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TUESDAY, AUGUST 10, 1999

- Judged by good works

Paul P. Panepinto has made helping
at-risk children his priority in his three
years as administrative judge of Phila-
delphia Family Court. Next week he will
receive some deserved kudos.

On Tuesday, the judge will receive
the Marvin E. Wolfgang Award of the
Juvenile Justice Center of Pennsylvania
for his support of collaborative pro-
grams among the courts, schools and
Department of Human Services. Pro-
grams launched on his watch include
‘the Court Appointed Special Advocate
(CASA) volunteers, the model court and
four satellite truancy courts.

The CASA program helps plug the
‘gaps in a system of child protection that
is understaffed and overwhelmed with
‘cases. About 11,000 cases of neglected
or abused children each year are re-
ferred to Family Court. The Public De-

-fender’s Office represents about 7,500
of those, aided by a staff of investiga-
tors and social workers. Private attor-

neys represent the rest, but they lack
such support staff. That's where CASA
comes in.

CASA’s primary goal is to make
sure the child is safe, then to work to-
ward a permanent, nurturing ‘- home.
CASA volunteers (78 are now active)
undergo careful screening and training.
None of the 150 children helped by
CASA so far has suffered injury.

Judge Panepinto secured funding
for the model court, which began last
November. Aimed at expediting action

in the worst cases of neglected, de-

prived or abused kids, the model court’s
ultimate goal is to reach adoption soon-
er. The judge also put his weight behind
Pennsylvania's first satellite truancy
courts. These courts, held in four school-
district clusters, cope with pupils who
miss 25 days of school a year.

- Paul Panepinto's mantra is “Togeth-
er everyone accomplishes more.” He
practices what he preaches.

= To comment briefly on editorials, call 215-854-5060. The Editorial Board will

*' respond to as many. calls as possible.
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JOHN P. FLAHERTY
CHIEF JUSTICE OF PENNSYLVANIA

To:

From:

Copy:

SUPREME COURT CF PENNSYLVANIA

Sumz 1020
Stx Garaway Covyes
PrrrsaurGH, Pennsyivamia I

November 9, 2000

MEMORANDUM

All justices _
e a3

The chief justice .

First Judicial District -- Judge Panepinto --
Truancy program

Court administrator, Mr. Chief Justice Weisberger,
Hon. Alex Bonavitacola, Hon. Paul Panepinto

For informational purposes I circulate correspendence from the

chief justice of Rhode Island regarding the input of Judge Panepinto in the
establishment of a truancy court in Rhode [sland modeled upon the program he

initiated in Philadelphia.

CJF:pdm

Attachment




TN Supreme (mut of gRI'p:rtre Jsland
.| Fremmk Thicht Juudicial Commplex
250 Menefit Street

Fropidence, BRI 02903

JOSEPH R. WEISBERGER
CHIEF JUSTICE November 6, 2000

Chief Justice John P. Flaherty, Jr.
Pennsylvania Supreme Court
Six Gateway Center, Suite 616
Pittsburgh, PA 15222

Dear Chief Justice Flaherty:

On behalf of the Rhode Island judiciary and on my own behalf, I wish to express our
sincere appreciation for the outstanding assistance given to the Rhode Island Family Court by
Judge Paul Panepinto of the Philadelphia Family Court.

In June of this year, Chief Judge Jeremiah S. Jerem’sh of the Rhode Island Family Court
inaugurated a Truancy Court modeled upon the tribunal formed by Judge Panepinto as an
innovative division of the Philadelphia Family Court. He joined the members of the Rhode
Island Family Court and other Rhode Island officials when we held the inauguration session of
our Truancy Court at Hope High School in Providence. We hope by virtue of the establishment
of this program to reduce the alarming numbers of truant students in the high schools of our
capital city. The advice of Judge Panepinto has been of enormous value in making our Truancy
Court a reality.

Several weeks ago Judge Panepinto was a guest speaker at a sumnmit meeting attended by
approximately 300 educators, law enforcement officials, social workers, and community activists
from numerous Rhode Island constituencies. His remarks were inspiring and his unique
- experience has established him as one of the national experts in the field of truancy.

I have included some newspaper articles for your information and review. We
compliment you and the Pennsylvania judiciary for sharing such a distinguished judge with us in
our innovative effort in the field of truancy.

With every good wish and warmest regards,

Sincerely yours,

\ 4

“'%/Z)é) 4«1//4%/

Joseph R. Weisberger
Chief Justice
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2 aby N eal suit resolved with agreement

Tﬁe new facility is part of reforms affecting how
judges in the city deal with child-welfare cases.

By Joseph A. Slobodzian
_ INQUIRER STAFF WRITER

The city's Family Court Division
wiil create — possibly in the next
wa weeks — a new "“model court-
room” 10 handle cases of dependent,
abused and neglected children. law-
vers for the '\mencan Civil Liber-
ues Union (ACLU) and the city an-
nounced yesterday.

The new courtroom is part of a se-
ries of reforms affecting the way
judges,deal with the thorniest cases
in The epcial welfare system. It is part
of 2§pfopBsed sertementifiled in US.

COUTrTroom operating in two weeks.

Ryan said Panepinto, in 1994, ap-

plied to the US. Department of
Health and Human Services for, a
grant to study the dependency couns
of Philadelphia and a few other
Pennsylvania counries, and recom-
mend improvements for the city. The
study, conducted by the Pinsburgh-
based National Center for Juvenile
Justice, was expanded into a compar-
*- ison of the dependency court sysiems
of Philadelphia, Allegheny, Erie and
Indiana Counties.

Ryan said the study, expected Io be
released in a few weeks, would pro-
vide specilic recommendations for
eachi of the four counties and general
guidelines useful to any county.

The ACLY [iled the class-action in

District Court and would end lidga-
don in the eighi-vear-old class-action
suit known as the Baby Neal case.

ACLU.legal director Stefan Press-
er praised the initiative of Family
Court Administrative Judge Paul P.
Panepinto in implementing the re-
forms. which Presser said made the
sertiement possible.

*1 think this is a wonderful begin-
ning and, if implemented. bodes
well for these most needy of chil-
dren,” Presser said.

Presser said the model courtroom
requéred that judges defer action on

1990 on behalf of children like Baby -

Neal, an infant born Feb. 28, 1990, at
Hahnemann University Hospxtal
The child began life infected with
syphilis and with cocaine in his sys-
tem. Baby Neal's mother already
bad four children in foster care.
The city Department of Human
Services (DHS) could not find a
horme for him. He was classified as a
“boarder baby"” ready for discharge
but without 2 home. When the law-
suit was [iled two months later,
Baby Neal was still in a crib at Hah-
nemann. (He was later adopred.)
The lawsuit against the city, the
city courts and the Pennsylvania
Department of Public Welfare con-
tended that the agencies violated
the civil’ rights of dependent,

a child’s case until they have the:
necessary research and a rtecom- §
mendation from professionals and
caseworkers.

Under the settlement, Presser
said, the city courts will open the
model courtroom by Dec. 15. A re-
port assessing the courtroom’s oper-
ation is due by Dec. 13, 1999, and, if
the report is positive. by July 1, 2000,
the four existing dependency court-
rooms are 1o be remade in the image
of the model courtroom.

“Philadelphia is really in the fore- .

- front of this,” said Patrick T. Rvan.

the lawyer who represented the city
courts. referring to the model court-
room and other reforms to the de-
pendency court system. Ryan said
offidials hoped to have the model

-

abused or neglected children. The
suit contended that caseworkers fol-
lowed no consistent standards wheéi
they evaluated allegations of child .
abuse and neglect, and that a shoft
age of foster homes caused abad-
doned infants to languish in hospi-
tals, or get bounced from foster
home to {oster home.

The first and largest part of tha
{awsuit'— against DHS — was set
tled in July when the city and DHS
established a program for exchang- -
ing information and monitoring the
system {or two years to ensure that
it meets “generally accepted” Stand-'
ards of social work.

Yesterday's proposed settlement.
with the courts would leave active
only the ¢laims against the stale. -
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Truancy
courts in
the works

The problem will be
-attacked where it starts,
with the hearings to be
held in the schools.

By Jennifer Weiner
INQUIRER STAFF WRITER

The long arm of the law will soon
reach into city high schools to deal
with the problem of truancy.

During lengthy hearings yester-
day, City .Council members were
briefed on a plan to bring truancy
courts into three “clusters” of about
a dozen schools each in Kensington,
West Philadelphia and the North-
east. :

The program, to be administered
by Family Court and called START
— Stop Truancy and Recommend
Treatment — begins next month.

A “master” — a “quasi-judicial of-
ficer who makes recommendations
to the court,” according to Family
Court Judge Paul Panepinto — will
spend a week in each cluster. There,
the ‘master, a clerk and a security
officer will hold hearings in a
courtroom-like setting to talk to tru-
ant students and develop a plan to
improve attendance.

Other clusters of schools will be
added through the year. The even-
tual goal, Panepinto said, is to han-
dle more than 7,000 students
throughout the district who are ab-
sent more than 25 times each year,
and to deal with them before they
abandon school forever.

The masters will be encouraged to
be creative in handing down pun-
ishments. With the power of the
courts behind them, they will be
able to assign mentors or commu-

nity service and mete out penalties

including suspension of a driver's
license and fines of up to $300 for
parents of truant children. They
i1 alea ha ahla tn refer students o

The Philadelphia Inquirer
Thursday, January 29, 1998 (

a regular family courtrcom if the
situation does not improve.
“There are all kinds of reasons

- that-youngsters are .{ruants,” said

Andrea Hoffman Jelin, director of
Children and Youth Services of the
Family Division of the Court of

Common Pleas. “Doing this type of-

intervention, in a small setting, we

“can find out what the-problem is,

and we can address it appropri-
ately.” .

City Council members spent part of
the afternoon listening 1o the litany
of reasons of why truancy is so bad

They heard three former drop-
outs in the Youth Build Philadel-
phia program talk about uninvolved
teachers, disengaged parents, the
lure of drink and dope.

They heard Vanessa Frazier, a 17-
year-old dropout now at University
City High School, describe the crush-
ing burden of responsibilities:
younger siblings, addicted mother,
absent parents, jobs'to keep and rent
to pay, that shoved education down
low on the list of her priorities.

They reviewed the sobering statis-
tics: that an estimated 36,000 Phila-
delphia public school students miss
more than 25 days of school each
year; that 15,000 students are absent,
unexcused, every day.

They learned what those numbers
mean: 65 percent of all burglaries
are committed during the day by
truant children and youths, said
Councilman Angel Ortiz.

Council members and court offi-
cials said they hoped tHie START pro-
gram could turn things around.

“There are all kinds of creatve
things you can do, thar all send a
message to kids: You will be held
accountable,” Panepinto said.

Comments by Council members
were favorable to the notion of mas-
ters in schools. Council member
Happy Fernandez wondered
whether they could wear choir
robes to look more judicial.

Councilwoman Augusta Clark was
concerned that courts in school
would disrupt the learning atmos-
phere. Schools, she said, are “not
concentration camps. They're not
prisons.”

“Courts in schools?” she'said. "I'm
still struggling with the idea of put-
ting uniformed police officers in
schools, even though I know as well
as anyone here that we néed themi.”

School Superintendent David
Hornbeck said he had been trying

* for 12 to {5 months to bring atten-

dance “front and center.”

Among the initiatives already in
place: Each of the district's 250
schools now has a single person in
charge of monitoring student atten-
dance, and truancy court can now
intervene once a student has been
absent for 25 days rather than 50, as
in"years past.

The inidatives have helped, but
not enough.

“If the kids aren’t there,” he (
“anything else we might do~ __.
school doesn't matter.”
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Family Court Gets Tdug‘i On Child Support

BY JENNIFER R. W|CKERSHAM
Special to Ibe Legal -

Deadbeat parens beware

“Yesterday; Judge Panl P. Panepmtcr ad:mms
trative judge of Philadelphia’s Fariily” Cotirt,
formally introduced the domestic relations divi-
sion’s new bench-warrant unit A team of 12
specially trained law-enforcement personnel —

equipped with new technology and statewide .

endorsement from sheriffs, marshals and police

— will be scourmg thc state for parents delin-.

quént on child stpport payments
“If you fail to meet your obligations o your
children, you will be I

accountable,
Panepirito'said."“ )
Former : © ‘ law- .z He
.enforcement " ‘officer | Rt
Scott Curnmings will B _
be the chief of the new . - G
unit. ;
“[Cummings] creat- ==
ed the specialized unit PANEPINTO
and acts as the Haison for the varous law-
enforcement agencies,” Panepinto said.
Among the unit's new techniques for track-
ing parents is a computerized sketch program
called “Faces,” also used by the Royal
Canadian Mounted Police. Commings said that
there is a need for sketched portraits becanse
families frequently destroy all photos of the
delinquent parent. By interviewing family
members, ‘police can generate a photograph,

which is then stored on a database and shared
with law enforcement in all 67 Pennsylvania
countes.

“Arrests have . increased immensely,”

Cummings said. *The pﬂot pmgram ‘has settled -

895 bench-wamant cases.”

Under new guidelines the officers will also
be able to apprehend parents during late
evening and very early morning . hours.
Traditional practice has been to arrest pan:urs
only during business hours.

The unit was formed to. enforce mon: than

800 bench warmants issued each month ix.

Dhiladalnhia  Panenintn <aid hench warrants

can be issued far a host, of reasons including
failure to take a blood test, absence from:a hear-
ing or even a mere computer glitch. He said the

“new’ Ghit ~ill take’ the" C'IICUIIISBHCCS “of the
i issuance ¢ of the bench Yarant mto—cousmera—
“ton, as well as the dollar amotnt™at e,

before apprehending the parent.

Cumnmings pointed out that delinquent par-
ents may also have outstanding criminal war-,
rants in Philadelphia or another jurisdiction.
Cooperation among agencies can expedite the

' capturé and extradition proceedings as well:

‘In addition to the pew unit, Panepinto also
introduced the Family Court's new customer
service center. The center occupies the lobby on
the first foor of the cou: at 34 S.11th St. and
is eqmpped with a playroom for children. He
encouraged delinquent parents to come to the
center and discuss their problems in person.

“Tf you do owe, we would like you to sur-

render yourself,” Cummings said. ‘
Panepinto tried to assure parents that they should not be threatened by com:

ing to the court to turn themselves in. -
‘No pexson who has come before me has been am:sted, Panepmto said. “T

you come in you will pmbably walk out with a [paymcnt] arrangement.”
Pancpmto said he believes the new appmaches are working. According

statistics refeased by the Family Cout, the bench-warrant unit's pilot progr:

has pmduccd a projected total of $152 million in delinquent child-support p:

. ments this year. That figure represents an 8 pcn:ent increase over the § 115 1

lion collected.in 1999. .
“We are reaching our goal to help children receive the support they ness

Panepinto said.

o
il SUppor
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A boost in efforts to reform city court

By Maria Panaritis and Jacqueline Soteropoulos o
INQUIRER STAFF WRITERS PANEPINTO

PRESSER

A Family Court overhaul that arose from a class-action lawsuit on behalf of children
in the child-welfare system has been so successful over the last two years that Philadelphia officials
yesterday announced plans to expand the program by adding up to two more full-service courtrooms.

Under a legal agreement signed yesterday by Stefan Presser of the American Civil Liberties Union and
Family Court Administrative Judge Paul P. Panepinto, a third "model court" will be created by the spring
and a fourth by next summer if needed.- - . _

The courts, begun in late 1998 to settle the "Baby Neal" lawsuit filed by the ACLU, are vastly different
from traditional courts in the way they are set up to handle the cases of children removed from troubled
" homes.

They are set in cozy, carpeted rooms with tables arranged in a semicircle so that children, biological

parents, foster parents, social workers, and substance-abuse counselors, among others, can discuss cases _
every three months in a relaxed manner for a total of an hour, compared with just minutes in traditional (
court settings. 8

Before the model courts were established, all 10,000 of the city's child-welfare cases were funneled
through "dependency courts,” where lawyers barely had time to prepare cases, children often saw
different judges, and the total time spent in court was sometimes minuscule.

As a result of cases being handled in a haphazard fashion, children often languished in foster care and,
sometimes, abusive situations before returning home or being adopted.

By bringing together lawyers, mental-health evaluators, and social workers at regularly scheduled
hearings, the model courts have begun to reverse that trend according to the ACLU's Presser and Family
Court Judae Lillian Ransom.

"Within 15 to 24 months, greater than 50 percent of those children who have come into {the system] are
stabilized enough that they can return back home," said Ransom, who oversees the program and has
served as the ﬁrst model-court judge. "In the other ceurtrooms, children return home, but it's over a larger

period of time."

Ransom said cases processed through model court instead of tradmonal dependency court are closed up
to 15 percent faster.

Because they are Iabor—mtenswe model courts handle 500 cases a year, compared with 2,000 in .
dependency court.

Presser said it is critical that City Council allocate extra money next year to support the establishment of
two more. Federal funds and money from the court budget will not cover all the cosis of starting.the third
court, or of potentially launching a fourth. Each court costs an estimated $200 000 a year to administer,

ofﬁcmls said.

"Unless other institutions and bodies in this city, such as City Council, the Law Department, the
Department of Human Services, also come forward and step up to the plate, what we do here will be






