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Final Report

In September 2021, the State Roundtable (SRT) commissioned the 
Autism and the Dependency Courts Taskforce to examine ways to 
increase the awareness and responsiveness of children and parents 
diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). The Taskforce, 
led by Pennsylvania Supreme Court Justice Kevin M. Dougherty, 
served as a subgroup to the larger Autism and the Courts 
Initiative, also led by Justice Dougherty. The Autism and the Courts 
Initiative aims to provide a more positive experience and fair 
justice for individuals with ASD entering all divisions of 
Pennsylvania’s court system.  
  
In an effort to have representation reflective of Pennsylvania’s 
diversity, the Taskforce members were selected from rural and 
urban communities, all regions of the Commonwealth, and all 
Leadership Roundtables. The 32-member Taskforce includes 
Dependency Judges, Juvenile Court Hearing Officers, Attorneys, 
Children and Youth Administrators, and State partners. The 
Taskforce also included members with ASD lived experience. 
 
Since the commission of the Taskforce, members have prioritized 
educating themselves and working together to create a statewide 
roll-out plan, provide guidance around ASD, and provide concrete 
tools for local use. Through these efforts, dependency 
professionals have increased their awareness and responsiveness 
to those with ASD, thereby creating a more positive experience for 
children and their families.  The following section will briefly 
summarize the history of the Taskforce’s work, followed by 
progress over the past year.  Finally, the Autism and Dependency 
Courts Taskforce will ask to conclude its work.  
 
History 

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 
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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.

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. 
 
In April 2020, following the success of the educational session, 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 M. 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 unsurprising that public 
participation and media coverage have been significant. 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 were open to the public and 
included dialogue opportunities between panelists and public 
attendees. A total of 1,241 individuals attended the listening 
tours. Each roundtable's overarching goal 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 
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judicial system for individuals diagnosed with ASD or Mental 
Health. 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 on 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 was present. 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 was a parent. Clearly, individuals with ASD 
were represented in the Dependency Court System. With this 
information, the Pennsylvania State Roundtable commissioned the 
Autism and the Dependency Courts Taskforce in September 2021 
under the continued leadership of Justice Dougherty. The goal of the 
Taskforce work was to provide a positive dependency court experience 
for children and parents with ASD by increasing professional 
awareness and responsiveness to individuals with ASD.  

2022 State Roundtable 
 
The Autism and Dependency Courts Taskforce presented its first report
at the 2022 State Roundtable. The report included the ASD education 
the Taskforce members received to make knowledgeable decisions and 
implement change in the dependency system. The education sessions 
included expert knowledge from medical, educational, and social 
service professionals and those with lived experience.  
 
After receiving extensive education, the Taskforce began creating 
strategies and tools to enhance awareness and responsiveness of ASD 
across the state. 

 
On March 29-31, 2022, the Taskforce attended an in-person Autism 
Summit. Taskforce members worked diligently throughout the Summit 
to create a strategic plan for Pennsylvania’s dependency system, which 
included the following three areas:  
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1. Autism and the Dependency Court’s Educational Rollout 
Plan:  

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

o An advanced in-person education for Judges, Juvenile 
Court Hearing Officers, and Child Welfare 
Administrators;  

o A web-based advanced session for attorneys practicing 
cases in dependency and  

o An educational video.  
2. 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.  

3. Environmental Analysis Tool—This tool helps identify 
opportunities for potential environmental and practice change 
at county courthouses and child welfare agencies to create a 
more Autism-friendly experience for dependent children and 
their parents.  
 

Data 

The Taskforce spent considerable time examining the need for data specific 
to Autism and the 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 to begin 
creating this feature in CPCMS.  
 
Based on the work completed in 2022, the State Roundtable approved the 
following Taskforce recommendations. 
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2022-2023 State Roundtable 

From June 2022 through June 2023, the Taskforce and Office of Children and 
Families in the Court’s Staff worked diligently to execute the SRT-approved 
recommendations.  
  

 Education Plan

The Education Plan provided sessions to Judges, Juvenile Court Hearing Officers, 
Children and Youth Administrators, Dependency Attorneys, and various community 
and state partners (see chart below). These sessions, led by the Taskforce, 
including Regional Summits led by Dependency Judges on the Taskforce, have 
reached approximately 2035 participants. This level of education participation 
contributed to the significant increase in Autism awareness across the state.   

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 

2022 Approved 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 Child Welfare Administrators; 

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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Local County Roadmap 

The Honorable Ryan M. Tira, Court of Common Pleas of Lycoming County 
and Taskforce member, offered to test the Local County Roadmap before its 
distribution across the Commonwealth. With guidance from the Local County 
Roadmap, Judge Tira created the Lycoming County Autism Taskforce (LCAT). 
Through the LCAT, the Roadmap was tested and utilized for over six months. 
This testing led to several helpful adjustments to the final tool. After 
completing its test in Lycoming County, the Local County Roadmap was 
distributed to all Leadership Roundtable Judges, Child Welfare 
Administrators, and State Partners for distribution and use in their respective 
counties.

Environmental Analysis Tool

The Honorable Margaret Murphy, Administrative Judge of Philadelphia 
County Family Court and Taskforce member, led the testing process for the 
Environmental Analysis Tool. 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 Family Court. 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 

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 
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Family waiting areas 
Entrance and exit space
Security area
Elevators

 Hallways 
 Stairways and escalators 

Upon completion of the Environmental Analysis assessment, Dr. Ross 
provided the entire Philadelphia Dependency Bench with an educational 
session to review the analysis findings and better understand how 
environmental factors impact behaviors and sensory issues for those with 
Autism. Finally, Dr. Ross and her team provided concluding guidance and 
suggestions to enhance the final revisions to the Environmental Analysis 
tool. 
 
After completing its test in Philadelphia County, the Environmental Analysis 
Tool was distributed to all Leadership Roundtable Judges, Child Welfare 
Administrators, and State Partners for distribution and use in their respective 
counties. 
 

Additional Tools: Sensory Bags and Court Social Stories

The Taskforce and OCFC staff created two additional resources, sensory 
bags, and court social stories, with guidance from Dr. Ross. The sensory 
bags and court social stories were highlighted and distributed during the July 
2022 Pennsylvania Conference of State Trial Judges’ Dependency Education 
Session and the 2023 Spring Leadership Roundtable meetings.  
 

Data 

With the approval to create a feature in CPCMS to capture Autism data, 
Taskforce members worked collaboratively with the Administrative Office of 
Pennsylvania Court’s (AOPC) Information Technology Director to create this 
requested data point. 

This data point is captured when it is determined that an individual is either 
diagnosed with Autism or self-reported to have Autism. This information 
is provided voluntarily by children or parents. The data includes children and 
parents who have a diagnosis from a professional, as well as those who self-
report having ASD. This data, found under the CPCMS special considerations 
category, helps alert Judges and Juvenile Court Hearing Officers that an 
individual with Autism will be in the courtroom.   The special considerations 
report (1058) and the Daily List report (3905) will show this information. 
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Specific needs or details can be added to the Case Details tab in CPCMS.  

The data point will also enable dependency courts to understand better the 
number of individuals with Autism in their system. This can help support 
systemic changes, such as creating sensory rooms and purchasing specialized 
sensory items, which create a more Autism-friendly environment and 
increased access to justice. 
 
The first Autism data report occurred on November 7, 2022. At that time, 
eight counties in the Commonwealth had begun collecting data, showing 23 
individuals with either self-reported or diagnosed ASD. The next section of this 
report (2024 Progress and Updates) compares the first data report to the most 
recent data report on April 3, 2024, to reflect the progress. 
 
Based on the work completed in 2022, the State Roundtable presented and 
approved the following Taskforce recommendations. 
 

 
2023-2024 Progress and Updates 

Over the past year, the Autism and Dependency Courts Taskforce worked to 
implement the approved SRT 2023 recommendations and monitor progress.  

Using the State Roundtable structure, OCFC was able to support the Autism 
work occurring at the county level. In the Fall of 2023 and Spring of 2024, 
CPCMS data, Local County Roadmap, Environmental Analysis Tool, and Court 
Social Story resources were distributed to all counties through the 
Leadership Roundtable structure.  

2023 Approved Recommendations 

The Autism and the Dependency Court 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; 

2. Continue analysis and development of strategies to improve the 
court and child welfare experience of children and families 
diagnosed with ASD.
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During Leadership Roundtable meetings and through the outreach of the 
OCFC Judicial Analysts, it was learned that the education plan and tools 
created by the Taskforce continue to be used across the Commonwealth with 
natural momentum. Several counties, including Fayette, Franklin, Fulton, 
Lycoming, Juniata, and Perry, used the Education Plan beyond the 
dependency courts and child welfare agencies, including law enforcement, 
local prison staff, all court personnel, and community partners. 
 
In July 2023, at the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges 
Conference, Justice Dougherty, Judge Ryan Tira, Court of Common Pleas of 
Lycoming County, Shane Carey, Judicial Administrator, Pennsylvania 
Supreme Court, Chambers of Justice Dougherty, and Sandra Moore, Director 
of the Office of Children and Families in the Courts, presented the work of 
Pennsylvania’s Autism Initiative and the Autism and the Dependency Courts 
Taskforce, in Baltimore, Maryland. Pennsylvania remains the only known 
state in the country to prioritize Autism statewide and system-wide
throughout the judiciary.

Data 

CPCMS data collection for Autism was launched in the fall of 2022. As 
mentioned in the previous section, this feature alerts the court that an 
individual with Autism will be in the courtroom.  Having this information prior 
to the hearing allows the court to make special accommodations, if needed,
for the individual.

Since data collection began on November 7, 2022, there has been an 
increase from 8 to 32 counties collecting data on individuals diagnosed or 
self-reported to have autism. As you can see from the chart below, there has 
also been an increase from 23 to 421 individuals identified as having autism 
(see chart below). Identifying individuals with ASD and their needed 
accommodations provides an opportunity for a more comfortable and fair 
court experience.  
 

CPCMS Data as of 4/3/24 

County Category 11/7/2022 4/3/2024 Data 
Increases

Allegheny Autism 0 18 18 
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Currently, all CPCMS data reports for autism can only be pulled through a 
special request to AOPC. AOPC is currently exploring ways to create a report 
so counties can pull the data individually. The ability to run county-specific 
reports will help counties monitor local progress more frequently.  

Beaver Autism 3 6 3 
Berks Autism 0 1 1
Bradford Autism 0 2 2 
Bucks Autism 0 24 24
Chester Autism 0 5 5 
Clarion Autism 1 1 0
Clinton Autism 2 7 5 
Cumberland Autism 6 23 20
Delaware Autism 7 34 27 
Fayette Autism 0 17 17
Fulton Autism 0 1 1 
Huntingdon Autism 0 3 3 
Jefferson Autism 0 13 13 
Juniata Autism 0 1 1 
Lackawanna Autism 2 5 3 
Lehigh Autism 0 2 2 
Luzerne Autism 0 26 26 
Lycoming Autism 0 27 27 
Mifflin Autism 0 1 1 
Montgomery Autism 0 16 16 
Montour Autism 0 1 1 
Northumberland Autism 0 1 1 
Perry Autism 0 1 1 
Philadelphia Autism 1 148 147
Schuylkill Autism 0 1 1 
Somerset Autism 0 2 2 
Tioga Autism 0 4 4 
Warren Autism 0 1 1 
Washington Autism 0 3 3 
Westmoreland Autism 0 1 1 
York Autism 1 25 24 
Total   23 421 398
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Autism Benchcard  

Finally, to support changes in courtroom practice, the Taskforce created an 
Autism Benchcard. This Benchcard will provide a quick reference for judges 
and hearing officers while on the bench.  The expertise of the judges and 
Taskforce members was combined with two resources from Autism Services, 
Education, Resources and Training Collaborative (ASERT), “What I Am Telling 
You” and “Inclusive Language: Considerations for Use,” to create this 
Benchcard. 
 
An initial draft of the Benchcard was shared at the Spring 2024 Leadership 
Roundtable meetings and the 2024 Spring Juvenile Court Hearing Officers 
Education Session to gather feedback. The Benchcard was then sent to the 
Taskforce for final comment and approval. The finalized Benchcard can be 
seen at the end of this report under Appendix A: Autism Benchcard. If 
approved by the SRT, the Benchcard will be provided to the Benchbook 
Committee for consideration and inclusion in the Pennsylvania Dependency 
Benchbook, 4th edition.  In addition to the Benchcard, the two resources 
from ASERT can be found at the end of this report under Appendix B: What 
I am Telling You and Appendix C: Inclusive Language. 

Celebrating Success! 

The Autism and the Dependency Courts Taskforce began its work under the 
leadership of Justice Kevin M. Dougherty and the foundation of the Autism 
and the Courts Initiative. This leadership, along with the dedicated members 
of the Autism and the Dependency Courts Taskforce, Leadership Roundtable 
Judges and Administrators, State Partners, and the committed AOPC and 
OCFC staff, are responsible for the tremendous progress made in 
Pennsylvania’s Dependency System to increase awareness of and 
responsiveness to children and parents with ASD.  
 

As of April 3, 2024: 
 Approximately 2035 professionals in the Dependency System 

participated in training 
 11 counties are using the Local County Roadmap 
 14 counties have used the Environmental Analysis Tool 
 19 counties have “My Trip to the Courthouse” Social Story 
 12 counties have created Courthouse Calming/Sensory Rooms  
 25 counties are using Sensory Bags in their courtrooms 
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24 counties have Autism as a Local Children’s Roundtable priority. 
 32 counties are collecting CPCMS data consistently 

 
A complete timeline of the Taskforce’s successes can be found at the end of 
this report under Appendix D: Autism Accomplishments. 
 
In Conclusion: 

As this report describes, much has been accomplished in a very short time.  
Even so, Autism and Dependency Courts Taskforce members recognize that
ongoing work to support persons with ASD must continue.  As such, 
Taskforce members will continue to network with their colleagues to 
encourage positive changes for children and parents with ASD. All resources, 
tools, and reports will continue to be available on the OCFC webpage. OCFC 
Judicial Analysts will continue to support counties in implementing the 
resources and tools created by the Taskforce.
 
With those ongoing actions, Taskforce members believe all SRT charges have 
been completed and that no further Taskforce work remains. As such, the 
Taskforce is recommending sunsetting the group.  
 
2024 SRT Recommendations 

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

The Taskforce would like to thank the State Roundtable and 
Professionals across the state for your dedication and commitment 

to improving the experiences of individuals with Autism.

2024 Recommendations:

1. The Autism Benchcard be provided to the Benchbook Committee for 
consideration of including into the Benchbook 4th edition; and

2. The Autism and the Dependency Courts Taskforce sunset, as all 
charges have been met.
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