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Preparing for Your Day in Court
The day breaks bright and sunny, but you’re in a mood. Why? You’re going to court and you’re left cold by the thought that every decision you’ve made regarding this family will be scrutinized. The thought of the judge or parents’ attorney attempting to impeach your judgment and undermine your credibility makes you feel ill. Although appearing in court may never be the equivalent of a day off, understanding the court system and ways to protect yourself can keep a court appearance from ruining your day.
The Adversarial System
The United States has decided that by presenting strongly opposing points of view in a courtroom setting, the truth is likely to emerge. This is the basis of the legal system.  Lawyers in this system are required by their own code of ethics to “zealously represent their client’s wishes and interests.” By this code, a lawyer cannot do what she believes to be best if that differs from what her client thinks is best. 

This philosophical and ethical foundation puts the opposing counsel’s behavior in a different light. When a social worker asks, “How can this lawyer defend these parents when this family situation is so harmful to this child?” the answer is simple: it’s the lawyer’s job. If she did not question every decision the social worker made, every interviewing technique, Johnny’s parents would be getting less than what every citizen of the United States is entitled to—a competent and zealous defense. 
Enhancing Your Testimony 
Of course, understanding this is small comfort when you’re on the stand. What you need to know then (actually long before then) is how to give convincing, credible testimony.  The advise below will help you develop your testimony skills.

Dress appropriately. It is essential you wear professional attire in the courtroom. A social worker of either gender would do well to remember that the courtroom is the “home of the judge.” 

Make your testimony fact-based and non-conclusive. In other words, clearly state what you saw, heard, and smelled. Do not offer conclusions about what these facts mean. The facts should speak for themselves. 

Base your testimony on solid written documentation. If you are testifying to things you remember that are not well documented you will be vulnerable. Your documentation should be specific and fact-based. For example, rather than describing an apartment as “filthy,” say “the house had trash covering the floor, beer cans on the counter, and smelled strongly of urine.” Using words like “filthy” and “dirty” gives an opposing attorney an opportunity to question your own standards of cleanliness. A more objective description allows others to make judgements based on their own values, rather than questioning yours. Understand that your written documentation will determine what you are asked about in court. Therefore it needs to be clear and specific. It should be clear what is fact and what is opinion, so that a reader can easily see the relationship between the facts and opinion and the treatment plan. 

Be thoroughly prepared prior to court. Make sure you have the right child and family in mind. Review your notes and discuss the case with your supervisor, court rep and agency attorney. 

Meet with your court rep and agency attorney well ahead of time. It is imperative that you collaborate with your court rep and attorney to ensure that the questions are clear and that you can answer them clearly. Also, make sure you know how to respond to the  questions in such a way that only the necessary information is provided to the court. Never disclose more than what is relevant and essential to the case. 

Speak in a straightforward manner. Although your colleagues may know just what you mean by slang or jargon a judge may not. Communicate your ideas without using jargon.

Suggestions for social workers: 
· Be prepared when you go 
· Know how to testify 
· Have the appropriate paperwork ready 
· Be responsible 
· Keep a good image: Your image counts—it reflects upon your agency 
(
1) Briefly explain why the case is involved in court.

2) Address the specific orders that were made during the last hearing.

         3) What significant has occurred since the last hearing?

4) School information/ Truancy(What school is the child attending? (What grade is the child in? (How many unexcused absences?(What grades did the child receive on his / her last report? ( Is the child in special education?

 5) Medical:  

(Are immunizations up to date? (Are there any current medical issues? 

  6) Safety:

( How is the child safe at home? When did social worker last visit the child?
 7) FSP:  

   (Date of the last FSP. (Are the parents cooperating with the Family Service Plan?

   (Who was invited? (Who attended? ( What is the concurrent plan?

  8) SCOH: 

       (What agency is providing SCOH? (What is the level of SCOH? (What issues are being addressed?

        (What is the level of cooperation with SCOH services? (What objectives are the family achieving?

   9) Behavioral Health:

        (Who is in therapy? (What type of therapy? (When was the last time they attended therapy?

        (What is the level of progress? (Is wraparound, TSS, behavioral therapy being provided?

        (Therapists name, agency phone number, and address. ( Will the therapist attend the hearing?

        (Does DHS have legal consent from parents to access needed evaluations and assessments?

   10) Drug and Alcohol Services:

        (What agency is providing services? (Are the parents attending and cooperating with services?

11) Children in Placement:

        (How long has the child been in placement? What is the type of placement and goal for each child? 

12) Visitation: 

        (What is the visitation frequency and location? (Who visits? (Are both parents involved? (Is the

         visitation supervised or unsupervised? (Were visits missed? (Why? ( Are sibling visits occurring?

        (What efforts have been made to identify unknown or non-involved parents? (What relatives are 

         available to provide support and care? (Have legal custody, kinship care and adoption been  

         discussed?

 13) ASFA:   

       (What is the anticipated date that the child can be reunified safely with his/her family if appropriate? 

       (If reunification is not appropriate, what is the permanency goal and when can it be achieved? (Are  

       there Aggravated Circumstances? (Has the Aggravated Circumstances petition been filed?

       (What is the Compelling Reason not to file for termination of the rights of the parents? 

 14) Safety:  How is the child safe in placement? When did social worker last visit the child?
 15) RTF Placement: ( Attach a copy of the current evaluation )

       (What is the diagnosis of the child? (How is the child’s behavior in placement? (What is the  

      timeframe for stepdown? (What are the stepdown plans? 

16) Board Extension:

       (Is the child on board extension? (What is the expiration date of the board extension? (What does 

       the child have to do to maintain the board extension? (Is the child cooperating with the expectations?

17) What are your recommendations?                                                                         
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Law Support Center





We are pleased to announce the introduction of the Law Support Center on DHS Central. It is now available for your use. The material previously available on the Court Unit Information Zone is now on the Law Support Center, along with lots of other information provided by the Law Department.  Staff will be able to ask questions and receive a quick response as well as browse through Frequently Asked Questions. The Family Court monthly schedule, the permanency roundtable list, newsletters, slide presentations are all available at the click of your mouse. 





To get to the Law Support Center , click on the "Support Centers" link from the top menu of your DHS Central Homepage.  From there, just click "Law" from the list.





The Family Court schedule will no longer be sent out via E-mail.





Slide show presentations





Check out our slide presentations. 
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Behavioral Health at Family Court





BHS can be reached at 686-7731 in Family Court. They are available for consultation before and after a hearing.  Clients that are being referred for BHS assessment will need to be escorted to rooms 359 or 360 by the DHS social worker or their attorney. 





Social workers must have consent by the parent to receive a copy of their assessment/ recomendation.  If the assessment is being conducted by ATA you must request a copy with the consent. 





Drug and Alcohol Services





The Clinical Evaluation Unit conducts Drug and alcohol assessments at Family Court they can be reached at 686-4272 or 686-4275, rooms 330 B or D.





Both of these services can be accessed via the Pre-hearing conference or during the hearing. A social worker must accompany the client to the third floor to ensure that adequate information is provided for assessment and follow-up.


 


Specialized assessment such as those involving sexual abuse, education or bonding should be scheduled through Behavioral Health and Wellness within the Department and not Family Court.











Staff Matters





I would like to welcome and acknowledge the members of the JJS Court Unit.





David Bruce, Supervisor 3-0442


Patricia Bey, Clerical	3-0457


June DeVries		3-0491


Gloria Harris 		3-0490


Curtis Scrivens 		3-0495


Sonita Williams 		3-0481





This unit represents the Department in delinquency courtrooms at Family Court. They have a presence in “A” and “C” courts and serve to inform the Court and prepare social work staff for appearances in these courtrooms.  In the future we anticipate covering all of the delinquent courtrooms. 





Court Unit Staff News





Pat Erwin-Blue will shortly take responsibility as a supervisor in the Court Unit. She has experience in Intake, the Family Services Regions, and Juvenile Justice. Congratulations on your move to the Court Unit.





Robin Pleasant is the newest member of the Court Unit. She comes to us with experience in Intake and. Family Preservation Thanks for joining our team. 





Congratulations to Mary Banks and Frank Mallon on their acceptance into the EEP program.  





Family Court Staffing





 Judge Cipriani has retired and will no longer be sitting in ‘O’ court.  However, he has not left Family Court all together. He will be acting as a master for truancy/ prevention cases at 1801 Vine St. 





We would like to thank Judge Cipriani for his tireless efforts on the part of the youth of Philadelphia. He is a beacon of light that improves our courtroom skills.   

















(Court Sheets are due 9am the day before the court hearing, even if the social worker attends the hearing.


(Speak to the court rep directly (not voice mail) before the hearing, even if you submit a court sheet.


(Attach the last two years of court sheets to the current court sheet. Leave the DRO’s in the case record.


(Fill out the information section of the Court Sheet completely and accurately.  Supervisors read  / initial.








Review “Preparing for Your Day in Court” on the next page.    Social Workers should use the prep sheet on back of the hearing notification sent to them when preparing their court reports.





P  L  A  C  E  M  E  N  T





The Permanency Hearing Report





Each child approaching the 12th month of placement will need to have a ‘Permanency Report’ presented in Family Court. The Administrator and permanency attorney will schedule these meetings in advance of this critical period. In preparation for the meeting review the children on the list with your supervisor using a blank permanency review report. This meeting will focus upon making a permanency decision for children. It is expected that the DHS / provider social worker and supervisor have a permanency plan in place before the meeting. See the Permanency Report’ slideshow presentation for further details.
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