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Background:

In 2011, through the roundtable system utilized by the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania,
leaders in the child welfare system began to talk about juvenile court hearing officers and
enhancing their exposure to the changing dependency practice. As quasi-judicial officers,
hearing officers, or masters, are often the first and sometimes only interaction families have
with dependency court. Their critical role supports the need for high quality hearings that
are consistent with those conducted by judges in their jurisdiction. While trial court judges
gather several times a year at a statewide conference, are no such educational opportunities
geared specifically toward hearing officers. As such, the Pennsylvania State Roundtable
commissioned a workgroup with the goal of developing and holding an educational session
for hearing officers.

The Hearing Officer Education Workgroup convened in June 2011 and met four times,
either in person or by conference call. The workgroup, co-chaired by the Honorable Carol
Van Horn, Court of Common Pleas of Franklin/Fulton Counties and the Honorable Albert
Masland, Court of Common Pleas of Cumberland County, was comprised of judges and
hearing officers. Quickly reaching a consensus that the educational session should be
practical as well as emphasize the importance of the judicial role that hearing officers play,
an agenda was set for a one day, in person session.

“Your Role as Judicial Officer” educational session:

On November 9" 2011 the hearing officer educational session was held in Harrisburg,
Pennsylvania at the Pennsylvania Judicial Center. Fifty-six currently practicing juvenile
court hearing officers attended the session. These represented thirty-five counties or more
than 90% of the counties using hearing officers. Presentations covered best practices as
highlighted in the Pennsylvania Dependency Benchbook, courtroom management, ethical
considerations of the role, personal styles of interaction implications for engaging families in
the courtroom, and practice tips by hearing type.

Participants engaged in the session and appreciated the opportunity to gather with their
peers and share ideas. Many comments provided feedback addressing the gap in education
tailored to the needs of hearing officers was long overdue and very welcomed. Others shared
they learned things they did not even know they did not know. Most seemed eager to
participate in future educational sessions. Their overall rating of 4.6 out of 5.0 testified to
the usefulness and importance of meeting this need.

Recommendation:

The Hearing Officer Educational Workgroup requests the authorization of the State
Roundtable to continue to meet and plan educational sessions for hearing officers.
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