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Engaging Foster Parents in the Court Process
Lessons Learned from Maryland Foster Parents

Involvement

Foster parents want to be involved

Because they want to
e know what is going on in their foster children’s cases
e support children before, during, and after court; and
e share important information with judges
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Engagement

What helps foster parents engage with the courts?

Knowledge helps! Tell them:
e in advance when hearings are so they can plan (ex. babysitting, time off, preparation)
e what to expect and what their role is
e that they are allowed to come and speak
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Participation

Why many foster parents don’t participate:

confusion about changes to dates and times
mixed messages about whether they are welcome
difficult waiting room environments

confusion about what is happening in court

fear of speaking out in court
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Responsiveness

What can courts, CPS agencies, and case workers do?

e improve notification processes

e schedule more efficiently: time frames/appointments; special considerations (ex. 17 year
old foster child cannot miss another day of school, nap time for infant)

e train stakeholders: that foster parents have a right to be in court and when it is
appropriate for foster parents to participate

e improve waiting areas: that are comfortable and safe for children, foster parents, and
biological parents (i.e. alleviating stress --- allowing food, enough chairs; places to find out
information; areas of separation to be used as needed; age-appropriate activities for
waiting children)

e improve courtrooms: accommodations for children with disabilities and young children,
judicial training (trauma-informed practice; child development; sensitive handling of cases
that involve children and families)

“He's had to see [my foster children] for their year and he's come off the stand and
came down and sat beside them and talked to them and asked them how school
was. He's been really nice with them.”
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Improvements

How can courts make these improvements?

e work with all partners

e make the improvements that they can when they can: use limited resources wisely to
select pressing problems that can be solved

e maintain ongoing communication with foster parents or foster parent groups,
perhaps through advisory boards, who can best tell us how things are really working for
them, and what would help make the court process better for foster parents

These improvements would benefit everyone involved in the court process: judges,
biological parents, children, foster parents, case workers, and lawyers.

*Foster parents from six counties across the state of Maryland participated in focus groups to describe their experiences with the court
process. This project was funded by the state Foster Care Court Improvement Program, which wants to help foster parents engage with the

courts.




