Child Placement Project Works with Court Reporters to Improve the Lives of Abused and Neglected Children
Do you remember what it was like to wait for summer vacation to begin? It seemed like that last month of school went on forever! And birthdays…well, they took so long to roll around that many of us announced our age in half years – “I’m six and a half.” As we get older, time seems to pass at a much faster rate. Of course a month is still somewhere between 28 and 31 days and no matter how we protest, it really has already been a whole year since our last birthday. What’s important to note is that children have a very different sense of time from adults. 

The reality is that short periods of time for adults can seem interminable for children, and extended periods of uncertainty can exacerbate childhood anxiety. When litigation proceeds at what court professionals regard as a normal pace, children often perceive the proceedings as extending for vast and infinite periods.

When a child abuse and neglect case makes it to the stage where a Termination of Parental Rights (TPR) hearing is being held, we know the children involved have already suffered. All have been removed from their birth parents’ care, some have bounced from one foster placement to another, some have spent time in group homes or shelters and nearly all are confused by the court process. Even the “lucky” ones, who were immediately placed with a relative or into a loving pre-adoptive home, are left in limbo while court proceedings drag on.

The passage of time is magnified for children in both anxiety levels and direct effect. Three years is not a terribly long period of time for an adult, but for a six-year-old it is half a lifetime.  For a three-year-old, it is the formative stage for trust and security and for a nine-year-old, it can mean the difference between finding an adoptive family and growing too old to appeal to an adoptive family. Too much time spent in foster care during these formative years can create a lifetime of problems.[1]
Across the country, states are responding to calls from various national organizations including the National Center for State Courts, the State Justice Institute, the Pew Commission on Children in Foster Care and the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges to examine their appellate process as it relates to TPR cases and to investigate ways to expedite the process. 

This work is so important that here in Georgia it is being spearheaded by the Child Placement Project (CPP) with support from Georgia Supreme Court Chief Justice Leah Ward Sears and CPP Implementation Committee Chair Justice Harris Hines. The CPP has examined data from the last several years and we know there are delays occurring in the time it takes to get the record from the trial court to the appeals court.  In addition, other states have modeled innovative ways to make the appellate hearing process more efficient.  

Transcript preparation is one focus of CPP efforts to shorten appeals. We have heard from court reporters and other court personnel from across the state and it is apparent that there is tremendous variability in practice. Some counties (and thus some reporters) now have standing orders requiring court reporters to complete a TPR trial transcript within 30 days of it being ordered and other court reporters are simply doing so of their own accord because they understand the impact of these cases on some of our most vulnerable children. 

At this point in time, the CPP is helping court reporters and others understand what an incredible impact they can have on the life of a child and we are encouraging court reporters to both make these transcripts a priority and to let us know of other ideas they may have to expedite the process. We thank all of you for the hard work you already put-in and extend additional thanks to those of you already helping these children move more quickly towards a “forever family.” Please contact us with any questions or suggestions that you may have.

Thank you!
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