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Background

The Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1993 (P.L. 103-66) established a new grant program for the States to assess judicial proceedings in child abuse cases, identify obstacles keeping children in the court system, and to fund court improvements. The goal of the Court Improvement Project is to assist the courts to promote prompt permanency for children. The basis for the grants was the increase in responsibilities and caseloads of many juvenile and family courts as a result of judicial oversight functions imposed by the Adoption Assistance and Child Welfare Act of 1980 (P.L. 96272).  The grants were awarded to the highest court of each state.  The Supreme Court of North Carolina authorized the North Carolina Administrative Office of the Courts to apply for Court Improvement Project (CIP) funds and to administer the program.  The initial award was received in March of 1995.  Additional awards have been received for each Federal Fiscal Year since 1995.
In 2006, the Legal and Judicial Training Project was created to: (a) develop and deliver specialized training curricula (beginning and advanced levels) for judges and attorneys as it pertains to abuse, neglect and dependency proceedings in juvenile court (with periodic updates) and (b) improve court-agency relationships between legal, judicial, child welfare and other child-serving agencies through collaborative problem-solving, training activities.  Also in that same year, the Data Collection and Analysis Project was created to expand, enhance and improve data collection and analysis for child abuse and neglect, foster care, adoption and legal guardianship cases with the goal of increasing safe and timely permanency decisions and final resolution of juvenile abuse/neglect/dependency cases and increasing efficiency of court practices to achieve permanence for children.
These above referenced projects are funded by three federal Court Improvement Program (CIP) grants from the US Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS), Administration on Children and Families (ACF), Children's Bureau.  The North Carolina Court Improvement Project for Children and Families’ Advisory Committee (NC-CIP) serves as the advisory body.
Basic CIP Grant ($414,979)
(1) Conducted the Interstate Compact for the Placement of Children (ICPC) Assessment: The Court Improvement Program contracted with an independent contractor to study and assess the use of the ICPC in North Carolina.  The evaluation yielded two key recommendations:
· Improve Training on ICPC.  Judges and attorneys are aware of the ICPC but know little about the details of the process, the federal law or state rules and regulations.  Training would help judges to have a better understanding of the requirements to avoid delay and to provide information in order to be better informed to deal with potential jurisdictional issues such as not being the “sending agency” and for failure to hold best interest hearings prior to placement and/or return of the child.

· Identify Interstate Cases and Implement Monitoring.  Presently there is no means of identifying interstate cases and there is no formal mechanism to inform the court if the ICPC process has been initiated or than it is being used because so much of the process is driven by the state and local child welfare agencies.  Without this kind of information, courts can not take timely and appropriate action (i.e., timely ordering of home studies).

(2) Funded Six Best Practice Courts/Case Management Projects:  Best Practice Courts are designed to identify key stakeholders; include them in the local strategic planning processes; begin assessing systems’ functioning; target specific, attainable goals; provide the information, materials, faculty, and mentors necessary to reach these goals; and support ongoing efforts to effect substantive, sustainable change.  The focus of program activities has been two-fold: to implement best practices as they pertain to juvenile A/N/D court and to develop multi-disciplinary steering committees (teams) in each jurisdiction.
(3) In 2007, the Court Improvement Program (CIP) and the North Carolina Division of Social Services (NC-DSS) began work to develop and implement NC-DSS’ Program Improvement Plan (PIP) in response to findings from the March 2007 Child and Family Services Review.  Meetings were conducted that resulted in establishing a state-level working relationship that lead to having a signed Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between the North Carolina Administrative Office of the Courts, NC-DSS and the Office of Indigent Defense Services.  Similar meetings were held to craft a sample Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) and MOA Facilitator’s Guide for use by local child welfare agencies and courts.
CIP Training Grant ($327,348)
Meaningful collaboration between Juvenile A/N/D court stakeholders at the local and state levels occurred through various training activities.  Training was designed to support the efforts of local courts’ multidisciplinary steering committees and to further the creation and growth of collaborative courts statewide.  Work to develop a training curriculum has focused on addressing a variety of issues including core knowledge base for those practicing in the child welfare system such as roles and responsibilities; procedure and practice; information; child development; the collaborative process; educational needs of youth in foster care; community and culture; legal updates; and services.  Training program activities process has been to assess training participant needs and to develop and deliver multidisciplinary training.
Collaborative Training Activities

· On October 1, 2006, the NC-CIP began implementation of the Training Plan.  A training and orientation session for new CIP Directors on October 15-17, 2007.  The training outlined the tasks of CIP Directors and will be presented to new case coordinators on an ongoing basis.  This training was designed for these court personnel because they needed to know the juvenile court case process and timelines; they also need to know about the federal and state laws, local policies and local best practices for their role, how to help judges keep the court process moving, and ways they can assist in closing cases on time.  Specific training topics included: the court process steps from petition to permanency, associated timelines with each step of the court process, best practices to facilitate the court process from their role, challenges to facilitating the court process from their role, and applying best practice strategies for each phase of the case.

· Three “Permanency Mediation” trainings from February 2007 to September 2008.  In August 2006 a permanency mediation training curriculum was implemented for the purpose of expanding permanency mediation within North Carolina’s judicial districts.  The curriculum was designed to meet continuing legal and professional education requirements.  Initial training was offered to child custody mediators, attorneys, retired judicial officers and other highly skilled professionals with backgrounds in child welfare and the juvenile court.  By October 2008, more than 60 persons have successfully been trained to conduct permanency mediation sessions in North Carolina.  Currently the AOC is supporting the efforts of District Court Judges in five jurisdictions who have been met with their court communities to introduce permanency mediation as a means to achieve permanency for children and developed local rules to establish permanency mediation.

· The Office of Indigent Services’ (IDS) first parent attorney training From Petition to Disposition: Presenting Your Client’s Case in Abuse, Neglect and Dependency Proceedings was presented August 23, 2007 (http://www.aoc.state.nc.us/www/ids/Defender%20Training/2007%20Parent%20Attorney%20Conference/Agenda.pdf).  This first annual conference for parent attorneys was presented August 23, 2007 and was hosted by the UNC-Chapel Hill’s School of Government and supported in part with CIP funding.  Topics covered included (a) the ethical considerations in communicating with clients; (b) hearings, discovery and motions; (c) applying the rules of evidence at adjudication; (d) identifying, preparing and examining witnesses for the defense at adjudication; and (e) craft reunification plans.  The first conference was followed by another titled “Special Issues in Parent Representation: Representing the Chemically Dependent Client” (http://www.aoc.state.nc.us/www/ids/Parent%20Representation/Training&Reference/TrainingHomePageforLinks.htm) which was presented August 21, 2008.  Currently we are collaborating with IDS to present in March 2009 training for new parent attorneys.  The training agenda includes sessions on the attorney-client relationship, client interviewing, evaluating and challenging pleadings, the first 60 days (also known as the time period between the filing of the petition and the adjudication hearing), adjudication preparation, the importance of developing a theory of the case before proceeding to a contested adjudicatory hearing, dispositional advocacy and realistic dispositions, representing parent respondents: the role of the parent defender. 
· A significant PIP activity in 2007-08 has been to present multidisciplinary training events at the state, regional and district levels.  In late 2007 we began planning the annual CIP conference for presentation in August 2008 by key court stakeholders from the “Best Practice” and CFSR courts.  The “Best Practice Courts” are those courts receiving Basic CIP grant funds for case management and juvenile court coordination and implementation.  As the conference planning process moved along, it soon became obvious that long term systemic change would require the same type of collaborative efforts at the local level as were made at the state level.  To this end, the NC-CIP incorporated a team track into the 2008 CIP Conference, the Many Voices, One Vision: Improving Outcomes for Children through Court Management, Leadership, and Collaboration, and began work in January 2008 to encourage twelve District Court Districts to organize collaborative teams of key stakeholders to attend the conference for the purpose of functioning as problem solving teams for juvenile A/N/D court improvements.  In total, twelve of North Carolina’s 41 judicial districts attended the 2008 Conference.  From January 2008 through June 2008, the Training Subcommittee met to work on writing goals and objectives for the first in a series of regional trainings on “reasonable efforts” for judges and attorneys.  The first step in the process was to conduct a needs assessment to learn what questions judges and attorneys had about reasonable efforts requirements at the various stages of the court process (initial non-secure, adjudication and permanency planning hearings).  The “Reasonable Efforts” training, initially designed for judges and attorneys, has been modified to include child welfare professionals and currently are being presented at the district/local level.

The initial strategic planning process undertaken by the CIP was intended to define the training goals for multidisciplinary and judicial training, to develop a plan for curriculum development, and to deliver training at the local, regional and state levels.  The planning process for training is an on-going one.  The short-term goals for training in 2007-08 were:

1. To make attorneys familiar with and aware of changes in relevant federal and state laws, state regulations, and relevant court decisions.

2. To provide training on court system fundamentals in the following areas: participant roles and responsibilities, court procedure and practice; collaborative process; federal, state and local law and policies; health and human services; best practices; the juvenile court process; child development; substance abuse; behavioral health and other common issues including the affects of child abuse and neglect.  These topics are the basis for training activities.  Through the presentation of multi-disciplinary training with collaborators at the state level, it is anticipated that the competency of and collaboration among all stakeholder groups will improve.

3. To increase the number of child welfare law training opportunities for judges, court officials and attorneys representing all parties.

4. To cross train local teams of judges, court officials, attorneys, child advocates, child-welfare and other child-serving agencies in legal issues and problem-solving.

CIP Data Collection and Analysis (Data) Grant Activities ($334,983)
CIP Data Collection and Analysis Grant funds are being used to develop the JWise Program.  The JWise Program is the juvenile court information management system being designed for the purpose of collecting information related to safety, permanency, and timeliness in child welfare cases.  In the near future it is anticipated that JWise case management tools will be used to improve the handling of child welfare cases and JWise will be used to generate outcome based management reports.  The focus of program activities has been twofold: 1) to assess judicial and stakeholder data and case management information needs; and 2) deliver statewide technical assistance designed to ensure JWise use and develop case management tools and reports related to safety, permanency, timeliness and due process.

(1) In 2007-08 CIP Data grant funds were used to hire a JWise Trainer to train and provide technical assistance to local court officials.  Funding also was used to fund two programmer positions to develop enhancements and perform updates to the JWise system.  All positions are employees of the NC-AOC.

(2) Statewide JWise implementation was completed in the summer of 2007.  Prior implementations of NC-AOC computer applications required the court clerks to enter significant amounts of historical data.  JWise Implementation placed a lesser burden on the clerk because it has been a “point forward” implementation process.  Clerks were requested to enter data on any petitions pending on “go-live” day. This included cases calendared for review.  JWise has been developed to provide a combination of indexing and case management functions for Juvenile Court records.
(3)  JWise was adopted as the official Juvenile Index in late 2007.  The system is being designed to collect and report information related to safety, permanency and timeliness in juvenile A/N/D cases.  Since JWise was adopted as the official Juvenile Index, Juvenile court clerks record many of the documents contained in the paper case files as well as what is recorded in court minutes.  Juvenile court clerks are expected to enter all new juvenile petitions into JWise including petitions filed by the Department of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, local DSS agencies and private petitioners.  Specifically, clerks use JWise to enter the following types of data and court information:

1. Petitions (including name and demographics for juvenile and parents, all allegations, plus attorney and GAL contact information). 

2. Service
3. Adjudication Orders
4. Disposition Orders (including Level III Delinquency Orders)

5. Post-dispositional Judicial Findings (such as Orders to Cease Reunification) 

6. Case hearing dates including motions for review.

The clerk maintains the role as the official keeper of the Juvenile Court record. Only a clerk is allowed to enter the majority of matters decided by a judge.  However, JWise is now being viewed as an application to be used to ensure statewide compliance of indexing requirements that is also flexible enough to be tailored to local court practices.  Outcome based management reports and case management tools are being designed to improve the handling of child welfare cases.[image: image1.png]
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