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Introduction
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
Judith Kaye and its members include judges, lawyers, advocates, physicians,
legislators and state and local officials. The Commission has spearheaded several
reform initiatives that have enhanced the lives of New York’s children, including the
1992 and 1993 Early Intervention laws and the nation’s first statewide system of
children’s centers in the courts. Our 28 centers in New York State’s courts last year
served over 43,000 children.
In 1994, the Court of Appeals designated the Commission to implement the State
Court Improvement Project (“the CIP”), a federally funded project to assess and
improve foster care, termination of parental rights and adoption proceedings.
Funding was for the first time specifically directed by Congress to the highest court
in each State to ensure statewide improvement of child welfare proceedings. A
formula determines the amount each state receives; New York has received
approximately $400,000 annually for a period ending in August 2002. The CIP goes
beyond these federal funds and includes several initiatives funded with other
resources aimed at improving child welfare proceedings and outcomes for children.
This report provides a mid-point overview of Phase II, the implementation phase of
the CIP.
Background
During Phase I, the Commission conducted the federally required assessment of
how New York State Family Courts were handling child welfare cases. To ground
its work within a larger conceptual context, the Commission undertook two
additional research efforts. First, it reviewed benchmarks of court and social
service delivery innovations in other states to assess their possible applicability in
New York. Second, the Commission reviewed the history of the Family Court in
New York State and court reform within the context of child welfare and other
social reform efforts in New York State and nationally (Appendix A provides a
summary of Phase I research).
At the conclusion of Phase I, the Commission developed a reform agenda, with
Effective Judicial Leadership as its core. This leadership role is comprised of
three parts:
• creating a clear philosophy regarding the court’s role in protecting the rights of
children and families by preventing unnecessary placements and promoting
permanency;
• overseeing the implementation of effective case planning by keeping a tight
rein on cases; and
• working to create services needed by children and families involved in the
court process.
Phase I demonstrated that these goals are implemented by the following broad
activities:
• communication and cooperation with the Department of Social Services – to
build a strong social service system that provides effective preventive and

family preservation services, and good information to the court about children
in care and their families;
• development of internal court mechanisms to expedite and improve outcomes
for children—including creation of dependency units, accelerated time frames
for adjudication and disposition, a front-loaded system with adequate hearing
time for each case, and the assignment of one Judge to a family throughout
the life of a case; and
• use of non-adversarial alternative dispute resolution mechanisms—including
pre-trial conferencing, mediation and family group conferencing to resolve
cases earlier, provide better information to the courts, and develop service
plans that reflect the needs of the individual child and family.
The Commission shared the reform agenda with Family Court Judges from around
the State at the 1998 Mohonk Conference, “Foster Care Improvement Forum:
Judicial Leadership in Child Welfare.” At the Conference, the Phase I research
findings came alive as Judges from the benchmark courts discussed the feasibility of
change, the need for judicial leadership and the importance of the reform elements.
After the Mohonk Conference, the Commission began implementation of Phase II by
initiating pilot projects in two counties -- New York and Erie -- and by developing
statewide reform activities to assist all Family Courts. Statewide activities include
developing tools to focus on the individual needs of children in foster care,
identifying new resources to assist the court in decisionmaking and increasing
resource capacity to improve outcomes for children.

CIP Pilot Projects
The pilot projects in New York and Erie County Family Courts were designated
national Model Courts in October 1998 by the National Council of Juvenile and
Family Court Judges, making them eligible for additional training and technical
assistance resources. These Model Courts have reduced the time children spend
in foster care by implementing all of the reform elements developed during Phase
I including:
• using judicial leadership to develop a problem-solving approach to protecting
the rights of children and families and promoting accountability of all those
involved in the court process;
• overseeing implementation of effective case planning by keeping a tight rein
on cases, using frequent progress reports, mandatory conferences and
hearings and continuity of Judges, attorneys and participants in all stages of
the case;
• developing services needed by children and families through formal
collaborations between the court and child welfare systems including
convening attorneys, caseworkers from the Department of Social Services
and foster care contract agencies; and
• creating internal court mechanisms to expedite, improve and track outcomes
for children including the creation of specialized dependency units and the
implementation of a child-specific data system.

New York County
The Model Court Project
The New York County Model Court was initiated on January 1, 1999 as one of
six child protective parts in the New York County Child Protective Division, New
York Family Court. Under the leadership of New York City Family Court Judge
Sara P. Schechter, and drawing upon the Phase I reform elements and the
Resource Guidelines established by the National Council of Juvenile and Family
Court Judges, the Model Court utilizes a problem-solving approach to expedite
and monitor child protective cases. The Model Court Team includes a Court
Attorney Referee, a Court Attorney and a Case Manager/Senior Clerk funded by
the Court and a Masters-Level Social Worker assessment coordinator funded by
the CIP grant. The Team provides oversight and coordination of all aspects of a
case from the filing of the original petition to the final permanency decision. A CIP
Project Director and a Senior Management Analyst coordinate operations and
have developed the JCATS/NY data system for tracking and analyzing the
project.
The cornerstone of the Model Court Team approach is the use of court
leadership to consolidate and coordinate existing procedures. At the outset, the
Court addresses service of process problems, appoints counsel, schedules
hearings and convenes the parties to identify early the pressing service needs of
the child and family and explore permanency alternatives. The Judge, Court
Attorney Referee and Court Attorney keep a tight rein on cases through frequent
conferences, hearings and progress reports. The Case Manager tracks cases
and monitors compliance with court orders. The Social Worker works closely
with the Judge, Court Attorney Referee and Court Attorney to identify issues that
can affect permanency decisionmaking, uses the Healthy Development Checklist
(discussed later in this Report) to address the health and developmental needs of
the child, and works with attorneys and caseworkers to establish accountability
and responsibility for assessments and reports.
The outcome of the Model Court approach has been shortened timeframes and
more meaningful dispositions. From January 1999 through September 2000, 65
percent of the Model Court cases went to disposition within three months of the
filing of the petition, compared to only 14 percent of the New York City Family
Court neglect and abuse cases. Also, 93 percent of the Model Court cases
reached disposition within six months, compared with a 33 percent in New York
City Family Court. Only one percent of the Model Court cases took over seven
months to reach disposition compared to almost half of the Family Court cases.
The average time to fact-finding in abuse and neglect cases also are in marked
contrast to other courts in New York City. The average time to fact-finding in
neglect cases is 61 days and 81 days to disposition in the Model Court compared
to 163 days and 180 days in New York City Family Court. Abuse cases in the
Model Court took an average of 84 days to fact-finding and 101 days to
disposition compared to 251 days and 233 days in New York City Family Court.
Since its inception in January 1999, the Model Court Project in New York County
has heard 1,482 cases representing the cases of 753 children and 346 families.

Over 400 pre- and post-dispositional conferences were held. As a result of these
efforts, permanency has been achieved for 146 children.
The Abandonment/Permanency Part
The Abandonment/Permanency Part began operations in 1999 and in 2000 was
extended to each borough in New York City. Under the leadership of New York
City Family Court Judge Rhoda Cohen, the Part was initiated to develop a new
way to handle the small number of cases of abandoned infants. In the past,
these cases were processed identically to other cases, resulting in infants -- even
those abandoned at birth -- languishing for years in foster care. The Part
developed expedited procedures to identify and fast-track cases of children
under six months old at the time of filing the petition, where the mother’s
whereabouts were unknown to the Administration for Children’s Services (ACS)
and the child was presumably abandoned.
At the outset, the Court works closely with ACS to identify and serve parties,
obtain all necessary paperwork such as the child’s birth certificate and identify
and investigate a safe pre-adoptive home for the child. A Court Attorney reviews
each new Article 10 filing to determine if the case is appropriate for the project
and if so, Judge Cohen receives the case for Intake. The Court keeps a tight rein
on cases by adjourning at one-month intervals to complete the diligent search
and ACS investigation, holding dispositional hearings approximately six months
after the filing of the petition and closely tracking court-ordered termination filings.
The case is calendared shortly after the sixth month to determine the Termination
of Parental Rights (TPR) status and remains on the calendar until TPR is filed.
To expedite permanency, the Court orders concurrent filing of a TPR and an
adoption petition. The cases in the Abandonment/Permanency Project are
entered and tracked in the new information system providing data for future
analysis.
In the Fall of 2000, Commission Member Administrative Judge Joseph Lauria
designated specialized parts in the Bronx, Brooklyn and Queens Counties to
hear all abandonment cases in each borough using New York County’s
abandonment protocol.

Training Activities
The New York County Model Court has shared its reform initiatives with all New
York City Judges and their staff. Judge Joseph Lauria invited the Commission to
conduct several trainings for the Judges and Court Attorney/Referees in New
York City including sessions on the Adoption and Safe Families Act (ASFA) and
the health and development of children in foster care. In June 2000, the
Commission invited Dr. Judith Silver to share her research and experience
working with infants and toddlers in foster care in Philadelphia with new Judges
and Judges assigned to the Abandonment Parts. The Commission’s Executive
Director, Sheryl Dicker, met with eight newly appointed Judges to discuss court
improvement and the Commission’s statewide initiatives. In October 2000, the

Commission and the Model Court staff worked with the National Council of
Juvenile and Family Court Judges to provide a week-long training for all Judges
and court staff at the borough and citywide levels. To prepare for this training,
Judge Joseph Lauria, Model Court staff, the National Council of Juvenile and
Family Court Judges and the Commission conducted a “listening tour” throughout
New York City to identify topics for ongoing training and outstanding systemic
issues and strategies.
Collaboration with the Administration for Children’s Services
Consistent with the reform agenda developed in Phase I of the CIP, the New
York City Model Court Project endeavored to establish an ongoing relationship
with the ACS to identify problem areas and craft solutions. The ACS
Commissioner is a member of both the Commission and the CIP Working Group.
A troubleshooter from ACS works full-time at the Court to identify any problems
in service provision to children and their families that may slow the permanency
process. In July 1999, Manhattan Family Court provided space to ACS
personnel to begin a Court Document Scanning Project. The project has
improved internal communication between the numerous ACS offices and its
contract agencies and the court by disseminating court orders electronically
through the ACS e-mail system. In January 2000, the Commission used its
federal Adoptions Opportunities grant to fund an Adoptions Specialist in ACS.
The project focuses on cases of children with a goal of adoption who are not
freed and children with a goal of returning home who have been in care for more
than two years. The ACS Specialist uses list-sharing and targeted casework to
explore bottlenecks in the process.

Erie County
The Erie County Court Improvement Project has implemented the Phase I reform
agenda through judicial leadership and the development of a close collaboration
between the Court and the Department of Social Services (DSS). This initiative
forged by Commission Members Erie County Family Court Supervising Judge
Sharon Townsend and Erie County DSS Commissioner Deborah Merrifield has
resulted in a significant increase in adoptions, quicker and more meaningful
dispositions and a reduction in the number of children in foster care. The project
is staffed by a CIP Project Manager and a Special Assistant to the DSS
Commissioner, funded by the Commission’s federal Adoptions Opportunities
Grant. In order to enhance replicability throughout the State, the Model Court is
implementing the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges
Resource Guidelines with a regular caseload. The Erie County Family Court has
established specialized dependency units effective January 2001 to implement
courtwide the learning from the CIP.
Expedited Adoption Project
The Expedited Adoption Project, “Spring Into Permanency,” began in 1998 as a
joint endeavor between the Court and DSS to develop new procedures for filing,
managing and finalizing adoption petitions. The Court exchanges and reviews
data regularly with DSS to provide greater accuracy and prevent delays. A case
management system has been developed for all adoption cases that provides
each judge with monthly reports on all pending adoptions. The development of
an “Adoption Manual” standardized the handling of adoption cases. To expedite
adoptions, the Court schedules proceedings at the earliest possible date. The
result has been a reduction in the time between filing the petition and finalizing
the adoption case from 72.7 days to 47.5 days. A key initiative of the Project has
been the quarterly Adoption Days. Since May 1999, nine Adoption Days have
resulted in the adoption of 207 children.
The Project also has fine-tuned its own procedures each year, demonstrated by
completing 177 adoptions in 1998, 225 adoptions in 1999 and 316 adoptions in
2000. This represents a 21% increase in finalized adoptions from 1998 to 1999
and a 29% increase from 1999 to 2000 for a total of 718 adoptions. The length
of stay of children adopted from foster care was reduced from 5.7 years in 1998
to 5.21 years in 1999 and to 5.1 years in 2000. The number of children in foster
care has been significantly reduced from 2, 336 in 1997 to 1,541 in 2001. These
improvements are a result of joint efforts by DSS and Family Court to expedite
long-pending cases and the targeting of CIP funds to caseworker overtime which
has doubled the completions of home studies. The introduction of systemic
improvements by both systems has also contributed to expedited permanent
homes for children in the project.
The Model Court
Under the direction of Erie County Family Court Judge Janice Rosa, the Model
Court began operations in January 2000. The Model Court draws on the Phase I

research, the experience of New York County Model Court and the Resource
Guidelines of the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges. The
Court hired a Court Attorney/Referee in March 2000 to handle conferences for
uncontested dependency matters, service plan reviews, permanency hearings,
case management appearances, and to review all court-ordered reports. CIP
funds were used to hire a Court Officer/Data Entry Clerk to assist the Referee in
maintaining the calendar and managing the cases using the JCATS system.
Since the Court Attorney/Referee officially began hearing cases in April 2000, the
Model Court completed 80 percent of its abuse and neglect cases by admission,
compared to 46.5 percent for the rest of the Family Court in 1999. Of the initial
neglect cases, 77 were resolved by admission in an average of 19.8 days from
their initial hearing in the Model Court. Only 50 percent of neglect cases in the
rest of the Family Court were resolved by admission.
Collaboration
Collaboration between the Court and DSS is the hallmark of the Erie County
Project. A CIP Working Group meets monthly to troubleshoot and design system
improvements. Members include the Supervising Judge, the CIP Director, the
DSS Commissioner, the DSS Project Coordinator and DSS supervisory staff. A
steering committee includes representatives from the court, service providers,
DSS staff and the legal community. A stakeholder group of 160 communitybased representatives comprise sub-committees that focus on expediting
adoption, understanding legal issues and barriers to permanency, identifying
training needs and exploring issues related to substance abuse, kinship care,
mediation and children’s well-being. The Court and DSS have collaborated to
expedite adoption cases and to prioritize clearances as required under New York
State ASFA law.
Training
In March 1999, The Family Court received assistance from the National Council
of Juvenile and Family Court Judges to present a multidisciplinary training on
ASFA and concurrent planning for nearly 400 Judges, lawyers, caseworkers and
policymakers from Erie County and the surrounding counties.
In June 2000, the Court collaborated with the Department of Social Services and
the local Catholic Charities agency to provide a one-day Child Permanency
Mediation Symposium. Attendees included law guardians, parents’ attorneys,
child welfare caseworkers and service providers from the public and voluntary
sectors. Speakers for the Symposium included National Council of Juvenile and
Family Court Judges from Model Courts in San Jose, CA, Newark, NJ and
Charlotte, NC. Commission staff also provided training to Erie County Court
Appointed Special Advocates (CASA), caseworkers and attorneys on the healthy
development of children in foster care.

Statewide Initiatives
During Phase I of the Court Improvement Project, the Commission conducted an
assessment of how child protective cases are handled in New York State Family
Courts. This research found that courts often have little information about the
children and families, limiting effective decisionmaking. Commission research
further found that scant attention was paid to the health and developmental
needs of children and that court orders seldom contained specifications for
services to children.
During Phase II, the Commission conducted an extensive research and literature
review of the health, developmental and educational needs of children in foster
care and identified national models of health care to children in foster care. We
found that foster children nationwide are at grave risk of poor health and
disability. Nearly 80 percent have one chronic medical condition and nearly a
quarter have three or more. Over half have significant developmental delays
and/or emotional and behavioral problems that require intervention. At the same
time, our review of the research nationwide found that a significant number of
these children received no routine health care and had unmet health needs. We
discovered that the profile of New York’s foster children mirrors the national
picture.
The Commission has launched several statewide initiatives to support the
overarching goals of the CIP to protect the rights of children and families and to
promote better outcomes for children. These initiatives also are consistent with
the goal of child protective proceedings under New York law and ASFA to protect
the safety and well-being of children in foster care. They include strategies to:
•

highlight and address the individual needs of children in foster care;

•
•

identify new resources to facilitate the court's new problem-solving role; and
increase the capacity of communities to provide services needed by children
and families involved in the court process.

Individual Needs of Children
Healthy Development of Foster Children Initiative
The Healthy Development of Foster Children Initiative is the cornerstone of the
Commission’s strategy to address the individual needs of children in foster care.
The Commission’s Health Care Working Group created a multi-pronged strategy
that included developing a booklet and training curriculum to assist all those
involved in the court and child welfare system in identifying a foster child’s health
needs and highlighting policy issues to insure that foster children actually receive
needed services.
A major product of the Commission’s strategy is its booklet, Ensuring the Healthy
Development of Foster Children: A Guide for Judges, Advocates and Child
Welfare Professionals (Appendix B). The booklet was published in October 1999
and provides a ten-question checklist to identify a foster child’s health needs and

gaps in services. The booklet is a vehicle to ensure that at least one person
involved in the court process asks questions about a foster child’s health and
highlight the connection between a foster child’s healthy development and his or
her prospects for a stable, permanent home. The Commission worked closely
with the New York State American Academy of Pediatrics to develop the
checklist and to share the booklet with health care providers statewide.
Chief Judge Kaye formally unveiled the booklet during her keynote address at
the November 1999 Millennium Conference in Washington D.C. sponsored by
the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Children’s Bureau, the
National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges and the Department of
Justice Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention. The booklet was
disseminated to all participants at the conference including all of the 49 State
Court Improvement Projects, 22 Model Courts of the National Council on
Juvenile and Family Court Judges and officials of the U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services and the U.S. Department of Justice Office of Juvenile
Justice Delinquency Programs. In addition, copies have been provided to
conference participants at the Arkansas Court Improvement Conference
(September 2000), at the California Judicial Conference (December 2000) and to
Court Improvement Projects in Arizona, Colorado, Nebraska and Tennessee.
CASA programs throughout New York State and in Arkansas, California,
Delaware, Hawaii, Illinois and Pennsylvania have requested booklets. In all, the
Commission has disseminated 15,000 booklets nationwide. In New York State,
the Commission has shared the booklet with all Family Court Judges, local Social
Services and Health Commissioners, State Legislators, Early Intervention
Officials, Public Health Nurse Directors, advocates, law guardians, parents’
attorneys and service providers. Judges, attorneys and CASAs throughout the
state and nation are using the checklist to identify health needs of children in
foster care and gaps in services. Additionally, the Commission has published
several companion writings to highlight the court’s role in the healthy
development of children in foster care, the connection between healthy
development and permanency and existing resources that can be tapped to
improve outcomes for children in foster care and their families (Appendix C).
Data System/JCATS
In implementing the elements of court reform, the Commission recognized that
the collection of child-specific data in the courts was critical. Good data enables
the court system to understand the individual needs of children and their families,
identify gaps in services and establish a framework for system change. The
Commission selected the Juvenile Case Tracking System (JCATS) first
developed for Hamilton County, Ohio, one of the benchmark courts studied in
Phase I. JCATS has been used successfully by the nation's first model court to
reform its own processes and to improve communication between the Court and
Department of Social Services. The Commission chose to modify the existing
JCATS system to reflect New York law and terminology.
The JCATS/NY data system became operational in New York County Family Court
in May 1999, providing an innovative tool to track dependency cases in the court.

The system includes information about specific children, length of time in foster care,
type of placements, case-processing times and parental compliance with services.
The Healthy Development Checklist questions have been incorporated into the
JCATS database. It generates weekly and monthly reports to help determine trends.
The system also has the capacity to serve as a reminder for any upcoming reports
or filing ordered by the court. By using a common identifier with the local child
protective agency, the system facilitates communication to insure compliance with
court orders. The JCATS system is being used by the Model Court in Erie County
Family Court and the Suffolk Family Treatment Court. Plans are underway to utilize
JCATS throughout the Family Court in New York City.
New Resources for the Court
Court Appointed Special Advocates (CASA)
The CASA project harnesses the resources and expertise of CASA volunteers to
assist the Court in identifying and addressing the well-being of foster children.
CASA volunteers provide information to help courts shape court orders and
monitor compliance and the progress of permanency plans. CASA involvement
also helps courts prevent delays in cases caused by adjournments based on
inadequate information. The Commission is working with New York State CASA
to use the Healthy Development Checklist on every case assigned to them by a
Judge.
The Commission has trained all the New York State CASA Directors to use the
checklist and the directors have trained their local volunteers. CASA volunteers
are collecting data on the use of the checklist and creating a health profile of the
children in their caseload. As a result of CASA involvement, more Judges are
aware of children’s health and developmental needs and their connection to
permanency planning. In several instances, CASA involvement has encouraged
Judges to write court orders specifying health services to be provided to a child.
In Erie and Westchester Counties, CASAs are specifically assigned to cases of
foster children under age five. The courts have incorporated the information
gathered by the CASAs in court orders for specific health and developmental
screenings to be obtained for individual children.
This initiative strengthened the New York State CASA program and increased its
availability as a resource for Judges statewide. Several Judges at the July 2000
Judicial Training School requested the Commission’s help in starting CASAs in
their counties and continuing start-up is imperative. Insuring that a child-focused
CASA program is available as a resource to Judges is critical to the long-term
success of the CIP. The newly invigorated New York State CASA program was
able to garner a major grant from the Office of Children and Family Services
which will provide base funding for all CASA programs and the development of
additional programs this year.

MSW Judicial Internship
The Commission has developed a Masters in Social Work (MSW) Judicial
Internship Program that places MSW students in Family Court to assist Judges
and court staff in reviewing case plans, shaping dispositions and identifying
unmet needs of foster children. As part of this project, the Commission has
established strong working relationships with the Columbia University and Hunter
College Schools of Social Work. The students are supervised by Commission
staff and also receive on-site supervision by the New York City Model Court
Project’s MSW Assessment Coordinator.
During the 1999-2000 school term, the Commission placed two MSW students -one was assigned to Commission Member Judge Joan Cooney’s Permanency
Part in Westchester Family Court and one was assigned to the Model Part in
Manhattan. Judge Cooney’s student became an integral part of her Permanency
Part team, identifying service needs of individual children and completing a
Resource Guide of parenting programs in Westchester County for the Family
Court. The Model Court student focused on cases involving pregnant and
parenting teens in foster care and spent time working with Commission Member
Judge Lee Elkins in Kings County Family Court. The student profiled these
cases and used the healthy development checklist to assist court staff in
identifying the needs of the teens and their children. During the 2000-2001
school term, the Commission placed one student at the Brooklyn Family Court to
work full-time with Judge Elkins and one student with Judge Cooney in
Westchester County. Judge Elkins’ student continues to focus on cases
involving pregnant and/or parenting adolescents and is developing a resource
manual of programs for adolescents for Kings County. Additionally, the student
has assisted the court with compliance work on cases involving adolescents to
identify barriers to service provision. Judge Cooney’s student is completing a
resource manual on Independent Living Programs in Westchester County and
creating a brochure about the Westchester Family Court process for youth in
foster care.
Westchester County Neglect and Abuse Permanency Part
To implement the goals of ASFA and the Commission’s reform elements, the
Westchester County Family Court has established a Neglect and Abuse
Permanency Part, located in the White Plains Family Court, to hear all neglect
and abuse cases involving children from Westchester County (except Yonkers).
The Part, presided over by Commission Member Westchester County Family
Court Supervising Judge Joan Cooney, focuses on achieving within time frames
set by ASFA, prompt resolutions of abuse and neglect cases and making
permanent plans for foster children. In developing the Part, Judge Cooney and
her staff have tapped the Phase I research, the expertise of the Commission staff
and the experience of the Manhattan Model Court.
To effectively resolve these cases, the Court utilizes the help of a variety of
resources. The Court’s full-time Court Attorney/Referee holds permanency

hearings for each child who has been in foster care for one year. The hearing
establishes a permanency plan for the child and sets a specific time within which
the plan must be accomplished. In cases where close monitoring is necessary,
the Court Attorney/Referee holds post-dispositional conferences to monitor
compliance with court orders.
The Commission has brought several critical resources to this initiative. Judge
Cooney assigns a CASA to each foster child under age five to monitor the child’s
health and developmental needs. The CASAs are using the Commission’s
Healthy Development Checklist to identify health needs of young foster children
and gaps in services. Commission staff have provided ongoing training and
consultation for the Westchester CASAs involved in this project. Through its
MSW Judicial Internship project, the Commission has assigned students to
Judge Cooney’s court to oversee aspects of individual cases and to identify
community resources. A new resource funded by the Commission is a part-time
educational consultant to assist Judge Cooney in reviewing, evaluating and
providing recommendations as to the appropriateness of school placements.
Through collaboration and cooperation with DSS and others involved in the court
process, this initiative has been able to identify and remove individual and
systematic barriers to permanency. To achieve this goal, Judge Cooney
convenes bimonthly meetings of a multi-disciplinary Advisory Council on
Permanency for Children. The Council is chaired by Judge Cooney and includes
representatives from the Court, the Department of Social Services, the County
Attorney’s office and service providers. Commission staff attend these meetings
and have presented on topics related to the Commission’s statewide activities.
Training
During the past three years, the Commission has been involved in an intensive
training effort for Judges, attorneys and child welfare agencies. (See Appendix D
for list of training events.)
In addition to providing participants with written materials and access to experts
in the fields of child health and development, our training sessions highlight
practical strategies to meet successfully the requirements of ASFA while focusing
on the well-being of individual children in foster care. The training curriculum
spotlights the critical connection between healthy developmental and
permanency and reviews the legal entitlements of foster children to health,
developmental and educational services. The Commission staff has developed
an impressive roster of trainers that includes Judges, attorneys, pediatricians and
child development specialists nationwide to serve as training resources to the
New York State courts. We also work closely with national organizations
including the National Zero to Three, National Council of Juvenile and Family
Court Judges and the American Academy of Pediatrics to present strategies that
link those involved in the court and child welfare systems with other professionals
working with vulnerable children.

Capacity Building
Policy Work
Focusing attention of all those involved in the court process on the healthy
development of foster children and its connection to permanency decisionmaking
is meaningless if services to address their needs do not exist. Implementing the
Commission’s Checklist statewide has uncovered gaps in services statewide. As
part of its statewide CIP activities, the Commission is working at both the state
and county levels to ensure that services needed by children in foster care
actually exist.
The Commission’s Health Care Working Group met with the Medical Oversight
Workgroup of the New York State Department of Health and the Office of
Children and Family Services to ensure that quality health care is available to
foster children in New York State. The Commission has commented on draft
standards and encouraged the Workgroup to consider strategies to address the
disparity of health care services to children in direct care and children in the care
of voluntary agencies. In addition, the Commission has pointed to the need for
specific oversight and monitoring guidelines to ensure that foster children actually
receive health services and to establish formal mechanisms to ensure
collaboration with state Early Intervention, Special Education and Head Start
programs.
Additionally, Commission staff have made presentations, shared materials about
the health and developmental needs of children in foster care, and provided
consultation to the New York State Early Intervention Coordinating Council and
local Early Intervention Officials statewide. Our correspondence with the U.S.
Department of Education has resulted in clarification of regulations defining
“parent” under the federal Early Intervention law, an issue of particular concern to
children in foster care. We also have commented on proposed federal
regulations, urging the inclusion of foster children in mandated Child Find
activities.
Most recently, the Commission has collaborated with the National Center for
Children in Poverty to write an Issue Brief, “Improving the Odds: Promoting
Health, Developmental and Emotional Well-Being of Young Children in Foster
Care.” The Issue Brief describes what courts, child welfare agencies and other
partners can do to improve the well-being of young children in foster care and
identifies effective models throughout the country. The publication will be
distributed nationally to policy leaders and advocates.
County Projects
The Commission additionally is working in several counties to bring about
changes in practice involving services to children in foster care. The Commission
worked closely with Region II of the U. S. Department of Health and Human
Services to plan and conduct a one-day conference for the seven counties in the
mid-Hudson region (Dutchess, Orange, Putnam, Rockland, Sullivan, Ulster and
Westchester) on the health needs of children. The health of foster children, early
intervention services and enrollment in Medicaid and Child Health Plus were the
themes of the conference. Following the conference, the Commission has been

contacted by several counties to help develop county initiatives to meet the
health and developmental needs of foster children.
Dutchess County
The Commission was contacted by a member of the Dutchess County
Legislature who co-chairs the Citizens Advisory Committee on Foster Care and
Adoption. This multi-disciplinary Committee, which includes Family Court Judge
Damian Amodeo, invited the Commission to make a presentation on the health
needs of children in foster care. As a result of that presentation, the Committee
has chosen to develop a system to refer all foster children under age three to the
Early Intervention Program and to explore the creation of a comprehensive
system of health services for all foster children. The Commission will provide
consultation and technical assistance for this effort.
Suffolk County Family Treatment Court
The Commission has worked to provide resources and technical assistance to
the Suffolk County Family Treatment Court developed by Commission Member
Suffolk County Family Court Judge Nicolette Pach. These efforts have included
bringing JCATS to the Court and training the Drug Court Team to use the
Commission’s Checklist for the Healthy Development of Foster Children. As a
result, the Suffolk County Drug Treatment Court has incorporated elements of
the Checklist into their court order and treatment plan forms. Additionally, the
court staff is working closely with the Suffolk County Bureau of Public Health
Nursing to do assessments of all young children under age five assigned to that
court. The Drug Court Team staff provides the nurses with a copy of the court
order and a psychosocial assessment for each referral. The public health
nurses’ meet with the Treatment Court team to discuss specific cases.
The Suffolk County Public Health Nursing Bureau and the County Department of
Social Services also have developed a formal collaboration where public health
nurses conduct home visits twice a year to all foster children under age thirteen.
An interesting result of this effort has been the development of a working
relationship and protocol to refer young foster children to Early Intervention that
can serve as a statewide model. The Commission has highlighted this model in
several statewide and national trainings.
Bronx County
The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation has awarded the Commission a sixteenmonth grant to develop a specialized, court-based strategy for infants in foster
care in Bronx County. The project will gather accurate data on the number of
infants in foster care, identify key service providers, facilitate collaboration
between the Court and community service providers, and provide training and
consultation for the Court on issues related to infants and develop protocols for
cases involving infants in foster care that can be replicated statewide. It will
marry a focus on infant development with the research and experiences of Phase
I and II of the CIP to expedite and improve the handling of cases involving infants
in foster care.

Next Steps
Over the next year and a half of the Court Improvement Project, the Commission
plans to share the learning from Phase I and II by assisting courts in the
replication of the reform elements and Model Court procedures, completing an
extensive evaluation of the Court Improvement Project and developing protocols
for expediting permanency and meeting ASFA standards. The centerpiece of our
efforts will be the continuation of statewide training on court innovations and
issues related to the well-being of children in foster care and their families.
Additionally, the Commission will undertake new initiatives to improve outcomes
for children in foster care. This will include developing a project in Bronx Family
Court to ensure the healthy development and permanency of infants in foster
care and their access to Early Intervention and early childhood education
services, promoting the expansion of CASA as a critical resource to Family
Courts and increasing the capacity of communities to provide health services to
all children in foster care.
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Ensuring the Healthy Development of Foster Children: A Guide for Judges, Advocates and
Child Welfare Professionals (1999) Permanent Judicial Commission on Justice for Children
“The Promise of Early Intervention for Foster Children and their Families,”
Interdisciplinary Report on At-Risk Children & Families, vol. 2, number 5 (November/December
(1999)) Sheryl Dicker
“Safeguarding Foster Children's Rights to Health Services”, Children’s Rights Journal, vol.
20, number 2 (Summer (2000)) Sheryl Dicker & Elysa Gordon.
“Harnessing the Hidden Influence of the Courts to Enhance the Healthy Development of
Foster Children,” Protecting Children, vol. 16, number 1 (2000) Sheryl Dicker & Elysa Gordon.
“Connecting Healthy Development and Permanency: A Pivotal Role for Child Welfare
Professionals,” Permanency Planning Today (March (2000)) Sheryl Dicker & Elysa Gordon.
“Early Intervention and Early Childhood Programs: Essential Tools For Child Welfare
Advocacy,” Clearinghouse Review (March/April (2001)) Sheryl Dicker & Elysa Gordon
“Foster and Adoptive Parents: Essential Advocates for the Healthy Development of
Children in foster Care,” Coalition Voice, New York Citizen’s Coalition for Children (Spring
(2001)) Sheryl Dicker & Elysa Gordon
“Improving the Odds: Promoting Health, Developmental and Emotional Well-Being of
Young Children in Foster Care,” forthcoming publication, National Center on Children in
Poverty (2001) Sheryl Dicker, Elysa Gordon & Jane Knitzer
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Permanent Judicial Commission on Justice for Children
Trainings
•

“Foster Children and Early Intervention” Westchester Foster Parents’ Association (3/01)

•

“Ensuring the Healthy Development of Children in Foster Care: Challenge to the Medical and Legal
Communities” Children's Hospital of Philadelphia Grand Rounds Presentation (2/01)

•

“Promoting the Health and Development of Children in Foster Care” Dutchess County Legislature
Citizen’s Advisory Committee on Foster Care and Adoption (1/01)

•

“Connecting Children in Foster Care to Head Start and Early Childhood Programs: A Vital Link to
Permanency” Head Start and Early Childhood Birth to Three Institute (1/01)

•

“The Hidden Influence of the Court on the Healthy Development of Foster Children” National
Conference, American Public Health Association (11/00)

•

“Harnessing Early Intervention and Head Start Services to Meet the Needs of Young Foster Children
and their Caregivers” NYS-CASA Cross-Systems Training Seminar Focusing on Children in Foster
Care (10/00)

•

“Integrating Best Practices and Facilitating Change” County-by-County, New York City Judicial
Workshop sponsored by the Commission and the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court
Judges (10/00)

•

“The Health Status of Foster Children” U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Region II
Hudson Valley Children’s Health Forum (9/00)

•

“Strategies for Enhancing the Healthy Development of Foster Children” Arkansas Court Improvement
Conference (9/00)

•

“Ensuring the Healthy Development of Foster Children” Administration for Children and Families,
Region II Child Welfare Conference (7/00)

•

“Court Strategies for Enhancing the Healthy Development of Foster Children” New York Judges’
Seminar (7/00)

•

Presentation by Dr. Judith Silver on the Special Health and Developmental Needs of Foster Children
Aged Zero to Three, sponsored by the Commission for New York City Newly Appointed Judges (6/00)

•

“Connecting the Healthy Development of Foster Children to Permanency” National Conference, Court
Appointed Special Advocates (6/00).

•

“New York’s Court Improvement Projects” New York State’s Citizen’s Coalition for Children
Adoption 2000 Conference (5/00)

•

Presentation by Margaret Burt on ASFA Implementation, sponsored by the Commission for the New
York City Judges (5/00)

•

“Ensuring the Healthy Development of Foster Children” Suffolk County Family Drug Treatment Court
(4/00)

•

“Fostering Permanency: A Spotlight on the Healthy Development of Foster Children” Children’s
Defense Fund Annual National Conference (3/00)

•

“Healthy Development Initiative” President's Committee on Mental Retardation Conference on
Poverty and Disability (2/00)

•

Court Appointed Special Advocates Training, New York City, Erie County, Westchester County and
Annual Program Directors’ Meetings (2000-2001)

•

“The Hidden Influence on the Healthy Development of Foster Children: Our Nation's Courts” National
Training Institute, Zero to Three (12/99).

•

“Ensuring Healthy Development for the County's Most Vulnerable Children: The Challenge and
Promise of a Child-Centered Approach for Foster Children from Birth to Age 5 ” National Conference,
National Association for the Education of Young Children (11/99)

•

“Ten Questions: How Courts, CASAs, and Other Players Can Play a Role in Ensuring the Healthy
Development of Foster Children” NYS-CASA Training Seminar (10/99)

•

“New York Court Improvement Project” U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Region II
Conference (9/99)

•

“The Promise of Early Intervention for Foster Children and their Families” New York Public Welfare
Association Summer Conference (7/99)

•

“Advocating for the Health of Children in Foster Care” Practicing Law Institute’s Children’s Law
Institute (7/99)

•

Presentation to the New York State Legislative Women’s Caucus on the health status of foster children
and New York’s Court Improvement Project (5/99)

•

Court Improvement and Healthy Development of Foster Children New York City Model Court Site
Visit, sponsored by the Commission and the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges
(4/99)

•

“The New Face of Foster Care: Young Children with Developmental Delays” U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services Conference on Child Welfare and Court Improvement (4/99)

•

“Court Improvement Project: Phase II Implementation and Reform” New York Public Welfare
Association 130th Annual Winter Conference (2/99)

•

“Planning for ASFA Implementation” Panel Convened by Fordham University (2/99)

•

“Quality Health Care for Foster Children: Problems and Potential” Hunter Lecture, Montefiore
Medical Center (12/98).

•

“Necessary Partners for Permanency: Early Intervention, Special Education and Developmental
Disabilities” and related workshops, National Conference, Association of Interstate Adoption Compact
Administrators (10/98).

