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History and Background

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) describes Autism Spectrum 
Disorder (ASD) as a developmental disability that can cause a wide range of challenges 
in social interaction, communication, and behavior. The Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th Edition (DSM-5) defines ASD as the occurrence of 
persistent impairments in social interaction and the presence of restricted, repetitive 
patterns of behaviors, interests, or activities. As of March 2023, the new CDC estimate
shows one in thirty-six (1:36) children are diagnosed with Autism. This is an increase 
from the previous estimate of one in forty-four (1:44). ASD was four times as prevalent 
among boys as among girls. Overall, ASD prevalence was similar across racial and 
ethnic groups.

During his tenure as the Administrative Judge of Family Court in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania Supreme Court Justice Kevin M. Dougherty saw first-hand the potential 
adverse outcomes children and adults faced when interacting with the court and justice 
system. With this first-hand experience, Justice Dougherty was committed to changing 
how systems interact with these individuals. After his ascension to the Pennsylvania 
Supreme Court, along with the persistent encouragement of Autism advocate and 
former Pennsylvania Speaker of the House of Representatives Dennis M. O’Brien, 
Justice Dougherty began his reform efforts. 

In February 2020, at the Pennsylvania Conference of State Trial Judges, the issue of 
Autism and the Courts took center stage via a four-hour educational session. 186 
Judges from across Pennsylvania attended the session. This session was the first time 
the issue of Autism was highlighted at the Conference.   

Following the educational session’s success, in April 2020, the Pennsylvania Supreme 
Court and the Pennsylvania Department of Human Services (DHS) launched a 
statewide initiative focused on helping judges better understand and communicate with 
individuals with (ASD). The initiative, led by Supreme Court Justice Kevin Dougherty on 
behalf of the Court, was a monumental effort. 

The initiative was a first-of-its-kind partnership and hoped to provide practical guidance, 
best practices, and resources to judges managing cases involving an individual with 
ASD, as well as court information and services for families. No other state in the country 
or country in the world’s judiciary has prioritized this issue system-wide. Given that 
reality, it is not surprising that public participation and media coverage has been 
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.  
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Regional Roundtable Panelists included:  

 Social/Human Service Professionals
Court and Justice System Professionals  

 Family Members 
 Self-advocates and Individuals on the Autism Spectrum   
 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: 

 Early Disclosure 
 Awareness 
 Education 
 Further Actions 

 
 
 

 

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 
that the individual diagnosed was a child. Thirty-eight percent (38%) of 
respondents indicated that the individual diagnosed as 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 

 

“If you meet one person with 
Autism, you have met one 
person with Autism.” 

~~Unknown
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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:

 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 the following:  

Bringing awareness and education to our justice system,
Being able to identify a child or parent with a diagnosis of Autism,
Creating a “Road Map” resource that any county can use to begin their ASD 
system analysis and reform, and 

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

During its first year, 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. The topics included Autism 101; Reconceptualizing 
Autism; Evaluations, Services and Support Available through the Education System; 
and An Overview of Diagnostic Evaluations, Interventions, and Resources.
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On March 29 – 31, 2022, the Taskforce attended an in-person Autism Summit. The 
Summit provided invaluable insight from several presenters. Presentations at the 
Autism Summit included Neurodiversity, Lived Experience: A Parent Panel, and Autism 
Service Cliff Panel. 

In addition, Taskforce members prioritized three overarching strategies. 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 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. 

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

I. A web-based overview of ASD for all professionals in the child welfare and 
dependency court system; 

II. Advanced in-person education for Judges, Juvenile Court Hearing 
Officers, and Child Welfare Administrators; 

III. A web-based advanced session for attorneys practicing cases in 
dependency; and

IV. An educational video. 
 

 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. 

 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. 

 
The Environmental Analysis Tool mentions a document entitled ASSIST: Autism 
Sensory Strategies, Information, and Toolkit. 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. 
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Data:

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 (IT) Director. After 
conferring with IT staff, it became clear that collecting dependency court Autism data 
was possible. 

Data collection was discussed during the 2022 Spring Leadership Roundtable (LRT) 
meetings. 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. Others stated that the data would inform their local system reform 
conversations.  
 
The 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.  

2022 Approved Recommendations 

On June 6, 2022, the PA State Roundtable unanimously approved 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.   
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Progress and Update on Approved 2022 State Roundtable 
Recommendations

In March 2023, the CDC published new findings regarding the prevalence of ASD, 
estimating that one in thirty-six (1:36) children are diagnosed with Autism 
Spectrum Disorder (ASD). This is an increase in the prevalence from the previous 
estimate of one in forty-four children (1:44). Additional ASD statistics and information 
can be found at the following link: https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/autism/new-data.html. 

Over the past year, the Autism and the Dependency Courts Taskforce met monthly to 
implement the approved SRT 2022 recommendations and develop additional strategies. 
The Taskforce conducted final tests of the tools approved by the 2022 State Roundtable 
(the Local Roadmap and the Environmental Analysis) and disseminated both. 

The Taskforce also rolled out the SRT-approved education plan. Finally, the Taskforce 
worked closely with the AOPC’s Information Technology department to create an 
Autism data collection process. 

County Roadmap (Appendix A)

The Local County Roadmap tool was presented to the State Roundtable in June 2022. 
The tool guides counties interested in creating a local Autism Taskforce. The Roadmap 
tool was tested in Lycoming County under the supervision of the Honorable Ryan Tira, a 
Taskforce member.   

Using the Roadmap, Judge Tira formed the Lycoming County Autism Taskforce (LCAT). 
The LCAT meets monthly and includes many community members and professional 
practitioners. The LCAT is implementing practice changes to dependency court. The 
LCAT is also organizing ongoing staff training for court, child welfare, and other child-
serving entities.   

The Roadmap was tested in Lycoming County for over six months.  This testing led to 
several helpful but non-substantive adjustments to the final tool.  

“The world needs all kinds of minds.”

Dr. Temple Grandin 
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Environmental Analysis Tool (Appendix B with ASSIST attachment) 

The Environmental Analysis tool was presented at the State Roundtable in June 2022. 
Upon approval of the SRT, the tool was next tested in a Taskforce county.  Taskforce 
member and Administrative Judge of Philadelphia County Family Court, Honorable 
Margaret Murphy, led the testing process. Dr. Wendy Ross, a national expert on Autism 
from Thomas Jefferson University, and her team of medical professionals conducted a 
weeklong assessment of different spaces throughout the Philadelphia courthouse. Dr. 
Ross and her team observed dependency court hearings in all courtrooms and with all 
judicial officers. They utilized the Environmental Analysis tool to assess the following 
spaces: 

 Each courtroom 
 Family waiting areas 
 Entrance and exit space  
 Security area 
 Elevators 
 Hallways 
 Stairways and escalators  

Upon completion, Dr. Ross provided the entire Philadelphia Dependency Bench with an 
educational session to review the analysis findings and provide a better understanding 
of how environmental factors impact behaviors and sensory issues for those with 
Autism.  Dr. Ross also made recommendations to create a more autism-friendly space 
in the courthouse. She provided additional guidance and suggestions to enhance the 
final revisions to the Environmental Analysis tool, which is included in Appendix B.  

Following the completed test of both tools, the Taskforce disseminated the tools to 
counties across the state. The Local County Roadmap and Environmental Analysis 
tools were provided and explained using the Leadership Roundtable structure to all 
attendees in March 2023.  

 

Additional tools: Sensory Bags & Court Social Stories 

Two additional resources were developed and made available to all counties. This 
included Sensory Bags and Court Social Stories. Both were created by OCFC staff with 
Taskforce input and guidance from Dr. Ross.    
 

To date, all counties represented on the Autism Taskforce have a dependency court 
social story created for their county. The bags and court social stories were highlighted 
during the 2023 Spring Leadership Roundtable meetings.  
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Sensory Bags:

Recognizing that attending a dependency court hearing can have sensory triggers, the 
Taskforce created Sensory Bags. Each bag included various items to help a child have 
a positive experience at the courthouse. The sensory bags created by the Taskforce 
include:

Noise-reduction headphones
Sunglasses for those with light sensitivity

 Sanitizing hand wipes
 A variety of fidget toys and spinners with varying textures
 Weighed cloth squares
 Small bubble tubes 

The items in the bags are quiet and can be used throughout a hearing without causing a 
distraction to others. The toys are in a drawstring bag and can be kept in the courtroom 
or waiting areas, easily accessible to children and parents. Access to the items in the 
bags can help children focus during hearings and help them cope with sensory triggers. 

All hearing officers, judges, and child welfare administrators that attended one of the 
autism educational sessions received a Sensory Bag. Additionally, several Taskforce 
counties (Allegheny, Beaver, Cumberland, Fayette, Forest, Lackawanna, Lancaster, 
Luzerne, Lycoming, Philadelphia, Potter, Snyder, Union, and Warren) requested and 
were provided Sensory Bags for their courtrooms. 

 

Court Social Stories:

Children or parents with Autism often have difficulty changing their daily routines or 
facing new situations. To help eliminate the stress that may be caused by attending a 
court hearing, “A Trip to the Courthouse” Social Story template was created. The 
Honorable John Cherry, President Judge, Court of Common Pleas of Dauphin County, 
allowed the Taskforce to use pictures of the Dauphin County Courthouse for the social 
story template.   
 
The stories are created specifically to support children diagnosed with Autism; however, 
they could benefit any child who attends dependency court hearings. The language 
used in the social story is written using simple, easy-to-understand words.   
 
All counties were encouraged to create Court Social Stories. Counties were also 
provided with an OCFC contact person who can assist them in creating a social story 
specific to their county if they do not already have one.   

To create a county-specific court social story, the following photos are needed: 

 The front of the courthouse 
 Entrance door to the courthouse 
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 Comfort dogs (if applicable)
 One to two images of the metal detectors and security upon entering the 

building 
 Hallways walking toward the courtroom, elevators, and/ or stairs 
 Waiting areas for the dependency court hearings 

The courtroom
Picture of the street leaving the courthouse

Counties that currently have Court Social Stories include Allegheny, Beaver, Clinton, 
Cumberland, Dauphin, Fayette, Forest, Franklin/Fulton, Lackawanna, Lancaster, 
Luzern, Philadelphia, Potter, Snyder/Union, Warren, and Washington. Requests for 
Court Social Stories from other counties continue to be received. 

Autism Education Plan

The SRT-approved Autism Education Plan provided a robust roll-out of various 
education sessions. These sessions aimed to raise awareness and give a basic 
overview of ASD to dependency system professionals and related stakeholders.

In July 2022, a Statewide Virtual Autism Education Session was held for all dependency 
system professionals. The session was offered on July 14, 2022, and repeated on July 
20, 2022, with approximately 792 participants.  

The presentation included the following:

 Opening Remarks:  Honorable Kevin M. Dougherty, Justice, Pennsylvania 
Supreme Court 

 Autism 101: Kathy Hooven, Justice Project Coordinator, Autism Services 
Education Resources and Training
Lived Experience: A Glimpse into the Life of Autism, Honorable Stephen 
Minor, President Judge, Court of Common Pleas of Potter County, Kim Bathgate, 
Assistant Director of Communications, AOPC, Morgan Bathgate, Student, and 
David Fine, Esq. K&L Gates, LLP, Harrisburg 

On July 28, 2022, the Taskforce was fortunate to have Dr. Wendy Ross, Thomas 
Jefferson University, present at the Pennsylvania State Conference of  Trial Judges’ 
Dependency Luncheon. The Honorable Kevin M. Dougherty, PA Supreme Court, 
leading the court’s work in Autism, opened the session. Dr. Ross’s presented, Autism 
and the Dependency Courts: Moving from Knowledge to Action - Fostering an Inclusive 
Environment for Children with Autism Spectrum Disorder.   

The luncheon was well attended. Every participant was given the Court Social Story 
template and an example sensory bag. All attendees were also provided a list of 
websites where the sensory bag items can be purchased.  
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On October 6, 2022, Dr. Wendy Ross presented in the morning to the Juvenile Court 
Hearing Officers and the Pennsylvania Children and Youth Administrators in the 
afternoon. Both groups received the Court Social Story template and the example 
sensory bag.  

On October 24, 2022, Kate Hooven, Justice System Project Coordinator, ASERT 
(Autism Services, Education, Resources and Training), presented Autism 101 Webinar 
to Child Welfare Professionals. The Child Welfare Resource Center/School of Social 
Work/University of Pittsburgh Training Center offered this training.  Michael Byers is the 
Director of the training center and an Autism Taskforce member.  The session was 
attended by 100 casework professionals and had a very positive response.  The training 
remains available online at: 
http://www.pacwrc.pitt.edu/Webinars/Webinars_AutismSpectrumDisorder.htm.  

On December 2, 2022, Dr. Ross, Heath Brosius, Esq. and Cathy Volponi, Esq.  
presented an advanced education session for two hundred sixty-eight (268) attorneys 
titled Autism and Dependency Courts. This virtual session was open to Child Welfare 
Solicitors, Parent Attorneys, Guardians ad Litem, and Child Counsel. The session 
included the following topics:

 Communicating with individuals with autism
Advocating for individuals with autism
Requesting special accommodations for individuals with autism
 

On December 8, 2022, Dr. Wendy Ross presented an Individualized Autism Support 
Session for Philadelphia Dependency Court Judges and Hearing Officers following the 
completion of the Environmental Analysis, as described earlier in this report. 

“Philadelphia Family Court has fully embraced the Autism and the Dependency 
Court’s initiative as a means to identify and better serve children and parents 
with ASD in all aspects of their Family Court experience. By participating in the 
Environmental Analysis, we aim to create a friendlier environment for 
individuals with autism upon their entrance to the courthouse and continuing 
throughout the entire court process so that they are provided with meaningful 
access to the courts.”

Honorable Margaret T. Murphy, Administrative Judge 
Family Court of Philadelphia County 
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Autism and the Dependency Courts Regional Summits

Finally, various counties have sponsored Regional Summits. A five-county committee 
planned and implemented the first two Regional Summits.  

The planning committee included the following:

Honorable Jennifer Rogers, Court of Common Pleas of Luzerne County
Honorable Michael Sholley, Court of Common Pleas of Snyder and Union 
Counties
Honorable Ryan Tira, Court of Common Pleas of Lycoming County

 Kerry Browning, Deputy Director of Lackawanna County Office of Youth and 
Family Services 

 Matthew Salvatori, Administrator, Lycoming County Children and Youth 
Services 

 Jennifer Napp-Evans, Administrator, Snyder County Children and Youth 
Services 

 Matt Ernst, Administrator, Union County Children and Youth Services 

The first Regional Autism & Dependency Court Summit occurred on December 5, 2022, 
in the Northeast Region and was sponsored by Lackawanna and Luzerne Counties.  

Presentations included: 

 Opening Remarks: Honorable Jennifer Rogers, Court of Common Pleas of 
Luzerne County 
 
Autism 101, Kaitlin Koffer Miller, Regional Director of the Autism Services, 
Education, Resources, & Training Collaborative (ASERT) Eastern Region and 
the co-director of the Policy Impact Project at the AJ Drexel Autism Institute

Autism Spectrum Disorder: Diagnosis and Interventions, Dr. Bernadine 
Suppa, psychologist and founding member of Autism Diagnostic Evaluation 
Resources and Services (ADERS)

The second Regional Autism & Dependency Court Summit occurred on December 8, 
2022, in the Central Region and was sponsored by Lycoming, Snyder, and Union 
Counties.

Presentations included:

Opening Remarks:  Honorable Kevin M. Dougherty, Justice, Pennsylvania 
Supreme Court

Autism 101, Lindy Mishler, MS, Clinical Consultant for the Bureau of Supports 
for Autism and Special Populations, Office of Developmental Programs
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 Autism Spectrum Disorder: Diagnosis and Interventions, Dr. Bernadine 
Suppa, psychologist and founding member of Autism Diagnostic Evaluation 
Resources and Services (ADERS)

Participants at the combined Summits represented 26 different counties and 60 different 
organizations, with approximately 500 participants. The participants were from various 
community organizations, including courthouse personnel, child welfare, juvenile 
probation, law enforcement, education, and other community partners, such as Big 
Brothers/Big Sisters and various service providers. The template court social story and 
sensory bags were provided to the community organizations in attendance.  

On April 20, 2023, the first of two Western Regional Autism & Dependency Court 
Summits were held. This session was held in Pittsburgh and sponsored by the Court of 
Common Pleas of Allegheny County, Family Division, Juvenile Section. This Regional 
Summit was planned and implemented with support from two of Allegheny County’s 
Dependency Judges and Taskforce members, Honorable Jennifer McCrady and 
Honorable Hugh McGough.  

Content for the Summit included: 

 Autism and the Dependency Courts and Pennsylvania’s Autism 
Initiative  

o Honorable Kevin M. Dougherty, Justice, Pennsylvania Supreme Court 
o Honorable Jennifer McCrady, Court of Common Pleas of Allegheny 

County 
 

 Autism 101, Lindy Mishler, MS, Clinical Consultant for the Bureau of 
Supports for Autism and Special Populations, Office of Developmental 
Programs 

 
 Diagnosing Autism and Community Services, Dr. Tammy Hughes, 

Licensed School Psychologist and Autism Expert, Duquesne University  

 
 Allegheny County Autism Workgroup: Panel Presentation, Honorable 

Hugh McGough, Court of Common Pleas of Allegheny County 
 

There were approximately 100 attendees from the local dependency court system, the 
Department of Human Services, local school districts, and other community groups. 
Template social stories and sensory bags were provided to organizations in attendance.  

On June 2, 2023, the second Western Regional Summit was held in Southpointe as 
part of a collaboration between Beaver and Fayette Counties with support from 
Dependency Judges and Taskforce members Honorable Mitchell Shahen (Beaver) and 
Honorable Linda Cordaro (Fayette). There were approximately 70 attendees. 
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Content for the Summit included: 

Autism and the Dependency Courts and Pennsylvania’s Autism Initiative
o Honorable Mitchell Shahen, Court of Common Pleas of Beaver County
o Honorable Linda Cordaro, Court of Common Pleas of Fayette County

 

Autism 101, Kate Hooven, Justice Project Coordinator, Autism Services 
Education Resources and Training

 
 Diagnosing Autism and Community Services, Dr. Tammy Hughes, Licensed 

School Psychologist and Autism Expert, Duquesne University
 

 The Intersect of Law Enforcement and Autism, Scott E. Bailey, Police Officer, 
Fox Chapel School District, Parent with Lived Experience
 

Over the past year, educational sessions have been offered to dependency judges, 
hearing officers, children and youth administrators, dependency attorneys, and various
community partners (see chart below). These sessions have reached approximately 
2035 participants increasing Autism awareness.  

Date Autism Educational Session Number of 
Participants

07/14/2022 Autism and the Dependency Courts: A Virtual Overview 795 
07/20/2022 Autism and the Dependency Courts: A Virtual Overview 
07/28/2022 Autism and the Dependency Courts: Moving 

Knowledge to Action-Fostering an Inclusive 
Environment for Children with Autism Spectrum 
Disorder 

90

10/06/2022 Autism and the Dependency Courts: Moving 
Knowledge to Action-Fostering an Inclusive 
Environment for Children with Autism Spectrum 
Disorder (morning and afternoon sessions)

100

10/24/2022 Autism 101 Webinar for Child Welfare Professionals 
 

100 

12/02/2022 Virtual Advanced Session for Attorneys on Autism and 
Dependency Courts

268 

12/05/2022 Philadelphia Environmental Analysis Findings Support 
Session 

12

12/05/2022 Regional Autism Summit- Northeast Region 500 
12/08/2022 Regional Autism Summit- Central Region
04/20/2023 Regional Autism Summit- Western Region-Pittsburgh 100 
06/02/2023 Regional Autism Summit- Western Region 70
Totals 11 Sessions 2035

*Number of participants is estimate 
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Data

After much discussion with Leadership Roundtable members in the Spring of 2022, it 
was clear that having the ability to have a data point regarding children and parents with 
ASD who are attending dependency hearings was needed. The only place consistently 
used by all Pennsylvania Dependency Courts to capture this level of data was 
determined to be the Common Pleas Case Management System (CPCMS). CPCMS 
has the necessary level of security to maintain this information safely and is used daily 
by the dependency court system. Taskforce members worked collaboratively with the 
Administrative Office of Pennsylvania Court’s Information Technology Director, Russel 
Montchal, to create this requested data point. 

This data point is captured when an individual self-discloses that they are either 
diagnosed with Autism or self-reported to have Autism. This data, found under the 
CPCMS special considerations category, help alert judges and hearing officers when
special accommodations are needed to support individuals with Autism who appear on 
the court docket. The special considerations report (1058) and the daily list report 
(3905) will show this information.

The data point will also enable dependency courts to understand better the number of 
individuals with Autism in their hearings. This can help support system changes, such 
as creating sensory rooms and purchasing specialized sensory items.  

Totals by County 
County Category Count  

11/7/2022
Count 

12/28/2022 
Count 

2/13/2023
Count 

4/3/2023
Count

5/25/2023
Beaver Autism 3 5 5 5 5
Bradford Autism 0 0 0 0 2
Bucks Autism 0 0 0 0 13 
Chester Autism 0 0 1 2 2
Clarion Autism 1 1 1 1 1
Clinton Autism 2 4 4 4 5
Cumberland Autism 6 9 12 13 15 
Delaware Autism 7 13 16 21 22 
Fayette Autism 0 0 0 0 7
Fulton Autism 0 0 0 0 1
Huntingdon Autism 0 1 1 1 2
Jefferson Autism 0 1 2 2 4
Juniata Autism 0 1 1 1 1
Lackawanna Autism 2 2 3 3 3
Lehigh Autism 0 0 0 0 1
Luzerne Autism 0 4 4 4 11 
Lycoming Autism 0 0 0 3 3
Montour Autism 0 0 0 0 1
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County Category Count
11/7/2022

Count
12/28/22

Count
2/13/2023

Count
4/3/2023

Count
5/25/2023

Perry Autism 0 0 0 0 1
Philadelphia Autism 1 1 12 39 59 
Schuylkill Autism 0 0 1 1 1
Somerset Autism 0 0 0 1 2
Tioga Autism 0 0 0 1 1
Washington Autism 0 0 0 1 1
York Autism 1 7 8 11 15 
Total  23 49 71 114 179

As noted in the chart above, the number of counties utilizing the CPCMS Autism data 
point continues to increase. Counties using the CPCMS drop-down, as of May 25, 2023, 
are listed in the table above with their current number of individuals diagnosed or self-
reported to have Autism.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Conclusion 

Since the 2022 State Roundtable meeting, the Taskforce has completed extensive 
work. At the report’s writing, no other judiciary in the country focuses on improving the 
experience of those with Autism in the Dependency System. No other court system is 
collecting data to guide and support improvements.  

Additionally, OCFC Judicial Analysts have conducted a statewide outreach to help track 
Autism efforts.  The table below notes the number of counties that report making efforts 
to improve the experience of children and parents with Autism in their counties (as of 
June 2, 2023).

 

“We must do everything we can 
to be the positive change that 
children and families need.”

Justice Kevin M. Dougherty
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Statewide Autism work Number of 
Counties

Prioritizing Autism at 

Local Children’s Roundtable 

14

CPCMS Data Collection 18

Local Roadmap Tool 4

Environmental Analysis Tool 6

Court Social Stories 18

Sensory Bags 14

Finally, several counties have embraced the tools and educational sessions; some are 
only beginning to make changes. Given the increase in incidents of Autism noted in the 
CDC’s latest report and the desire of the counties to implement changes, Taskforce 
members believe their work should continue.   

 

2023 Recommendations 

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

1. Approval to strongly encourage and support county implementation of 
the Local County Roadmap and the Environmental Analysis tools; 
and 
 

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

“It takes a village to raise a child. It takes a child with 
autism to raise the consciousness of the village.” 

Coach Elaine Hall
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