





Autism and the Dependency Courts Taskforce

Chairperson:

Honorable Kevin M. Dougherty, Justice

Supreme Court of Pennsylvania

Kimberly Al
Commissioner
Philadelphia Department of Human Services

Heath Brosius, Esq.
Guardian Ad Litem
Union & Snyder Counties

Kerri Browning
Administrator
Lackawanna County Children & Youth Services

Michael Byers

Director

University of Pittsburgh/School of Social Work/School
of Social Work

Honorable Linda Cordaro
Judge
Court of Common Pleas Fayette County

Kate Cramer Lawrence, Esq.
Hearing Officer
Court of Common Pleas Cumberand County

Kathy Hooven
Justice Project Coordinator
Autism Services Education Resources and Training

Kaitlin Koffer Miller, MPH

Regional Manager

Al Drexel Autism Institute, Drexel University
Autism Services Education Resources and Training

Honorable Hugh McGough
Judge
Court of Common Pleas Allegheny County

Honorable Stephen Minor
President Judge
Court of Common Pleas Potter County

Honorable Margaret T. Murphy
Administrative Judge, Family Division
Court of Common Pleas Philadelphia County

Jennifer Napp Evans
Administrator
Snyder County Children & Youth Services

Crystal Natan
Administrator
Lancaster County Children & Youth Services

Dr. Stacy Nonnemacher, Ph.D.
Clinical Director

Bureau of Supports for Autism and Special Populations
Pennsylvania Department of Human Services



Thomas Patterson
Administrator
Potter County Children & Youth Services

Honorable Jennifer L. Rogers
Judge
Court of Common Pleas Luzerne County

Honorable Mitchell Shahen
Judge
Court of Common Pleas Beaver County

Honorable Michael Sholley
President Judge
Court of Common Pleas Snyder & Union Counties

Honorable Maureen Skerda
President Judge
Court of Common Pleas Forest & Warren

Rick Steele
Executive Director

Juvenile Court Judges Commission

Kerith Strano Taylor, Esq.
Administrator
Jefferson County Children & Youth Services

Scott Talley

Director

Bureau of Children’s Behavioral Health Services
Office of Mental Health and Substance Abuse

Honorable Ryan Tira
Judge
Court of Common Pleas Lycoming County

Cathy Volponi, Esq.
Director
ACBF Parent Advocates Allegheny County

Nina Wall, MSS, LSW
Director

Bureau of Supports for Autism and Special Populations

Pennsylvania Department of Human Services

Michele Walsh

Executive Assistant to Deputy Secretary
Office of Children, Youth, and Families
Pennsylvania Department of Human Services

Administrative Office of Pennsylvania Courts

Stacey Witalec
Communications Director

Kimbery Bathgate
Assistant Director of Communications

Supreme Court of Pennsylvania Courts
Shane Carey, MPA
Chambers of Justice Kevin M. Dougherty

Office of Children & Families in the Courts
Sandra Moore, MSW
Director

Christy Stanek, MSW
Judicial Analyst

Jennifer Doyle
Judicial Analyst

Elke Moyer
Administrative Associate/Graphic Designer






significant (with 40+ media articles, local news segments, and editorials being
developed). Clearly, ASD is a diagnosis faced by many and needs additional awareness
and support.

As a first step, Justice Dougherty led a series of virtual listening tours through one State
Roundtable and five Regional Roundtables. The Roundtables included panel
discussions, allowing regional representatives to express their unique thoughts and
experiences regarding the intersection of Autism and the Courts.

Regional Roundtable Panelists included:

e Social/Human Service Professionals

e Court and Justice System Professionals

e Family Members

e Self-advocates and Individuals on the Autism Spectrum
e Community Members

The Roundtables were open to the public and included an opportunity for dialogue
between panelists and public attendees. A total of 1,241 individuals attended the
listening tours. The overarching goal of each Roundtable was to understand better ASD
and how it impacts a person’s life experiences, particularly in the courtroom. The
listening tours provided a forum to educate as well as collect input. The audience and
panelists identified possible next steps to help improve the judicial system for individuals
diagnosed with ASD or Mental Health.

These included:

e Early Disclosure
e Awareness

* Education Autism, you have met one
» Further Actions person with Autism.”

“If you meet one person with

~~Unknown

Additional information regarding the State and Regional Roundtables can be found at
the following link: https://www.pacourts.us/learn/autism-and-the-courts

In July 2021, the Office of Children and Families in the Courts (OCFC) conducted a
Pennsylvania Dependency Court Judges survey. The survey gathered information
regarding whether children or parents with ASD attended dependency proceedings.
Eighty-two percent (82%) of responding judges indicated having hearings in
which a person with ASD. One hundred percent (100%) of respondents reported
the individual diagnosed was a child. Thirty-eight percent (38%) of respondents
indicated the individual diagnosed was a parent. Clearly, individuals with ASD are
represented in the Dependency Court System.




With this additional information, several planning sessions occurred. From these
planning sessions, the decision was made to continue the work by focusing on
Pennsylvania’s most vulnerable children and families. As such, the focus turned to the
child dependency system. This system, already successful in many reform efforts,
seemed the logical next step for several reasons. First, the structure existed through the
Children’s Roundtable and the Office of Children and Families in the Courts to manage
a large-scale reform effort. Second, and more importantly, there was consensus that
helping children and families at their earliest contact with the justice system would likely
reap the best outcomes.

As a result, on September 23, 2021, the Pennsylvania State Roundtable commissioned
the Autism and the Dependency Courts Taskforce. The Taskforce was asked to
examine how the dependency court system could become more aware and responsive
to the needs of children and parents diagnosed with ASD. Supreme Court Justice
Dougherty, now leading all of Pennsylvania’s Dependency Court Improvement activities,
continued to lead the Autism work, including the newly created Taskforce.

The Taskforce includes a variety of respected Pennsylvania Dependency Judges,
Juvenile Court Hearing Officers, Attorneys, Children and Youth Administrators, and
State partners. Several Taskforce members also brought the perspective of lived
experience having raised children diagnosed with Autism.

In an effort to have representation reflective of Pennsylvania’s diversity, members were
selected from rural and urban communities, all regions of the Commonwealth, and all
Leadership Roundtables. Members had varying degrees of knowledge regarding Autism
and a significant interest in the topic. In addition, all selected members had an
exceptional understanding of the Child Dependency and Child Welfare Systems and a
sincere desire to support policy and practice reform.

The Taskforce identified its primary goal as follows:

e To provide a positive dependency court experience for children and parents with
ASD by increasing professional awareness and responsiveness.

The overall vision of the Taskforce includes:

e Bringing awareness and education to our justice system,

e Being able to identify a child or parent with a diagnosis of Autism,

e Creating a “Road Map” resource that any county can use to begin their ASD
system analysis and reform, and

e Implementing practice and policy reforms that support positive experiences for all
children and parents diagnosed with ASD within the Pennsylvania dependency
system.



Over the past six months, the Taskforce met virtually every month. In addition,
Taskforce members participated in an in-person Autism Summit. Each virtual meeting
consisted of a short ASD educational presentation followed by rich discussions amongst
Taskforce members on the presented topic.

These topics included:

e Autism 101: Kathy Hooven, Justice Project Coordinator, Autism Services
Education Resources and Training

e Reconceptualizing Autism: Dr. Stacy L. Nonnemacher, Ph.D., Clinical Director,

DHS/Office of Development and Programs/ Bureau of Supports for Autism and
Special Populations

e Evaluations, Services, and Support Available through the Education

System: Stephanie Hoesly, M.Ed., BCBA, Intermediate Unit 1, Training
Consultation Staff specializing in Autism/Behavior, Trauma-informed trainer

e An Overview of Diagnostic Evaluation, Interventions, and Resources:
Dr. Scott Myers and Dr. Cora Taylor, Geisinger Medical System and School of
Medicine.

“When individuals are exhibiting a certain
behavior, they are trying to communicate

“Where better to start than with our children.”

something.”
~~Dr. Stacy Nonnemacher, Ph.D.

~~Justice Kevin M. Dougherty

On March 29 — 31, 2022, the Taskforce attended an in-person Autism Summit. The
Summit provided invaluable insight from several presenters. Presentations included:

Neurodiversity: Dr. Wendy Ross and Associates, Drexel University

Lived Experience: A Parent Panel: Police Officer Roz Talley, Philadelphia,
David Fine, Esquire, Co-Founder of the Vista School for Autistic Children, and
David Knauss, Retired State Worker

Autism Services Cliff Panel: Dianne Malley, Director of Transition Pathways,
Michele Walsh, Executive Assistant to Deputy Secretary Jon Rubin, Scott Talley,
Director, Bureau of Children’s Behavioral Health Services, Office of Mental
Health and Substance Abuse Services, and Dr. Stacy Nonnemacher, Clinical
Director, Bureau of Supports for Autism and Special Populations



In addition, Taskforce members prioritized three overarching strategies. The first
strategy focuses on the need for a comprehensive education plan that would target
legal, child welfare, and local Children’s Roundtable professionals. This strategy
includes advanced educational sessions and a potential video resource. The second
strategy focuses on developing a “Road Map” to help local communities navigate the
complex issues facing children and families with Autism as they interact with helping
systems. This Road Map would support the identification of system strengths and gaps.
The Road Map would also provide a structure, much like the one used by the Taskforce,
to examine and improve local systems. The third strategy focuses on creating a tool that
would help assess the physical environment of agencies and courts that serve children
and families diagnosed with ASD.

Taskforce members were assigned to one of three Autism Summit working sessions to
develop action steps for each strategy. Each group analyzed the assigned topic and
then developed resources and recommendations for the 2022 State Roundtable. The
resources and recommendations were then shared with and approved by all Taskforce
members. The strategies and action steps are outlined below.

e Autism and the Dependency Court’s Educational Plan would include,

I. A web-based overview on ASD for all professionals in the child welfare
and dependency court system;
II.  An advanced in-person education for Judges, Juvenile Court Hearing
Officers, and Child Welfare Administrators;
lll. A web-based advanced session for attorneys practicing cases in
dependency; and
IV.  An educational video.

e Local County Roadmap - A step-by-step guide to assist Local Children’s
Roundtables in assessing local needs and implementing strategies to enhance
the experience of children and parents diagnosed with ASD as they engage with
the Child Dependency and Child Welfare Systems. (Appendix A)

e Environmental Analysis Tool - A tool to help identify opportunities for potential
environmental and practice change at county courthouses and child welfare
agencies with the goal of creating a more Autism-friendly experience for
dependent children and their parents. (Appendix B)

Mentioned in the Environmental Analysis Tool is a document entitled ASSIST:
Autism Sensory Strategies, Information, and Toolkit. (Appendix C) This
document provides an overview of possible sensory system issues which
persons with ASD may experience. Understanding these sensory issues can
help systems design enhancements that foster a more helpful experience for
children and adults with ASD.



Data:

Finally, the Taskforce spent considerable time examining the need for data specific to
Autism and Dependency Courts. After extensive research and discussion, it became
clear that Pennsylvania-specific dependency court data of this kind did not exist. After
much discussion, it was determined that the only place to capture this level of data
would be the Common Pleas Case Management System (CPCMS). As such, staff met
with the Administrative Office of Pennsylvania Court’s Information Technology Director.
After conferring with IT staff, it became clear that collecting dependency court Autism
data is possible.

Data collection was discussed during the 2022 Spring Leadership Roundtables (LRT).
LRT members gave numerous examples of how they might use the Autism data
regarding individuals within the dependency system. Some of these ideas included
rearranging dockets to accommodate any special needs, creating sensory spaces in
courthouses and agencies, making adjustments inside the courtroom (lighting, sounds,
etc.), alerting courthouse and agency security staff, and ensuring comfort dogs are
available to mention a few. Others stated the data would inform their local system
reform conversations.

Finally, LRT members questioned how the data would be entered and collected. LRT
members expressed the need to ensure dependency data on individual parties was
restricted to those professionals legally permitted to access such data. Taskforce
members are hopeful that SRT members will be able to provide suggestions for
accurate and useful data collection.

Conclusion:

The Autism and the Dependency Court Taskforce has accomplished much during its
first year. This includes a survey of judges regarding the frequency of parties diagnosed
with ASD entering their dependency courtrooms, the identification of Taskforce goals
and strategies, the education of Taskforce members, the development of potential tools
to assist local communities, and the development of an education plan for statewide
dependency court and child welfare professionals.

Taskforce members understand that their efforts and those of the State Roundtable will
bring awareness, understanding, and reform to help Pennsylvania’s children and
parents diagnosed with ASD as they interact with the Dependency System. Taskforce
members also believe their work and that of the State Roundtable will create a blueprint
for other states and counties interested in this issue. The enormous responsibility and
opportunity this carries are not lost on Taskforce members.



2022 Recommendations

The Autism and the Dependency Court Taskforce respectfully submits to the
Pennsylvania State Roundtable the following recommendations:

1. Approval and implementation of the Autism and the Dependency Courts
Education Plan as outlined in the report;

2. Approval and distribution of the Environmental Analysis Tool to Leadership
Roundtable Judges and Child Welfare Administrators;

3. Approval and distribution of the Local County Roadmap to Leadership
Roundtable Judges and Administrators; and

4. Continued analysis and development of strategies to improve the court and
child welfare experience of children and families diagnosed with ASD.

“We all have different gifts, so we all have different ways of telling the world

who we are.”

-Mr. Rogers




10





























































































