s a legal professional involved in child
welfare cases, does your court:

m Keep the same judge throughout the life of the case?
m Devote more time and resources early in the case?

= Avoid postponing hearings?

m Schedule hearings at set times?

m Dedicate enough judicial staff time for each case?

m Create a supportive setting for families?

This snapshot highlights some research that is be-
ginning to show that these court practices and court
system resources relate to judicial decision-making
and hearing quality in child welfare court cases. Gaps
in the current research are also discussed.

Court practices

Child welfare courts around the country use differ-
ent practices to support judges’ decision-making and
improve hearing quality. Some research suggests the
following four court practices relate to judicial de-
cision-making and hearing quality in child welfare
cases.

Judicial continuity
Assigning one judge to handle a case may allow the
judge to get to know the family and their case better.
Studies report having the same judge handle a case
may improve how quickly the case is processed. For
example, when fewer judges are assigned to a case,
there may be fewer requests to postpone hearings.'
Assigning fewer judges may reduce the time it takes
for a child to be placed in a permanent home.? It may
also speed up the time it takes for a child to be adopt-
ed.? One study found that when fewer judges were
involved in a case the child was more likely to return
to live with their family.*

Frontloading cases
Frontloading cases involves devoting time and re-
sources early in a case. This can include appointing

counsel early, holding early court hearings, holding a
precourt meeting to prepare for the hearing, and ensur-
ing parents attend and participate in early hearings.’
Providing parents legal representation and involving
them in court hearings early in the case process are
believed to help them engage in services and address
underlying issues so their children can return home
faster.® Research suggests that holding early hearings
can help reduce the time it takes for a case to close.’
One study of a state court reform effort, which in-
cluded elements of frontloading, reported more timely
court hearings, less time to close cases, and increased
reunification rates.® Changes other than frontloading
the case process, such as improving quality of hear-
ings and policy reforms, may also have contributed to
these results.

Continuances
A continuance stops a hearing and reschedules it to
another day and time. Judges may continue a hear-
ing for many reasons, such as when parents have not
been located and notified of a hearing, or if parties are
absent in court. Continuances may increase the overall
hearing time, disrupt the hearing and court process,
influence parties’ attitudes and experiences with the
hearing process, and delay case resolution and out-
comes. Studies show that issuing fewer continuances
is associated with reducing the time children spend in
foster care.’

Calendaring/scheduling
Court calendaring and scheduling practices vary by
court. Scheduling hearings at set times is a best prac-
tice to streamline cases, allow parties and court staff to
use time and resources more effectively, and make it
easier for parties to attend and participate.'® Research
finds that reducing the time families wait for their
hearings improves how they view the court process.'!
Families also report experiencing less stress when they
do not have to wait for hours for their hearings to be
held."
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Court system resources

Court system resources refer to judicial staff time,
judicial caseloads, court support staff, and the physical
court environment. Research shows judicial staff time
and caseloads, as well as the physical court environ-
ment, relate to judicial decision-making and hearing
quality.

Judicial staff time
Judges with high workloads' and busy court dockets
have less time to devote to child welfare court hear-
ings and perform such tasks as reading reports before
hearings, spending time during hearings interacting
with families, and making findings on the record. One
study found that allowing more time for hearings,
including holding longer hearings per case and sched-
uling fewer hearings during a time block, was likely
to relate to addressing more due process protections. '
Another study found judges who had more time to de-
vote to child welfare cases each year were more likely
to meet case timelines."” The study also linked judicial
workloads to timely adoption'® and timely case closure
for youth aging out of care."”

Physical court environment
Research has focused on how the physical court en-
vironment can add to the trauma families experience
in court. One study found lack of clear information
for families on hearing locations, cramped and un-
comfortable waiting areas, and court rules prohibiting
parents from bringing food for children as sources of
added stress for families.'® The same study found the
physical court environment affected parties’ ability to
prepare for hearings. For example, lack of a private,
dedicated meeting space prevented them from meeting
with their attorneys before hearings to prepare. Pre-
paring parties for hearings is associated with judicial
decision-making and hearing quality as it affects the
quality of information the judge receives."

Understanding this research can help you identify
how these court practices and court system resources
are being used in your court. It can help you explore
which court practices are working well and areas to
improve. It can also help you decide whether to in-
clude practices or resources that are not being used in
your court.

Research Gaps

More research is needed to better understand the
role of the court practices and court system
resources identified in this brief. Some research
gaps and areas for future research include:

Frontloading

m Frontloading as a strategy to improve parent
attendance and engagement in hearings.

m The impact of prehearing conference models
on the breadth and depth of discussion and
judicial findings in hearings.

Continuances

m The effect of continuances on how long a case
is open and how long it takes for children to
achieve permanency.

= Where and why continuances occur to better
identify when continuances are most likely to
delay permanency.

Judicial staff time

= How judicial workload impacts engaging
parents in hearings, discussions at hearings,
court docketing practices, and case timeliness.

Court scheduling/calendaring

= How court scheduling relates to quality hearing
components, such as due process outcomes,
parent attendance and engagement, case
processing, and case outcomes.
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