitation  
• Communication between parties including foster parents and caseworkers  
• Identification and removal of barriers to the filing of adoptions 
• Permanency planning for adolescents deciding between adoption and living independently 
• Permanency plan issues at the point of TPR including issues of concurrent planning 
• Parent /child communication 
• The decision to litigate or surrender. 
• Cases where a parent has completed his or her plan but the child will not or should not 

return home 

The Permanency Mediation Program has handled many cases with older children and adolescents 
who are aging out of care.  Child Welfare and legal professionals are beginning to recognize that 
mediation offers a protective and comfortable environment for children and teens (with the support 
and counsel of their law guardians) to participate in planning their futures.  With proper preparation 
and support, youth can meet with birth parents, foster parents, case workers, or anyone else who will 
help them prepare to move forward in their lives. 

The program is also receiving many cases at the point where a termination petition has or is about 
to be filed.  With the current emphasis (and uncertainty) about conditional surrenders and post-
adoption contact, the mediation process has offered participants an opportunity to explore the issues 
underlying a decision to litigate or surrender. In addition, when genuine communication takes place 
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between biological and adoptive parents and some degree of mutual understanding is achieved, 
conditions attached to voluntary surrender of parental rights become more meaningful and likely to 
endure. 

In January 2006, the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges produced a technical 
assistance brief entitled “Introducing Child Permanency Mediation in New York State: Planning and 
Implementing a Multi-Site Pilot Project.”  The report is available on-line: 
http://nycourts.gov/ip/cwcip/Publications/NYSMediationBrief.pdf 

 

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS PROJECTS 

The CIP partners with the Office of Court Administration’s Division of Technology and the Office of 
Trial Court Operations to support UCS’ efforts to improve our capacity to collect, disseminate and 
analyze data to support judicial decision making. These efforts include:  

1) Continuous improvement of the statewide Universal Case Management System Permanency 
Planning Module; 

2) Data sharing and interagency automation initiatives between UCS, OCFS and ACS; and 

3) Creation and distribution of the “Child in Child Welfare” data book and integration of court 
system data into the Kids Well Being Clearinghouse web site. 

 

UNIVERSAL CASE MANAGEMENT PERMANENCY PLANNING MODULE 

The Universal Case Management System (UCMS) is a statewide case management system in use in 
each of the 62 Family Courts in New York State as well as 38 Integrated Domestic Violence (IDV) 
Courts for Family Court related cases. UCMS enforces the standardization of data, court processes and 
business rules statewide. UCMS enables Family Court Judiciary, administration and employees to 
view Family Court information statewide and also provides standardized statistical information and a 
variety of reports to aid both in the management of individual courts as well as statewide processes. 

Currently UCMS provides the Family Courts the ability to create a case, assign a judicial hearing 
officer, schedule the case for an appearance, record the activity on the case, and ultimately record the 
disposition on the case. UCMS collects information on all phases of the case such as objections, 
motions and appeals. UCMS also writes outcome highlights for display in the Inquiry module so that 
all information on a case is easily accessible.  

In addition, UCMS tracks each child who is under the jurisdiction of the court who has been 
removed from their home. UCMS tracks that child=s journey through the court system from the time 
the child is removed from the home until permanency is achieved. This tracking is a specialized feature 
of UCMS and is described below.   

Description of Permanency Planning Module - Phase One  

Although designated the Permanency Planning AModule,@ the latest enhancements to UCMS have 
been designed to automate the tracking of children removed from the home through the court process 
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until permanency has been achieved.  This has been accomplished in four major ways. 1) Enhancement 
to the collection of data throughout the application as well as prompts and edits throughout the 
system to remind the user of important dates and information;  2)  Tracking Module, which allows the 
court user to view at a glance the entire history of the child=s journey through the court system. The 
tracking module brings together all in one place a chronological history of all court events in that 
child=s life; 3) enhanced case management and statistical reports; and 4) inclusion of all promulgated 
forms for the court users. These forms include petitions, hearing notices, and orders. Each of these 
four areas is described briefly below. 

Enhancements to UCMS Database 

Users are now required to collect the action of a child removed from the home along with the date 
of removal. This removal may happen at the time of the filing of a petition or in the courtroom at a 
hearing. Upon the removal of a child from the home, Amilestone dates@ are automatically calculated by 
UCMS to guide the courts through several key phases in the permanency process.  An initial set of 
milestone dates include: 

• Date of Removal (Date Permanency Commenced) 
• Date of Fact Finding 
• Next Permanency Hearing Due Date 
• Report due date 
• TPR file by date 
• Date permanency achieved 

 
Milestone date are prompted in several areas of the system (Court Activity, Scheduling and 

Tracking) to assist courts in selecting scheduling time frames and information to be presented to the 
court at the next Permanency Hearing. 

Prompts are given throughout the Court Activity module to ensure that the correct data is 
collected (this data collection will vary by case type).  This ensures that all cases will be compliant with 
state and federal guidelines as well as assist the court in managing the child=s case throughout the 
episode.  An edit has also been built into the system so that from the point of removal until 
permanency is achieved, there must always be a future Permanency Planning Hearing date for the 
child. 

Permanency Hearing Reports which are due to the court 14 days before the Permanency hearing 
are tracked by having the system automatically write a APP Report Due@ and a due date in the Reports 
Ordered Module in UCMS.  The system will prompt at each court hearing that the report is due until 
the report is actually received. The court has the ability to electronically attach the report to the 
electronic file and mark the report as Aconfidential@ (only judges and employees with permission can 
view documents marked as confidential). 

UCMS is collecting findings at permanency hearings needed to comply with key state and federal 
requirements.  The court is mandated to enter in the database information relating to Reasonable 
Efforts Findings and Contrary to Best Interests Findings which will assist in the preparation of orders 
that are federally compliant.   
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If a case is transferred to another Family Court at any time during the episode, UCMS has built in 
edits to be sure that the permanency episode remains open until certain conditions are met and it is 
successfully accepted in the receiving court. Through the Inquiry module, searches can be conducted 
based on specific search criteria i.e. name or docket number.  With the addition of the Permanency 
module, we have expanded search capability to any open permanency episode in another court.  This 
will facilitate communication between courts, and keep children on track with their required dates and 
goals. 

Tracking Module  

In addition, a series of Tracking Events are triggered and written to the Tracking Module 
beginning with the removal of the child, which initiates the Apermanency episode@.  These Tracking 
Events include: 

• Petitions filed (any petition concerning that child) 
• Extensions of Placement 
• Plan (goal) Changes 
• Reasonable Efforts Made or Not Made 
• Permanency Report Received 
• Permanency Hearing Held 
• Custody/Guardianship Granted 
• Service Referrals 
• TPR Ordered 
• TPR Filed 
• TPR Completed 
• Adoption Completed 
 
The Tracking module itself provides the court with the ability to view a concise status of the 

permanency case during the entire episode.  Milestone dates can be referred to and the court is also 
able to view the pertinent tracking events written for the child and the associated appearance 
information. In addition, other tracking events that may not occur during a court appearance (such as 
services ordered or an appeal) can be manually recorded via the tracking module. 

Case Management and Statistical Reports 

Continued development of case management and executive reports will assist courts to measure 
performance, establish benchmarks, and identify areas for improvement.  At the present time 12 
management reports and four statistical reports have been designed for incorporation in the system.  
Currently four reports have been completed.  

Open Permanency Caseload Report  

Report will show all children with open permanency episodes by assignment judge.  

Permanency Filings Due Report  
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This report will list all D, E, and S dockets associated to permanency episodes that have not 
been achieved and where the agency has not filed a petition for the permanency hearing within the 
given time frame. 

Permanency Hearing Held Report 

This report will show the total number of permanency hearings held (per child and per 
docket) for a specific time frame. This report can be run by jurisdiction/court or judicial 
hearing officer.   

Executive Summary Report (final testing stage) 

This report shows a statewide (by county) overview of the volume of permanency cases.  It 
will highlight: 

• Number of original and supplemental dockets filed, disposed and pending for a given 
year.  

• Number of children associated to the docket for removed and non-removed cases. 

• Number of children removed at the time of filing, number in care at disposition, and 
number remaining in care (pending) during the snapshot period of report date. 

• Number of disposed dockets that still have future appearances. 

Forms 

Inclusion of permanency forms to interact with the module and data collected in UCMS is a large 
undertaking largely due to the complexity of the forms and recent changes to statute, which 
necessitated changes.  The forms have been prioritized and work has commenced to automate them in 
UCMS.  The forms have built in edits and prompt users to complete the required information and 
help insure that orders are consistently compliant with federal and state law. 

The complex nature of permanency planning has impacted a number of pre-existing modules in 
UCMS: Case Create, Scheduling, Court Activity, Ordered Reports, Inquiry, Transfers, Reports, and 
Forms as well as the addition of the Tracking module. As continued enhancements relating to 
permanency cases are made it will also necessitate changes in every aspect of UCMS  as the system 
integrates all information in order to make complete and useful information available to the user at all 
points within the system.  

NYC FAMILY COURT / NYC ADMINISTRATION FOR CHILDREN’S SERVICE DATA SHARE 

The New York City Family Court / New York City Administration for Children’s Services data 
sharing project began in 2005 with the assistance of a grant from the Pew Charitable Trust to the 
Commission. The grant supported the development of a business plan outlining the general principles, 
requirements and scope of the work.  The result was the creation of the ACS/NYC Family Court 
workgroup in 2006.   

The working group, which includes staff from NYC Family Court, the Office of Court 
Administration’s Divisions of Technology and Court Operations, CIP and ACS, is meeting bi-
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monthly.  This group is currently engaged in the business analysis phase to design an interagency 
process to share data in a dynamic way that maximizes opportunities for the automation of processes 
such as petition filing and submission of permanency reports to the court.  UCMS and the ACS Legal 
Tracking System will use a data share point to access the same data.   The project will take advantage 
of existing data share architecture hosted by the New York City’s Department of Information 
Technology and Telecommunications (DOITT).   The court will use information submitted by ACS 
to initiate a case in the UCMS system and send information regarding the docket number and 
scheduled appearance information to the agency.  ACS will use the court information to update their 
records concerning the outcome of hearings; next hearing dates, and reports due – a process known as 
interoperability.  The DOITT data share architecture will provide a mechanism to allow court data to 
be shared not only between the court and ACS, but eventually, subject to appropriate safeguards, with 
other entities as well (such as law guardians or respondent parent counsel.) With everyone having 
access to the same information, inefficiencies caused by misinformation and miscommunication will be 
minimized.  In a city with thousands of cases, the benefits will be substantial.  We anticipate the 
project will be operational by the end of 2009. 

 
OCA/OCFS DATA COMMITTEE 

For the past year, a statewide committee has worked to identify data that might be shared between 
the OCA’s UCMS and OCFS data systems.  During 2006 the first experimental data file transfers were 
accomplished.  The information from the state child welfare agency includes permanency goals, 
placement type, and movement information.  The court information includes case identifiers, case 
processing dates, court appearance outcomes, and permanency hearing dates.  Careful comparisons of 
the data sets are being conducted to determine the feasibility of interoperability and automation of 
business processes. 

THE CHILD IN CHILD WELFARE DATA BOOK 

2006 saw the publication of the first edition of The CHILD in Child Welfare and the Courts. This 
data book was the result of a collaborative effort between the Commission, OCA, OCFS and the New 
York State Council on Children and Families. The aim of the project is to present court system and 
child welfare data within the context of additional well-being indicators to inform local and state 
policy development, planning and accountability as a means to improve outcomes for children, youth 
and families. 

The book includes data profiles of New York State, New York City, Rest of State (NYS minus 
NYC), and each of New York’s 62 counties for each indicator; Region Profiles and New York State 
data related to the federal Child and Family Services Review (CFSR). 

The report can be downloaded from the Council on Family and Children’s web site: 

http://www.ccf.state.ny.us/resources/Touchstones/CHILDWelfarePDFs/FullChildWelfareBook.pdf 

Hard copies of the report can be requested on the Unified Court System’s web site: 
 
http://iapps.courts.state.ny.us/fcip/fcip_forms_request.jsp 
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The court and child welfare data will be updated annually on the New York State Kids’ Well-being 
Indicators Clearinghouse at: http://www.nyskwic.org.  This interactive website expands the number 
of indicators presented; provides access to other data resources; and allows users to chart, graph, and 
map data. 

 

LOCAL PROJECTS 

New York City and Erie County are designated Model Courts under the federal Victim’s Act.  As 
such, these courts receive technical assistance from the National Council for Juvenile and Family 
Court Judges Permanency Planning for Children Department (PPCD).  The goal of the Model Courts 
project is to identify impediments to the timeliness of court events and delivery of services for families 
with children in care, and then design and implement court and agency-based changes to address these 
barriers.  Offering technical assistance and training, practices and innovations are pilot-tested and 
refined as part of ongoing court and multi-agency systems change efforts.  PPCD staff collaborate with 
the Model Courts to identify key stakeholders; include them in the strategic planning processes; begin 
assessing systems’ functioning; target specific, attainable goals; provide the information, materials, 
faculty, and mentors necessary to reach these goals; and support ongoing efforts to effect substantive, 
sustainable change. 

A goal of the Child Welfare Court Improvement Project is to replicate the innovations that have 
been driven by the Model Courts Project statewide. This discussion of local projects will begin with an 
overview of the activities in New York City and Erie County and then continue with an overview of 
other counties that are engaging in child welfare court reform efforts with CIP assistance.  It must be 
noted that this synopsis is not inclusive of all local projects.   Nearly every county in New York State 
has sent teams to the annual Sharing Success conferences where they were encouraged to develop a 
local plan for court-agency collaboration and a continuous improvement approach.  

NEW YORK CITY 

Implementation of the new Permanency legislation was a focus in New York City Family Court 
during 2006. The legislation, which took effect in late December 2005, formalized many of the 
practices initiated by the original Model Courts in New York City and Erie County to maintain active 
oversight of Article 10 neglect and abuse cases.  These practices include keeping a case on the judge or 
referee’s calendar until the child achieves permanency, utilizing alternative dispute resolution methods 
such as case conferencing and mediation, and ensuring that the court has up to date information on the 
child including the child’s educational, health and emotional health needs. 

The planning for the implementation of the new legislation began in mid-2005 and continued 
throughout 2006.  Because the additional permanency hearings required by the new law added to the 
work of our child protective judges and referees, a Judicial Advisory Group was established to 
promote ongoing discussion on the effects of the new law, new reports, and new court orders. 

New York City Family Court established a working committee which consisted of judicial and 
non-judicial personnel, child welfare practitioners and advocates who met over several months to plan 
a smooth implementation.  One of the critical initial elements of the new statute was the addition of 
over 600 youth who had been placed voluntarily and whose case reviews (prior to the enactment of 
the new legislation) ended on their 18th birthday.  The new law requires the court to review their cases 
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up and until their 21st birthday.  In order to ensure that no youth was overlooked, New York City 
Family Court worked closely with ACS, OCFS and legal professionals to calendar those cases.  A 
special referee was appointed to review the cases of these older youth. 

The New York City Family Court also experienced a dramatic increase in new neglect and abuse 
filings at about the same time as the legislation went into effect.  The increase followed the unfortunate 
death of a young child who was known to the child welfare system.  The numbers of filings began to 
increase in January 2006 and has continued unabated throughout 2006 and into 2007.  The filings have 
doubled in the Bronx, Manhattan, Queens and Staten Island and tripled in Brooklyn.  The added 
caseload from increased filings and increased court oversight creates a burden for all system 
participants.  Many of the best practices developed over the last 10 years, including case conferencing, 
time certain calendaring and, for some court parts, dedicated attorneys have helped the court to 
respond to the high volume more effectively. 

New York City Family Court also focused on three major issues in 2006: 1) creating a system 
whereby data can be shared with ACS (see the Data Projects section above) 2) addressing the growing 
number of adolescents aging out of foster care and 3) continued focus on the special needs of infants in 
foster care. 

Focus on Adolescents 

New York City, like so many other jurisdictions, has seen a rise in the age of children in foster 
care.  According to ACS, over 50% of the children in their care are teenagers and approximately 60-65 
age out of care each month.  Recognizing that this population required a different approach to case 
reviews and services, NYC Family Court began working with ACS’ Office of Youth Development, 
ACS’ Office of Legal Services, Law Guardians and other advocates to initiate a series of trainings and 
“Teen Days” to address the unique needs of this group of youth. 

Throughout the summer, fall and late winter of 2006, lunchtime training seminars were held to 
show the PBS documentary series “Aging Out.”  The goal was to start a dialogue on this critical 
subject.  The target audience included judges, referees, attorneys and caseworkers.  There were two 
separate 30 minute video sessions held in each borough followed by 45 minutes of discussion with 
questions and answers.  Presenters included advocates for children, ACS and court personnel.   ACS 
used this training opportunity to speak about their Preparing Youth for Adulthood initiative which 
establishes benchmarks for their provider agencies to meet for each adolescent in their care. 

One of the most successful ventures for adolescents began in Manhattan and spread to the other 
boroughs.  This was “Teen Day.”  Although the programs have varied in each county, the principles 
are the same. While each borough has their own version of “Teen Day,” in essence the purpose of the 
day is to connect the youth with information that they may need to assist them with such issues as 
housing, immigration, education, and other issues.  The youth are invited to participate in their court 
hearing.  Each receives an individual letter inviting them to court.  Members of ACS’ Office of Youth 
Development are on hand to provide information and service referrals.  There are also representatives 
of the Department of Education and Adoption advocacy groups.  Written material is provided on a 
variety of subjects.  Cases are scheduled for the afternoon to minimize youth missing school. The 
numbers of youth whose cases are on the calendar on Teen Day is small so that a proper amount of 
time can be spent by the referee on each case.   Food is also a popular item.  The goal in each borough 
is to make the court a comfortable place for the youth and provide information on matters that affect 
them. 
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New York City Family Court has worked closely with the Center for Court Innovation whose 
2006-2007 Youth Justice Board (the Board) has taken on the topic of Permanency for Youth in Foster 
Care. The Board is composed of 19 youth members ranging from 16 to 18 years of age, several of 
whom are in foster care.  The group conducted court observations and interviews of judges, referees, 
court administrators, clerks, law guardians, ACS attorneys, caseworkers, court mediators, and other 
youth and will provide a report and series of recommendation to Administrative Judge, Joseph Lauria 
in the spring of 2007. 

Focus on Infants 

Since 2003, Kings County (Brooklyn) has been designated as a Babies Can’t Wait (BCW) pilot site 
and as such has received technical assistance from Court Improvement Project staff.  At the beginning 
of the project, 50 infant cases were analyzed.  None of the 50 court files contained information on the 
infant’s health and development, and only 13 percent contained orders for Early Intervention.  In 
response, a specialized BCW part was set up.  In the pilot part, all infant cases received special 
attention. The judge appoints CASA at the first hearing to report on the health and development of 
the infant, orders a referral to the Early Intervention Program, a comprehensive medical examination, 
and a diligent search for both parents.  The judge sets the date for the six-month permanency hearing 
and schedules a hearing within four to six weeks to review the initial order and check progress toward 
permanency.  A third review hearing is held if the child is in foster care for 90 days.  Two years after 
the inception of the project,  a review of court records in the BCW pilot indicated 100% (n=50) of the 
cases contained information regarding up-to-date immunizations; 100% had a recent medical report, 
and 100% had been referred to the Early Intervention Program with 67% eligible for EI services. 

In 2006, a full time master's level Social Worker (Senior Family Resource Coordinator) was hired 
using CIP funds and assigned to the supervising judge in Kings County Family Court to provide 
ongoing support to the BCW initiative and to provide field instruction to MSW students placed with 
Family Court judges assigned to child welfare matters. The addition of a full time, on-site staff member 
not only provides supervision for the students, but also case coordination and consultation when 
requested by a judge, to "raise the bar on service planning" as one judge put it. 

The Senior Family Resource Coordinator and other CIP staff work collaboratively with Family 
Court staff, ACS and other child welfare practitioners in scheduling training on a variety of issues. 
One MSW intern is working on a research project that will help clarify resource availability and staff 
resource by agency in Brooklyn. The Deputy Statewide Project Manager and the CASA supervisor 
trained 40 DLS attorneys in Kings County on concepts underlying the Babies Can’t Wait program and 
a certified infant massage therapist conducted four days of training for foster care agency staff, parents 
and their infant children.  

 

ERIE COUNTYAND THE 8TH JUCIAL DISTRICT 

The Erie County Permanency court is a model for best practices in child welfare proceedings.  The 
Court implements expedited timelines that meet or exceed the standards set by the Adoption and Safe 
Families Act (ASFA) and the National Council for Juvenile and Family Court Judges Resource 
Guidelines.  It ensures continuous legal representation of parents by a panel of attorneys identified by 
the Assigned Counsel Program.  The Court attaches a completed “Important Dates Form” to all court 
orders so that timeframes are clear to all parties.  A kinship policy was developed to coordinate efforts 
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by the Court and the child welfare agency to place a child in the care of appropriate relatives.  The 
Court employs two court attorney referees who review all neglect cases post-adjudication, prior to 
termination, and post-termination for adherence to timeframes and compliance with court orders.  Bi-
monthly troubleshooting meetings are held to foster teamwork.   

The Model Court Project continues to set annual goals with its stakeholders and has implemented 
several new projects while maintaining current initiatives, including Babies Can’t Wait, Housing for 
Youth Partnership, and Tribal Outreach and Visitation.  In addition, the Educational Transitions 
Subcommittee released their report recommending ways that Erie County can better address the 
educational needs of children in foster care. 

Since 2001, the Erie County Family Court has used two specialized Permanency Parts to 
implement best practice strategies in child welfare cases, including the assignment of Court Attorney 
Referees to conduct post-dispositional reviews as well as the implementation of a One Family / One 
Judge court model in order to enhance the court’s oversight role, ensure ASFA compliance, expedite 
the case process, and facilitate the achievement of safe, timely permanency for children. Erie County 
Family Court’s policies and procedures are continuing to be evaluated and developed as a result of 
these Permanency Parts and some strategies are being diffused throughout the 8th Judicial District as a 
growing number of family court judges are becoming actively involved in leading child welfare reform 
efforts in their respective counties.  

The efforts of the Erie County Family Court’s Model Court Project have continued over the past 
six years despite changes in the leadership of both the Family Court and Department of Social 
Services. Progress continues to be made through an active subcommittee structure and goal setting by 
the entire stakeholder group.  The 2006 Subcommittee projects include the following: 

Adoption Subcommittee: In June 2006 the Erie County Adoption Subcommittee reconvened with 
the purpose of re-engaging child welfare systems (Court, DSS, and POS Agencies) to address and 
troubleshoot the new adoption processing procedure and any system issues/barriers surrounding 
adoption finalizations in Erie County. The new procedure centralizes adoption processing that is fully 
integrated with Permanency Reviews conducted by Court Attorney Referees for freed children.  This 
group continues to meet on a monthly basis to review local practice and policy as well as implement 
and support statewide Adoption Now initiatives. 

Education Commission: In the fall of 2006, Erie County established a countywide, collaborative, 
interagency commission to address the education of children in foster care with authority to review 
recommendations, enter collaborative agreements, develop joint memoranda of understanding, and 
adopt and implement initiatives designed to address the educational needs of children in care.  The 
Commission is planning a Spring Conference with the assistance of the National Council of Juvenile 
and Family Court Judges. 

Recruitment and Retention Subcommittee: Erie County Family Court is an active member of the 
Coalition of Adoption and Foster Family Agencies (CAFFA) and, as a result, supports many of 
CAFFA’s initiatives by participating in the Recruitment and Retention Subcommittee. The mission of 
the recruitment committee is to collaboratively recruit and retain foster and adoptive families 
committed to our children.  This group also coordinates community awareness of the great need for 
foster and adoptive families, including faith-based outreach and supports other CAFFA public 
relations efforts and activities.  
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Heart Gallery of Western New York: Framing Faces, Finding Families: The Heart Gallery of 
Western New York, a portrait exhibition of local foster care children awaiting adoption, is designed to 
touch people’s hearts with compelling portraits of foster care kids in the Western New York 
community. The goal of the project is to increase public awareness around foster care and adoption, 
and more importantly, move prospective parents to inquire about foster care and adoption. 

Visitation Subcommittee: Professionals from the child welfare community participate in a 
multidisciplinary committee to investigate best practices in visitation. Accomplishments thus far 
include the development of Best Practice Principles, creation of a visitation desk aide position to assist 
caseworkers in referring families for visitation services and ECDSS contracting with four additional 
agencies to provided visitation services. 

Housing for Youth Partnership: A coalition of youth services and shelter providers, working 
together to develop and operationalize a collaborative housing network of home community services 
for youth ages 18 – 25. The Coalition envisions the creation of a three-tiered scattered site, conversion 
system of care for at risk youth. 

Permanency Subcommittee: Purpose: To improve stakeholder communication around Art. 10 case 
processing and develop/monitor policies, protocols and procedures to improve the handling of child 
welfare cases within Family Court.  

Adolescent Subcommittee: Purpose: To develop DSS & Court written protocols on handling 
adolescents age 14 and over in the child welfare system. Mission: “Every adolescent in or leaving the 
child welfare system will have connections to a family, community, educational system and the life 
skills to support adult empowerment.” 

Attendance Court: Attendance Court is a preventive model, which applies a cross-system approach 
to eliminate truancy and improve school performance and behavior. It seeks to do so by applying the 
authority of a Judge to support and reinforce compliance with a service plan developed by a multi-
agency treatment team. Attendance Court is currently operating in two Buffalo Public Schools with 
the assistance of Family Court Judges and Court Attorney Referees. 

 

ALBANY COUNTY 

The CIP provided funding to Albany County Family Court to support a Resource Coordinator 
Position.  During 2006, the position was institutionalized into the local Judicial District Budget.  
Currently, the Resource Coordinator is managing a caseload of 19 youth.  The Resource Coordinator 
assists the court by navigating the system of community services which includes individual contacts at 
Albany County Probation and the Prevention Unit of Albany County Department Children, Youth, 
and Families, the family, mental health services, school, employment services, and other support 
services.  The Resource Coordinator also assists families in finding Wraparound Services and building 
an informal and natural support network for their child. 

The goal of the this intervention is to improve family involvement in the planning, coordination, 
and implementation of services for their children, reduce out-of-home placement, improve academic 
attendance and performance, and develop better coordination between service providers and 
Prevention Services.  Long-term goals include improved community involvement and trust in Albany 
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County Family Court and improved communication between all service providers.  Long-term goals 
for youth include: 1) improved behaviors in community and home, school attendance and 
performance; 2) decrease in anti-social behavior; 3) improved relationships with authority figures, 
peers, and family members; 4) reduction in detention rate including length of stay; 5) reduction in teen 
pregnancy and reduction in recidivism. 

Youth in the CCP program are linked with such programs as MODEL (Men Organized to 
Develop, Empower and Lead), an African-American mentoring group for adolescent males, LaSalle 
Evening Reporting Center, Northeast Career Planning for job coaching and many others. 

A multidisciplinary group is meeting to discuss the implementation of case conferencing. A 
stakeholder’s group, facilitated by CIP staff, has also been formed to determine the best model to 
embrace in order to achieve better judicial oversight of permanency cases and to provide for improved 
outcomes for youth and their families. 

MONROE COUNTY 

Monroe County Family Court established a Best Practices Project to work to achieve permanency 
for children in accordance with federal mandates.  The Best Practices Project has developed a system of 
conferences to discuss and monitor placements, case plans, and visitation.  An Adoption Panel Review 
Team reviews all freed children still in care.  Gaps and barriers preventing adoption are identified and 
appropriate steps are implemented to achieve permanency.  An adult resource is identified for children 
with an alternative living arrangement goal.  Additionally, the Court enhanced its efforts to comply 
with ASFA and title IV-E eligibility requirements by appointing a team to review Family Court files 
within the Seventh Judicial District. 

To support this work, the CIP has provided a court improvement project liaison position housed 
in the Monroe County Family Court.  Some of the various Monroe County initiatives are outlined 
below. 

The Parent to Parent pilot project is designed to empower families to become more active in their 
service plan. The Parent to Parent program pairs a family with a new CPS case with a consultant 
parent; that is, a parent who has been involved with CPS and who has successfully engaged in the 
system.  Pairing new parents with consultants should provide social support, a better understanding of 
the system and its expectations, a model for success and access to new resources.   

A Babies Can’t Wait Advisory Panel meets regularly to identify and coordinate the curriculum, 
presenters and materials for the monthly sessions. Monroe County=s court-based Babies Can=t Wait 
Project is in it=s third year providing monthly educational sessions designed to raise awareness and 
professional development for judges, attorneys, DHS, service providers and court staff.  The success of 
this program strengthens the court=s collaborative efforts with the University of Rochester=s Medical 
Center (URMC), Rochester City School District, Department of Human Services, local service 
providers and legal professionals. Also, raising the level of Best Practice throughout the District by 
integrating knowledge gained from the series to meet the needs of children and families in court. Each 
month the presentation is offered by video conference to six additional counties in the seventh and 
eighth districts. Continuing legal education credit is provided to all participating counties. In addition, 
a Babies Can=t Wait web page on the Office of Court Administration=s web site offers the sessions on 
video, and related subject materials and articles.  A Teens Won=t Wait Initiative was introduced in 
January of 2007 and will continue through out the year, targeting adolescent child welfare issues. 
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In partnership with the University of Rochester Medical Center Pediatric Links with the 
Community (PLC) the Court engages in a pediatric resident rotation in Family Court.  The initiative 
is designed to promote a court based professional development program. Each year Pediatric and 
Medicine Residents participate in community based rotations.  Residents have the opportunity to 
learn, teach and be involved with community based organizations.  A program designed by Family 
Court CIP and the PLC program offer Resident=s a one day rotation in Family Court.   The Schedule 
integrates their visit in Domestic Violence Family Court, Article 10-A proceedings, Family Treatment 
Court (FTC), Juvenile Drug Court (JDC), Custody/Visitation, and PINS and JD proceedings.  The 
Resident may also participate in FTC and JDC case conferencing.   On day two of the rotation, the 
Resident assists in the Family Court Children=s Center. 

Family Court and the Children=s Center collaborated with the Monroe County Sheriff=s 
Department to bring Operation Safe Child to the Hall of Justice during the February of 2006 school 
break.  Operation Safe Child was created to assist families in keeping their children safe by possessing 
up-to-date photographs and detailed information ID cards.  The program was set up in the Hall of 
Justice, and 53 children received ID cards.  Face painting was available in the waiting area, and each 
child took home a Safe Child ID card and book.  Information on health and developmental screening 
and community resources was available.  The project was well received by families that are not always 
aware or able to participate in a program such as this, as well as promoting a positive experience 
between families and an officer of the law.   

County-wide adoption review panels occur quarterly.  The collaborative effort of the Family 
Court, OCFS and DHS meets to identify system gaps and barriers precluding freed children from 
being adopted in a timely manner and identifying adult resources for children with the goal of 
Alternative Planned Living Arrangement.  The CIP liaison participates in NY Western Regional 
Adoption Exchange Days, profiling freed children to Western counties, introducing perspective 
adoptive families and informational presentations and organizes the Annual National Adoption Day 
and National Foster Care Month events.   

The County continues to independently audit case files for ASFA compliance.  An audit team was 
created to implement methods and develop instruments for data collection and analysis to maintain 
ASFA compliance. The group also provides ongoing assessment of the Court=s compliance required by 
federal and state law.   Recommendation for ASFA and IV-E eligibility training for court staff arise 
from this collaborative process. 

A Date Certain Calendar was developed and is distributed statewide to court staff to assist with 
Permanency Planning Hearing (PPH) scheduling. 

 

NASSAU COUNTY 

Following the 2005 Sharing Success Conference, the team from Nassau County began meeting 
monthly. The sharing success subcommittee includes an abuse and neglect judge, the chief clerk of the 
family court, a court attorney, a court attorney referee, the director of human resources for health and 
human services, the director of child protective services, best practices staff, a supervising county 
attorney for the family court and the court improvement project manager.  The committee meets 
monthly to discuss issues around abuse and neglect cases and plan for change. Topics that have been 
explored by this committee include, visitation for children in foster care, engaging the school districts 
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in court issues, meeting the mental health needs of children in foster care, utilizing social work 
students in family court, parenting issues and adolescent issues. The following are highlights of efforts 
made during 2006 to address the aforementioned issues. 

Nassau County is working collaboratively with other stakeholders to improve visitation for 
children in foster care.  In February of 2006, the committee reached out to the Long Island Children's 
Museum to be a partner in a new visitation model. In May, the CIP Liaison took a team of five people 
from Nassau to visit a model visitation program at the Providence Children's Museum. Following that 
site visit, the Long Island Children's Museum applied for a grant to develop a new model of visitation 
based on the Providence model.  A decision on the grant will be made sometime in the near future. 

Efforts were made to reach out to the more than fifty school districts in Nassau County in an 
attempt to improve collaboration between the districts and the Family Court. Historically 
communication with the school districts has been less than optimal sometimes to the detriment of the 
children who come in contact with the court. The process began with an invitation for school officials 
to visit the Family Court to learn more about the court process.  

In mid 2006, the Hon. Hope Zimmerman expressed an interest in exploring A Home Within, 
Children's Psychotherapy Project as an alternative to traditional mental health service delivery for 
children in foster care. The Children's Psychotherapy Project, now known as A Home Within 
Clinical Program, is a pro-bono model of mental health services for children in foster care. Clinicians 
in private practice donate their time to treat one child in foster care for as long as it takes. 
Traditionally children in foster care receive mental health treatment in over crowded clinics with high 
turnover of clinicians, because they rely on student interns to provide therapy. This model attempts to 
prevent children in foster care from experiencing yet another loss, by providing them a committed 
clinician for as long as it takes. The CIP Liaison facilitated a meeting between the Executive Director 
of “A Home Within” Toni Vaugh Heineman, Judge Zimmerman and a local clinician Larry Cohen 
Phd. It was decided to take the information back to the sharing success group and plan for future 
implementation. In September, the Senior BSW student from Adelphi began working under the 
direction of the CIP Liaison to develop this project. This effort culminated in a luncheon presentation 
by Toni Vaugh Heineman on February 28th 2007. The luncheon was attended by 15 representatives of  
the Family Court, Health and Human Services, Mental Health, Early Intervention, Private Practice, 
Graduate Programs of Social Work and Psychology and CASA.  At the end of the luncheon there was 
a designated working group whose first goal is to add additional people from the community and to 
find a volunteer clinical director for the project. The Deputy Court Improvement Program Manager 
will work with the social work intern to plan the follow-up working group meeting.  

In September 2006, Nassau County Family Court in coordination with Health and Human 
Services took on its first social work intern. The intern work is guided by the Deputy Court 
Improvement Program Manager. The intern is a senior BSW student from Adelphi University who is 
working one day a week on “A Home Within” Clinical Program Project and a Case Presentation 
Project.  Following the Statewide Sharing Success meeting in the fall of 2006, the team from Nassau 
County wanted to explore the issues of the oldest children in foster. It was planned that the social 
work intern would review the cases of ten children who have been in care the longest in Nassau 
County and present them to the broader court community. A case presentation took place on March 
5th 2007. Two cases were presented based on their ability to represent typical issues that impact the 
child welfare and court systems still to this day, and explore what may have prevented these two 
children from achieving permanency in order to prevent it from happening in the future. It is planned 
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that these two cases will also be presented by the student and DCIPM to the law guardian panel in 
Nassau County and to the Department of Social Services Caseworkers. It is also planned to do this on 
a regular basis as a tool for professional development, led by the local stakeholders. A county attorney 
has volunteered to identify and present the next case.  

In 2006, best practices expanded from one judge to two and now in 2007 have expanded to a third 
part. Best practices protocols also include not only new petitions, but permanency hearings as well. In 
September, 2006 the best practices coordinator resigned. A new coordinator was hired in November 
and is currently becoming acclimated to the expectations of her role. Stakeholder meeting for best 
practices were suspended for a period of time, but will resume again in March to discuss the impact 
best practices has had and any possible change in protocol and data collection requirements.  

 

ONEIDA COUNTY 

Oneida County Family Court=s Model Permanency Part continues to achieve significant success in 
insuring compliance with ASFA standards and expediting the achievement of permanency for children 
in Article 10 cases through intensive case management and review.  Over the past year, Oneida 
County Family Court=s Model Court has built on the success achieved since the program began on 
May 5, 2003.   

Oneida County=s Department of Social Services as well as other service providers in the 
community worked in partnership with the court to implement best practices and procedures for the 
families and children of Oneida County.  Out of this partnership a foster care recruitment poster was 
developed and distributed throughout the county.  Support for the poster project came from Oneida 
County Family Court, Oneida County Department of Social Services, The House of the Good 
Shepherd, and the CIP.  Printing was provided by donation from a local printing company.   

The Oneida County Family Court developed a calendar that is given to every respondent who 
appears before the Model Court part.  The calendar assists parties to keep track of court dates and 
appointments and also provides detailed information on the court process and the different 
organizations that a respondent may be involved with, i.e. foster care services, CASA and mediation 
services; parent aide and other in home services, Medicaid and child health services, local substance 
abuse facilities, emergency housing and food banks, and domestic violence services.  The Court has 
seen a positive response to the calendars with respondents bringing them back at future court dates and 
using the information provided to their benefit.  

The court=s monthly stakeholder=s meetings provide a forum for problem solving, issues 
identification, and new idea generation and implementation.  With the input and assistance of 
stakeholder members, the Oneida County Department of Social Services held a foster care recognition 
brunch in May of 2006.  In October, as part of Adoption Awareness month, the Department of Social 
Services sponsored another recognition event at Chuck E Cheese.  Both events were well attended by 
both foster/adoptive parents and DSS staff.  

One subcommittee of the stakeholder=s group developed a protocol with the long term goal being 
that every child in congregate care who does not have an adult resource be assigned a CASA.  Oneida 
County now has 15 volunteer CASA=s trained on these issues and the court continues to assign them 
as needed.  Since this process began last year there has been a notable increase in locating and securing 
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adult resources for these adolescents.  Most recently a 16 year old boy was returned to the care and 
custody of his grandmother after living in a group home without a resource for over 2 years.   

Oneida County Family Court=s continued to sponsor a monthly Bag Lunch Series in 2006.  This 
monthly hour long series of seminars focused on issues surrounding family court and child welfare 
proceedings.  Continuing Legal Education credits were granted. 

 

ONONDAGA COUNTY 

The Fifth District Administrative created a Model Permanency Court for abused and neglected 
children, a separate and distinct part of the Onondaga County Family Court. 

Opened in September 2005, the Model Court hears all neglect and abuse cases in Onondaga 
County for pre-disposition conferences and Permanency Hearings.  Because of the development of the 
Model part Onondaga County was well prepared to implement many elements of the new 
permanency legislation. 

Cases are set for various appearances within the Model Court.  One week after the initial 
appearance in Family Court, a case is set for preliminary conference to explore various resources and 
discuss the needs of the children and respondents.  A pre-trial conference is scheduled one month later 
to give the parties a chance to discuss a possible settlement.  If a settlement is reached it will be put on 
the record, otherwise a trial is scheduled.  A dispositional conference occurs after the fact-finding if 
there is a finding and the petition sustained.  The first permanency hearing occurs 8 months after 
removal, and subsequent hearings happen every 6 months. 

In addition to hearing cases filed on neglect and abuse cases, all Article 6 custody petitions filed 
that have an underlying related neglect case where children are placed in foster care are referred to 
Model Court.  To date, we have handled 38 of these Article 6 custody petitions.  Parents and extended 
family members are able to address all neglect and custody related issues in Model Court along with 
the County Attorney=s office to see if a custody and/or placement settlement may be reached.  By 
integrating these Article 6 custody petitions, Model Court is advocating the concept of AOne Judge, 
One family,@ which is important to the just and efficient resolution of these cases. 

Along with the Best Practices Module and to enhance the AOne Judge, One Family@ concept, the 
Onondaga County Adoption Clerk=s office was moved so that it is now adjacent to and an extension 
of the Model Court.  A new adoption clerk was added to processes agency and private adoptions.  In 
accordance with the new law which requires adoption petitions be filed in the Court which heard the 
last related proceeding, tying the adoption to the Model Court improves our ability to track the 
processing and timeliness of upcoming adoptions of children in foster care. 

Onondaga County is also addressing truancy issues in our school system and exploring the 
potential for establishing an Attendance Court to specifically deal with truancy issues which are 
already dealt with as part of the Model Court where there are allegations of educational neglect. 

In late fall of 2006, Model Court Referee and staff drafted a 2007 calendar to distribute to 
Respondents coming in for conferences on new petitions. The court relied heavily on the support and 
prior experience of Oneida County=s Model Court who had created a calendar for 2006.  The court 
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was able to use some of its information as well as update all of Onondaga County=s service providers 
and telephone numbers to pass this information along to the Respondents.  The calendars give the 
parents in the courtroom a frame of reference to work from and help engage them in the court 
process.  Next year, all of Onondaga County Family Court as well as other jurisdictions will benefit 
from these calendars. 

Onondaga County=s Model Court has also concentrated its efforts on ensuring the active 
participation of the Law Guardians this court assigns on each case.  Law Guardians are encouraged to 
bring the children to proceedings when appropriate so that children in foster care have a voice at these 
reviews.  We also request that the County Attorney=s Office incorporate language into their proposed 
Permanency Hearing Orders that direct the Law Guardian to meet with the child within several weeks 
following the hearing if they have not already done so.   

There are many exciting developments in Onondaga County Model Court=s future.  Model Court 
is currently in the process of developing a family connections program for the Unaccompanied 
Refugee Minors within the Onondaga foster care system who appear before the Model Court.  To 
initiate this project, Model Court has established a relationship with the Onondaga County Chapter of 
the American Red Cross which will be able to provide tracing services to the minors in need of finding 
lost family members from the countries from which they were displaced. 

The transition to the Model Permanency Part has been beneficial for many reasons.  This new 
system more closely tracks the cases and focuses primarily on case resolution.  Also, because DSS Case 
Worker reports are now completed regularly and distributed to all of the parties involved, information 
is shared more freely, which leads to better informed and more just results. 

Most importantly, the Model Court provides a forum for open discussion, intense case 
conferencing and detailed discussions of each child=s, parent=s and family=s needs.  The preliminary 
conferences allow each party a chance to discuss what services are needed up front and to get these 
services in place immediately.  At each permanency planning hearing, all parties are encouraged to 
voice their concerns and needs. With the Judges= overload of cases in Onondaga County, this would 
not be possible other than in this specialized Permanency Part.  Model Court recognizes how crucial a 
child=s timeline is to return home or find permanency in a new home and Model Court has heard from 
parents, caseworkers and attorneys who have expressed their appreciation for the opportunity to be 
heard at each hearing and conferences. 

 

WESTCHESTER COUNTY 

Westchester County Family Court developed a pilot Best Practice Permanency Part.  Under the 
Direction of 9th District Supervising Judge Cooney the Westchester stakeholder group developed an 
initiative to ensure that the court receives education information necessary for effective permanency 
decision making.  Working with the CASA program, the program employed a part-time educational 
consultant to gather information and resolve problems concerning individual children in foster care.  
In collaboration with the Board of Cooperative Education Services (BOCES) a clearinghouse for 
educational information on children in foster care from the major school districts serving foster 
children in Westchester County was developed.  For all children entering foster care from the key 
districts, the judge entered an order for production of the education records and faxed that order to 
BOCES.  A BOCES liaison obtained information about the child’s education status within three days 
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of the initial request.  The court used this information to enhance decision making.  While this 
initiative worked well for the court, BOCES was unable to continue it.  The stakeholders’ group for 
the Permanency Part established an Education Committee to explore options for systemic solutions.  
The Committee’s first step was to sponsor the Education Matters training.  The Committee then 
worked to develop an education passport for all children in foster care in the county and secure an 
education liaison funded by the Department of Social Services utilizing the BOCES model.  The 
Department funded the liaison, who now obtains the education records, shares them with the court, 
and adds them (along with the medical records) to the child’s permanent child welfare case file.  This 
“electronic passport” follows the child from placement to permanency.   

With the assistance of the Visitation Committee, the Westchester County Department of Social 
Services developed a visitation center to enable enhanced visitation between foster children and their 
parents.  The center provides a graduated visitation schedule for families close to reunification.  The 
center is based in an apartment building allowing for visits that incorporate skill development in a 
“home-like” environment.  The center also links families to community programs for education and 
recreation.  Families may remain enrolled in the programs after reunification for ongoing support. 

 



Appendix A 
 
 

Child Welfare Court Improvement Project Liaison 
 

DESCRIPTION OF DUTIES: 
 
 

Towards the overall goal of enhancing court practices to improve the safety 
permanency and well-being outcomes of children who are the subject of child welfare 
proceedings, Court Improvement Project Liaisons: 
 

_ Work in collaboration with Statewide Family Court Improvement Project staff, 
Judicial District Administrative Judges and court managers, Family Court judges 
and non-judicial staff, Office of Children and Family Services regional office staff 
and staff of local Departments of Social Services; 

_ Develop, facilitate or participate in collaborations between the courts and child 
welfare agencies to identify gaps and barriers effecting permanency cases, 
strengthen communication and integration between the systems, and promote 
best practices; 

_ Identify community resources and work with the courts and child welfare 
agencies to develop community partners to engage in the collaborative process. 

_ Provide technical assistance to family courts in developing initiatives supportive 
of best practices, including researching national or state models, implementing 
pilot projects, presenting multi-disciplinary training and evaluating outcomes.  

_ Provide expertise regarding compliance with the Adoption and Safe Families Act, 
Title IV-E, the Child and Family Services Review, State Permanency Law and 
other statutory and regulatory mandates affecting the processing of permanency 
cases both in the family courts as well as the local social service districts. 

_ Support the implementation of statewide Child Welfare Court Improvement 
Project initiatives 

_ Promote community awareness of child abuse and neglect, the needs of foster 
children and the need for foster/adoptive families. 

_ Work on statewide teams as requested/recommended by Court Improvement 
Project Staff to discuss policies and strategize improvements across the child 
welfare system. 

_ Work with Court Improvement Project Staff in monitoring and evaluating 
effectiveness and utility of local court and community initiatives including CASA 
and permanency mediation projects. 
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