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ABSTRACT
Children have a right to

access their parents, and
parents have a right to

access their children. This
document is the vehicle
created by grassroots service
providers, subject matter
experts and human service
advocates to present recom-
mendations to the Executive,
Judicial and Legislative branches
of Pennsylvania government to
reduce the barriers to father
involvement and to expand
opportunities for father
inclusive services; all for the
benefit of child and family
well-being.

Submitted by The Reverend
Doctor W. Wilson Goode, Sr.,
SOC Chair
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Disclaimer

The recommendations contained in this Report do not necessarily represent, in total, the opinions
and/or consensus of all who participated in the Symposium Organizing Committee’s (SOC)
various information sessions, panels or conferences held in 2017 or 2018.

Nor does it represent a complete picture of the myriad of State-administered programs critical to
the well-being of children, fathers, and families.

The Report does, however, reflect the consensus of participants’ and various Pennsylvania state
and local leaders that the role of fathers in the lives of their children is critical to their emotional,
social, educational and economic health.

Furthermore, the Report underscores participants support for implementing a “systems integration
approach” (e.g., a statewide plan) that emphasizes: a) the urgent need for father involvement by
removing systemic barriers; and b) adopting policies that allow for the provision of father-inclusive
services throughout the family care network of agencies within the Commonwealth.
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To: His Excellency Thomas W. Wolf, Governor of Pennsylvania:
The Honorable Members of the General Assembly; and
The Honorable Chief Justice and Justices of the Supreme Court

The following pages contain a culmination of three years of analysis of various aspects of the
Commonwealth’s child and family related programs and services. The Report begins with the
premise that children have a right to access their parents, and parents have a right to access their
children. This document presents recommendations to the Executive, Judicial and Legislative
branches of Pennsylvania government urging the removal of systemic barriers to father
involvement and the expansion of opportunities for father inclusive services: all for the benefit of
child and family well-being.

We strive in this report to demonstrate and convince you to join us, citizens of the
Commonwealth, in embarking on a special mission dedicated to improving the lives of children,
parents and families in Pennsylvania. Each of you possess the power, acting within your separate
governmental spheres, to effectively foster a positive environment where children can be
nurtured and reared in an environment for positive growth supported by both parents. Working
together you hold the power to change government agencies” policies and practices, enact new
state laws, and remove the systemic judicial barriers and rules against the full and equal
participation of fathers in the lives of their children.

During the statewide 2017 Symposium and the 2018 Convening of father, child and family
advocates from across the Commonwealth, there was widespread recognition that fathers present
a valuable resource in the successful development of their children, families and the communities
in which they live. However, we are not likely to see a transformation of greater father
involvement anytime soon, without a coordinated and concerted effort involving us all, to
implement the beneficial systemic and legal changes required to eradicate the barriers that
imperil child welfare in Pennsylvania.

We encourage you to review the information in the enclosed report, especially the
recommendation found in the Preface of the report for your specific branch of government. and
join the effort to reform Pennsylvania’s systems of care as discussed in this report.

%M/ M@/

W. Wilson Goode, Sr.
Chair
Symposium Organizing Committee
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Purpose for the Call to Action

The purpose of the Call to Action is to advocate for the establishment of a government sanctioned
entity that will promote father contributions to the well-being of children and families across the
Commonwealth.

Pennsylvania faces a variety of barriers to father involvement and child well-being, but the state
is well-positioned to not only overcome these barriers but also become a national leader in the
movement to increase father presence and greater father involvement.

People and organizations across Pennsylvania are motivated to change policies and practices that
impede fathers’ involvement. Academics, social service providers, nonprofit leaders, legislative
staff, elected and appointed public officials, and others came together at the 2017 Symposium and
2018 Convening to identify barriers to father involvement and to recommend solutions for
overcoming the barriers.

This energy and desire to increase father involvement is an invaluable resource for
Pennsylvania. Perhaps the biggest barrier to father involvement is simply the failure of
Pennsylvania’s social service systems to prioritize positive fatherhood as a valuable ingredient for
healthy development of children and families. Addressing this barrier requires people across the
state to talk to their colleagues, elected officials, friends, and family members about the importance
of father contributions to the well-being of children and families.

When one considers the research conducted, data analyzed and conversations had at various
gatherings; as well as psychic energy from grassroots participants; service providers, advocates,
academics, policy makers and opinion influencers, it must be acknowledged that the state has the
responsibility to take the lead in improving the wellbeing of children and families by employing
all possible resources to that end, including fathers. Fathers, the under-tapped resource, must have
equal footing and protections in social service delivery systems.

It is the consensus of participating stakeholders across the Commonwealth that Pennsylvania state
government 1) should explore, elevate and sanction language to solidify the importance of the role
of fathers, and 2) create a government authorized entity to support, create and promote a statewide
father friendly philosophy, policies, practices, procedures and protocols throughout
Pennsylvania’s departments of service to children and families.
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Message from the Principal Editor
Dr. Rufus Sylvester Lynch, NASW Social Work Pioneer ®

All too often in the media and day-to-day discourse, the absent/non-involved father conversation
denotes marginalized communities and their misfortunes. That is not the purpose of this report. In
fact, this document is not presented as an entreaty about the plight of Black or Brown absent or
non-involved fathers and the marginalized state of their children. Instead, the Symposium
Organizing Committee (SOC) agenda is to broaden the conversation to be inclusive of all fathers
and all children regardless of race, economic or social standing. The findings within this report
examine how systems philosophy, policies, practices, procedures and protocols minimize or even
exclude fathers’ contributions to the wellbeing of their children. The goal of SOC is to promote
change regarding how fathers’ contributions to children’s well-being is perceived by members of
society, and to shine a light on the possibilities.

The term nuclear family, which refers to a household that consists of the father, mother and their
children, came into use in the early twentieth century. However, in a recent census, less than 25%
of households contained the original biological parents, compared to over 40% in 1970 (Williams,
Sawyer and Wahlstrom, 2005). The bottom line is that many children are in households separate
from their biological parents, most often their fathers. Numerous studies reflect the need for
involvement of both parents in support of a child’s well-being, but many systems, by default or
design, are geared toward supporting women and children to the exclusion of fathers
(https://www.fatherhood.org). Governments are now taking heed of the research findings and
feedback from community-based organizations regarding the critical need to analyze, identify and
adjust how tax payer dollars are used in various social systems and the need to maximize all viable
resources in support of children, including fathers’ contributions.

A review of the literature tells us that current policy regarding child protection services (CPS)
places increasing demands on children, youth, and family-focused service providers to engage
fathers whose children are receiving CPS services, or are at risk of receiving such services. Sadly,
policy implementation too often clashes with the ongoing challenges that fathers have historically
faced working within the CPS network of service providers. The challenge of engaging families
involved with CPS has been documented for years. Despite a child welfare history of emphasis on
serving mothers, social science research increasingly highlights the important role of fathers in
children’s development. Research findings document the importance of the father role in
permanency plans for children during involvement with CPS.

The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) reports that children with involved
and engaged fathers matter, including when it comes to positive outcomes for children in the child



welfare system process https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4389279/. Many of us
with child and family practice experience have long understood that active participation of fathers
and compliance with the case plan increases the likelihood that children’s foster placement will be
briefer and birth family reunification will be more likely. Surprisingly, even when fathers do not
reside with their children, the impact of their external participation on children’s intellectual and
social development can be positive. This influence occurs as a by-product of the father—child
relationship, and indirectly, via the father’s relationship with the mother and other adults in the
child‘s support network.

Thus, the contributors to this document are hoping to make the case that here in Pennsylvania our
state government leaders will see the need for a statewide entity/single point of contact established
to ensure that there is a cultural shift in our thinking about the importance of fathers and their
children, whether system-involved or not.

Should an initiative would not be in competition with or to the detriment of mothers. However, a
statewide entity sanctioned by the government is required to take on the task of monitoring and
developing policy and legislation to ensure equal footing for fathers in social service systems. Not
only should this entity be a policy clearinghouse for father focused programming, but also an
advocate for systematic removal of barriers that impede the emotion, social, physical, intellectual,
spiritual and financial contributions that fathers can, and often do, provide to the well-being of
children.

Such an entity should also take steps to promote good “return on investment” of tax dollars by
ensuring consistent statewide application of rules, increasing the capacity of service delivery
systems, and evaluating the outcomes of the taxpayer investment in father supportive initiatives.
This level of oversight can only be sustained through a legislatively authorized and funded entity
tasked with vetting proposed and existing legislation, and evidence-based policy and practice
models that demonstrates the impact on fathers.

In short, this document is written to elevate fathers’ standing in family life and in our service
delivery systems. SOC’s call to action is to fully support the wellbeing of children, while
harnessing all available resources that promote stronger outcomes for society, including a
commonly overlooked resource: fathers.


https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4389279/
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Preface
Pennsylvania State Government — and the importance of its leadership

At the end of the October 2018 Convening of Father, Child and Family Advocates
http://soc18.org/, held in Mechanicsburg, Pennsylvania, participants affirmed their collective hope
that Pennsylvania’s state government leaders, upon receipt of the final recommendations found
within this report, would continue to be encouraged to push forward the Father-Child conversation
among state leaders and to advocate training for their system leaders regarding the value of
contributions to children from their fathers. This report emanates from three years of study by a
trans-disciplinary group of practitioners and scholars concerned with improving outcomes for
children and families, and the desire to work with government to remove systemic barriers that
impede fathers’ greater involvement in the lives of children.

The overarching goal of SOC, the statewide planning group, is to encourage each branch of
Pennsylvania’s state government to adopt and institutionalize a father friendly posture toward men
within families that ensures the inclusion of funding for father-supportive outreach policies,
services and practices that will enable fathers to become more involved in the lives of their
children; assume greater emotional, social, physical, intellectual, spiritual, and financial
responsibility for them; and positively influence their well-being outcomes.

Various attitudes, policy and procedural impediments exist to the successful recognition of the
importance of fathers to the proper development of their children. The key to the successful
implementation of strategies requires effective endorsement by all three branches of government.

Following are insights and recommendations offered as a first step for consideration by each
branch.

= The General Assembly is encouraged to consider adoption of a Concurrent Resolution
agreeing that prospective legislation regarding children and families will recognize, foster and
promote the value of fathers' contribution to the well-being of their children;

= The Governor is urged to issue an Executive Order that directs all state departments and
agencies to acknowledge the value of fathers and to be inclusive of fathers in the development
and administration of children and family programs; and

= The Supreme Court is requested to promulgate rules and procedures for the unified judicial
system to ensure that fathers' rights receive equal consideration and review in determining the
best interests of the child and family.


http://soc18.org/

3.

Symposium Organizing Committee

Executive Summary

Research shows that father involvement is associated with greater child well-being. Just like
mothers, fathers have a lot to offer. They are role models, caretakers, providers, and advocates.
When a child has the benefit of access to both mother and father, s/he is more likely to exhibit
healthy behaviors, excel in school, and achieve emotional well-being. However, in Pennsylvania,
the major barrier to father involvement across social service systems is the failure to prioritize the
importance of the father-child relationship.

This failure permeated throughout the systems was reviewed by the various panels assembled by
SOC. The lack of such prioritization often results in a deficiency of focus by direct service
providers on services that strengthen bonds between mothers and fathers, a fundamental need for
healthy development of children. Many of the policies and practices in the systems that
disadvantage fathers, e.g. show preference or bias in favor of mothers. And a result, staff members
often do not have the mindset, inclination or incentive necessary to engage fathers, as it is not a
program or agency priority.

Nationwide, according to the U.S. Census Bureau, 31% of our children are living with either a
single parent or no parent at all (23% with mother, 4% with father, and 4% with no parent). Out
of the 2.6 million children residing in Pennsylvania, over 886,000 are living in single-parent
households (mother-headed: 690,230; father-headed: 196,410.) A near majority of children (46%)
in single-mother households are living in poverty. In many Pennsylvania counties, this percentage
exceeds 50% compared to 7% of children living in poverty in married-couple households. Child
well-being outcomes can be greatly improved by increasing and supporting father involvement in
the lives of their children through a “systems integration approach.”

The task of SOC and the informed panels that were assembled was to explore the rationale for lack
of prioritization of father inclusiveness in main stream service delivery; discuss the causes, trends
and strategies in the current environment; and develop recommendations that would encourage
systemic change. This document is the vehicle to present these recommendations to the Executive,
Judicial and Legislative branches of Pennsylvania government in order to reduce the barriers to
father involvement and to expand opportunities for father inclusive services; all for the benefit of
child and family well-being. There are no risks associated with this movement for change.
Improving the outcomes for children and families through the inclusion of fathers assures
immediate and long-term benefits for our communities and our Commonwealth. The federal
government, through the Department of Health and Human Services, is already moving toward a
more inclusive stance regarding father involvement through their Final Rule: Flexibility,
Efficiency, and Modernization in Child Support Enforcement Programs, which is designed to send
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the message that the agency is moving forward and becoming more family friendly and supportive
of all parties, including the custodial, as well as the noncustodial parent.

Under the United States Constitution, federal statutes, and Pennsylvania law, children and parents
enjoy a number of rights and privileges. Perhaps most importantly, “familial companionship” is a
basic right that all children and parents are entitle too. Children have a right to access their parents,
and parents have a right to access their children. The following chart below represents the work of
the panels and the recommendations that they are putting forward for review and consideration:
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Symposium Organizing Committee

Historical Background
Eight Years of Learning

In 2011, long before the statewide planning group known as SOC (Symposium Organizing
Committee) and the formation of The Strong Families Commission, Incorporated (THE
COMMISSION), a small group of child and family stakeholders were convened in Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania by David J. Lett, former Regional Administrator for Children and Families, Region
11, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, to consider how an increase in Father
Involvement might add positive benefits to the lives of Philadelphia’s children, improving their
safety, permanency and well-being.

Within months of organizing, the small group of stakeholders began to expand their membership
and collaborated to make the case that essential dialogue concerning the value of Fathers’
contributions to the well-being of children and families was needed by Philadelphia’s Children
and Youth (CY) and Family-Focused Agencies (FFAS). This group was named the Philadelphia
Strong Families Coalition (PSFC).

Over the next few years, the work of PSFC advanced as members, including a Senior Fellow at
the Stoneleigh Foundation, conducted research and literature reviews examining the nature of
Father Inclusion in various social service systems of care and its impact on children. An alliance
between PSFC and the Senior Fellow at the Stoneleigh Foundation, along with his project to
explore the integration of Responsible Fatherhood within Foster Care Service Delivery and Other
Children and Youth Servicing Systems, created an opportunity to champion the conversation and
build an awareness of the value of Responsible Fatherhood programming within CY & FFAs.

The Coalition pursued its long-term vision by engaging opinion leaders and practitioners who were
committed to developing innovative policies, practices, and protocols that supported the
involvement of Fathers in the care of their children. Important milestones for the Coalition
included producing the comprehensive 2014 report “Child Well-Being in Philadelphia: Profiles of
Children, Families & Fathers” https://stoneleighfoundation.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/02/PSEC-Child-Well-Being-in-Philadelphia-Complete-Report-8-2014.pdf,
a publication that offered a menu of strategies designed to dissolve the systemic barriers that limit
fathers’ participation in their children’s lives. Among its other findings, the report recommended
that the City of Philadelphia endorse an independent city-wide advocacy alliance as a public
repository for information, data, and resources that contribute to building healthy families. The
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goal of that effort is to guide public agencies toward embracing the notion that each child is entitled
to a Father-child relationship. During the same time period (2014), three (3) members of PSFC
founded The Strong Families Commission, Incorporated (THE COMMISSION), as a
Pennsylvania non-profit charitable organization to fulfill the recommendation of the report
https://www.thestrongfamiliescommission.com/.

Within two years of existence, THE COMMISSION, in partnership with others, hosted the
statewide “Symposium on Child Well-Being in Pennsylvania and the Urgent Need for Father
Involvement” (2017). Last year (2018), THE COMMISSION and its partners convened a
gathering of “Father, Child & Family Advocates” to continue the goal of the 2017 historic
bipartisan and bicameral Symposium to bring to light something that has been in the dark far too
long, ... the absence or non-involvement of too many fathers in the care of their children and
families”... and to shine a spotlight on the consequences of such behavior.

Both the 2017 Symposium and 2018 Convening brought together stakeholders to explore the
issues of father inclusion and put forward strategies and recommendations to be considered by
state policymakers, as well as philanthropic, public/private business and corporate leaders and
community stakeholders. This document represents the hours of deliberations and refinement of
key positions recommended to promote the advancement of fathers’ contributions to the well-
being of their children.
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Symposium Organizing Committee

A Summary of the Problems Underpinning Our Recommendations

All Americans have strong associational rights when it comes to family life and the upbringing of
children. The rights and privileges that the justice system affords children and parents should, in
theory, shape how social systems and institutions approach them. Under the United States
Constitution, federal statutes, and Pennsylvania law, children and parents enjoy a number of rights
and privileges. Perhaps most importantly, “familial companionship” is a basic right that all
children and parents enjoy.?* Children have a right to access their parents, and parents have a right
to access their children. The United States Supreme Court, for example, has stated:

Choices about marriage, family life, and the upbringing of children are
among associational rights this Court has ranked as of basic importance in
our society, rights sheltered by the Fourteenth Amendment against the
State’s unwarranted usurpation, disregard, or disrespect.??

Additionally, from the Pennsylvania Supreme Court:

“Fathers have the same responsibilities and, importantly, the same rights as mothers”
(Justice Max Baer, Pennsylvania Supreme Court)

The symposium roundtable discussion statements, editorial reviews and panel deliberations
revealed that there are several barriers to child well-being and father involvement, some are
affirmed, and others are newly described:

Stigmatization associated with involvement in certain systems of societal care
Fathers are hesitant to seek services

Systems failure to recognize fathers’ individual circumstances and obstacles
Gender inequities

Fathers inability to navigate systems

Parental disconnect

Fathers viewed as “breadwinner, rather than caretaker”

Fathers are not targeted for service

Emotional (spousal) Detachment

Father Absence seen as individual occurrences, not a systemic force

N A 0 A

However, a barrier not widely explored that undergirds this examination of father inclusion is the
use of attribution theory when attempting to explain the absence or non-involvement of fathers’ in
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the lives of children. In general, many of our service delivery systems view fathers as synonymous
with the word problem, attributing family struggles to fathers and casting fathers as irresponsible
rather than as individuals facing numerous systemic barriers.

For example, the criminal justice system sees fathers as having broken the law, offended someone,
or as emotionally unstable. Therefore, when fathers interact with the criminal justice system, they
are stigmatized and lack the support necessary to serve as effective role models for their children.
Fathers’ inability or hesitation to seek behavioral health services because of stigma is seen as an
individual problem rather than a problem stemming from social expectations about manhood.

Men who are not taking care of their families are often seen by the child support system as negative
influences in society, rather than individuals who may be struggling financially due to systemic
employment barriers.

Children typically come into the child protective service system for two reasons: child abuse or
neglect. More often than not, they are removed from single parent households where there is not a
father present. In that regard, line workers who service these children and families frequently
witness the trauma experienced by both mother and child. Too often without knowing all of the
facts, fathers who are not present receive the full brunt of the criticism for the circumstances that
the child and families find themselves in.

Because early childhood education is the first formal educational experience that most children
have, it lays the foundation for how a child and their parents approach the education system,
including how involved each parent is or is likely to be. Fathers not involved in the child’s
education, especially when there are problems, are seen themselves as the problem.

Parent involvement is one of the strongest predictors of educational success, and families play
pivotal roles in their children’s cognitive, social, and emotional development from birth through
adolescence. Again, when children are not achieving in education, and fathers are not around to
assist with homework, etc. they are typically seen as a contributing problem to the child’s lack of
achievement.

Fathers’ who are not working and contributing to the well-being of their children and families are
seen as dead beat dads, and unworthy of the concept of a caring and loving father, especially if
they are not engaged in an employment and training program.

Having a criminal justice system minor record, including an arrest that never led to conviction can
stand in the way of nearly every building block of economic security, including employment,
housing, education, family reunification, and even public assistance. Thus, a minor record
reinforces the notion that fathers who are deviant in their behavior, including responsibilities to
their families are not worthy for targeted limited public services.

The importance of parenting education and supportive services to building strong families cannot
be overstated. Children cannot protect themselves from an aggressive external environment, they
need caring adults to provide safety, keep them from harm and defend them against those who
would threaten or attack them. Typically, this type of protection is provided by the child’s parents
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who are in love with one another and look forward to building a caring family. When children
grow up with one or more emotionally detached or absent parents, there are a number of
consequences, including affected adult relationships stemming from early childhood experiences
or trauma; fear of attachment and love; borderline and narcissistic personality traits; selfishness;
substance abuse/dependency; lack of identity and direction; and lose of hope, faith, and joy. When
a father is not present and active in his child’s life, blame is often placed on the father for these
types of outcomes, rather than considering why the father is not present.

Perhaps as a consequence of our tendency to view father disengagement as an individual, rather
than a systemic problem, public health agencies do not have robust initiatives to educate
communities about the benefits of father involvement, and correlatively, the detriments of father
disengagement. In other words, father involvement is viewed as an issue driven by individual
occurrences (specific to the individual), rather than systemic forces (affecting us all). Because
father involvement is not viewed as a systemic issue, it is not viewed as an issue warranting the
attention of the public health system—a system that focuses on widespread, complex issues
affecting community health.
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Appendices

Dads Resource Center Supplemental Report
Listing of Panel Chairs & Co-Chairs
Listing of Pennsylvania Citizens’ Policy Team

Chair & Co-Chair of the Pennsylvania Fathers, Families & Service Providers
Network (PFFSPN)
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Resource Center

SUPPLEMENTAL REPORT TO THE STRONG FAMILIES COMMISSION
CHILD SUPPORT SERVICES AND ENFORCEMENT WORKGROUP
February 11, 2019
SUBMITTED BY THE
DADS’ RESOURCE CENTER
JEFF STEINER, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
JEFF@DADSRC.ORG / 814-777-7874
@DADSRC.ORG

Research strongly indicates that children do best when they have the active involvement of both their mother
and father in their lives. Absent the presence of either parent during their youth, they struggle to be
successful in life. This is the case under normal circumstances, but even more so in separated families.

Unfortunately, single fathers in the care of their children frequently face pervasive biases and obstacles in
the legal and human services system. These barriers are commonly known and accepted: almost everyone
working within the system will acknowledge in private conversation that fathers face many unfair hurdles
that result in their children losing the benefit of their active presence in their lives.

There ishesitancy from those within the system to discuss and address these imbalances. There seem to be
many servicesavailableto helpwomenand, yetvery little comparable formal help for fathers. Although many
voices collectively speak on behalf of women, comparably speaking little or no voices speak as a group on
behalf of fathers, which is a significant factor in the lack of custodial equity within the system.

Too often, public opinion is reflected by the courts, county and human services agencies consistently
defaulting in favor of mothers and the cumulative effect over time severely limits children’s contact with
their fathers. Initial custody determinations tend to go more toward the mother, and once custody is set it
becomes very difficult to readjust even if there are indications that it might be in the best interest of the
children to do so. For example, if something happens to affect the custody time for parents, the system
has a greater sense of urgency in returning custody to mothers, while being much slower, or resistant, to
returning custody time for fathers.

This report identifies five areas in the system where potential biases most often affect fathers’ capacity to
be in the lives of their children.

. POTENTIAL INEQUITIES IN THE DETERMINATION OF CUSTODY BY THE
COURTS

The Dads’ Resource Center conducted a study of the ratio of custody time given to mothers and fathers as
ordered by the courts in 700 contested custody cases in Pennsylvania in 2016. The average awarded custody
time per week in the 14 counties that were studied was 69% for mothers and 31% for fathers (116 hours to
mothers & 52 hours to fathers).

Courts of the Commonwealth have the final say in cases where parents are unable to resolve custody issues

on their own. The courts, more than any other part of the system, most directly impact the lives of children
in separated families.
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While not definitively proving bias against fathers, the disparity in awarded custody time is significant
enough to support the belief that there may be biases against fathers within the court system.

Recommendations

1)

2)

Because children need the active involvement of both parents throughout their childhood to have
the best chance at being successful in life, it is imperative that there is a comprehensive assessment
of how Pennsylvania Courts determine custody. This would include data on the amount of custody
time awarded to parents, possible patterns that become established by specific courts, and variables
including parental alienation. This recommendation encourages the Pennsylvania Supreme Court
to task the Administrative Office of Pennsylvania Courts (AOPC) to conduct such an assessment.
We believe that the end analysis of such a study will create the opportunity for compulsory training
for judges and attorneys, with a focus on the importance of ensuring that children have the
opportunity for the active involvement of both parents in their lives.

The Pennsylvania CODE is the Operating System (OS), and sets the overall thinking for the courts,
legal community and county offices. A working group should be commissioned to consider options
to rework the Family Court Rules in a manner that better serves children. House Bill 433, amending
Title 23 (Domestic Relations) of the Pennsylvania Consolidated Statutes, sponsored by
Representative Tedd C. Neshit, and co-sponsored by 14 other members of the House of
Representatives is a measure that could help to equalize custodial equality, as would statutory
models that have been adapted in other states, such as Shared Parenting legislation.

POTENTIAL INEQUITIES THAT RESULT FROM PROTECTION FROM ABUSE
(PFA) ORDERS

Protection From Violence orders are a vital intervention that saves lives and protects possible
victims of various forms of potential abuse. Unfortunately, PFAs are also used as a “cheat” to get
leverage in custody matters. A PFA can instantly reset established custody agreements or create
custody parameters where none existed prior, without the due process of a custody hearing.

It is an accepted practice by some attorneys to recommend the use of PFAs in this manner for their
clients to gain the upper hand in matters of custody against the other parent. This is not illegal or
categorized as being unethical. In fact, many attorneys view this as justifiable as a means to provide
the most assertive representation possible for the interests of their clients.

Men and fathers are the defendant for the vast majority of approved temporary PFAs, and the most
likely to be disadvantaged relative to the custody of children by the misapplication of them. In
Centre County in 2016, of the 197 approved temporary PFAs, 170 were male defendants and 27
were female defendants. Of the 86 cases that involved both parents of a child or children, 76
defendants were males and 10 defendants were females.

The strategic use of PFAs to game the custody process is a significant source of over work for both
the courts and law enforcement. Even worse, it denigrates the system put into place to safeguard
those who face real domestic violence threats; therefore, it should never be used for the purpose of
undermining the custody process.
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Recommendations

1) The state and counties have instituted extra precautions for accessing PFA case information to

safeguard those under the protection of the orders. It is recommended that a working group of
judges and attorneys who recognize that gaming of the system exists should be convened to identify
what data should be collected in order to quantify the extent that this issue occurs. Then, based on
this information, corrective action should be taken to prevent such behavior in the future and to
disincentive current practice.

POTENTIAL INEQUITIES THAT MAY IMPACT CUSTODY WHEN THE OFFICE OF
CHILDREN AND YOUTH BECOMES INVOLVED

The safety and welfare of our children is of paramount importance. Those who work in the Offices
of Children and Youth perform a critical service, and work tirelessly to ensure the well-being of
youth in potentially dangerous circumstances.

Courts often defer to the expertise and training of CYS workers and their supporting agencies when
making decisions relative to the wellbeing of children. However, similar to PFAs, when courts
become involved with families due to the involvement of Children and Youth, established custody
agreements often are instantly reset without the due process of a custody hearing.

The Dads’ Resource Center conducted a study of the ratio of male to female workers and
supervisors in the offices of Children and Youth for every county in Pennsylvania. The study shows
the ratio of CYS workers to be 82% female to 18% male, and the ratio of supervisors to be 84%
female to 16% male. This extreme disproportion of female to male staffing reinforces the
perception that fathers can be treated unfavorably when Children and Youth Services becomes
involved with their families.

Recommendations

1) A working group of CYS supervisors and staff should be convened by the Pennsylvania Child
Welfare Resource Center to develop measurements to quantify how successful offices are in
ensuring that children are getting the opportunity to have both parents actively involved in their
lives. The working group could utilize this information to put forward proposals that would
enable county offices to develop more father friendly cultures. This could include highlighting
fatherhood during the interviewing and hiring process, developing father focused policies and
local based initiatives that focus on fatherhood. Each office should have staff that is identified
as “fatherhood specialists” who are provided with additional training and resources to more
effectively work to engage disaffected fathers and assist disenfranchised fathers.

POTENTIAL INEQUITIES THAT MAY EXIST IN THE MEDIATION PROCESS

The outcomes from custody decisions by the court are public record. This is not the case for
mediation. Some mediation results are forwarded to the court to be made an order. Some are
forwarded to the court, but not put into the record. Some are not forwarded to the court at all.
Because of this, we are unable to quantify the outcomes from mediation.

Fathers very often are overly deferential in the early stages of the breakup of a family, and
susceptible to being dissuaded from seeking shared custody to make the transition easier for their
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children. We have absolutely no data to assess if there are trends that might indicate biases toward
fathers in the mediation process.

Recommendations

1) All results from mediation should be reported and compiled at the state level.

2) A working group of mediators appointed by the Pennsylvania Supreme Court should analyze
this data to see if disparities exist and whether new procedures should be implemented to ensure
that children have the best opportunity to have the active participation of both parents in their
lives.

V. THE UNKNOWN INFLUENCE OF GUARDIAN AD LITEMS (GAL) ON CUSTODY

Guardian Ad Litems (GAL) have great sway on behalf of the children they represent in the courts,
and human services systems. Given the influence that they have, there are few standards or
accounting for their activity. There is a large disparity in the qualifications, requirements and
training for Guardian Ad Litems from county to county.

Recommendations

1) A working group of Guardian Ad Litems should be convened to review Rule 1154 of the
Pennsylvania Code and Pa. C. S. 23 5334 for the purpose of:

= Developing standards to be recognized as a GAL,;

= Developing standards for ongoing training to maintain status as a GAL; and,

= Developing a system of reporting to track (and quantify) the actions that GALs take on
behalf of children.

All of which would emphasize an awareness and recognition of the importance for children to have
the active involvement of both parents in their lives.
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