ntegration, collaboration, leverage, partnership, team
— these are all words used to describe successful initia-

tives. It is true that anything can be accomplished with

just a few dedicated and passionate individuals who are
willing to tackle challenges and work to achieve what was
thought to be impossible. Pinal County, Ariz., has put such
efforts to work in moving toward the implementation of its
Integrated Family Court.! During the process, those
involved learned valuable lessons and realized unexpected
benefits.

Why Partner?

Why would corrections professionals working with juve-
nile delinquents want to enter into a partnership with an
agency that addresses marriage dissolutions? This perhaps
unconventional partnership gives correctional staff the
chance to address concerns about juveniles returning to
unhealthy home environments. It has been said that the
integrated family court is “the modern-day successor to the
juvenile courts, created to promote a positive change in
the juvenile offender.”

The body of replicated, validated research outlining risk
factors for juvenile delinquency is extensive and frequently
cited. With lists reaching 24 different items categorized into
four different domains (see Table 1), it is apparent that no
single factor can be identified as a direct and sole cause.
The presence of any factor increases the risk of delinquen-
cy, and the presence of more than one factor can increase
the risk beyond a mere cumulative effect. Yet so often each
agency that comes into contact with at-risk youths applies
its singular strategy to a singular domain of each juvenile’s
life. At the other end of the spectrum are the various agen-
cies that each attempt a stand-alone holistic effort. To be
effective, agencies must stop competing for limited
resources, stop pointing the finger of blame at one another
for failing these youths and actively join efforts.

Beyond Buzzwords:

Doing more with less is not just the latest cliché to
describe what is requested of the juvenile justice system; it
is the constant state of affairs, the status quo. In his William
H. Rehnquist Award address, Judge Leonard Edwards of
the Santa Clara County Superior Court pointed out that the
“juvenile court was envisioned as the setting where soci-
etal intervention on behalf of children would take place if
parenting had failed to ensure that children are properly
raised.”® This is no small undertaking. Anyone who works
in the field of corrections has experienced the impact of
chronic underfunding. As noted by Francisco J. Alarcon,
former deputy secretary of the Florida Department of Juve-
nile Justice, “Juvenile corrections usually falls beneath
sheriffs, police, the judiciary, state attorneys, public
defenders and adult corrections in the pecking order for
resources.” Meanwhile, as evidenced by risk factor
research, the challenges facing juveniles in the system
have grown more complex since the juvenile court was
envisioned more than 100 years ago.

The American Correctional Association’s express pur-
pose is to “promote the coordination of ... services to
reduce fragmentation and duplication of effort and increase
the efficiency of correctional services,” and to “develop
and maintain liaisons ... for mutual assistance and the inter-
change of ideas and information, and to extend and
strengthen cooperative working relationships.” Many of
the other organizations that serve the corrections profes-
sion — the National Association of Juvenile and Family
Court Judges, the Child Welfare League of America, the
Office of Juvenile Justice Delinquency and Prevention, the
American Bar Association, and the State Justice Institute —
have embraced the same purpose and put it into practice
through summits, workshops and printed documents. Pinal
County looked to these national organizations, as well as
many local agencies, for guidance and support (both moral
and financial) as it embarked on the journey of establishing
active and working partnerships to implement its Integrated
Family Court.



What Does a Working
Partnership Look Like?

The “what works” body of knowledge is full of projects
and outcome research that evolved from criminal justice
initiatives based on unconventional partnerships. These
partnerships include:

e The community policing movement with partner-
ships between law enforcement and citizens;

e The restorative justice movement with partnerships
between victims and corrections; and

e The “problem-solving court” models with partner-
ships between courts and the treatment community.

Problem-solving courts have taken the form of drug
courts, domestic violence courts and mental health courts,
among others. They are often referred to collectively as
“therapeutic jurisprudence.” Some professionals have
included the concept of integrated family courts under the
therapeutic jurisprudence umbrella.

The term therapeutic jurisprudence is enthusiastically
embraced by some and a source of deep controversy for
others. However, at its heart, therapeutic jurisprudence is
about agencies coming together and sharing information
and resources to better the lives of those they serve.
Edwards called the juvenile court “the original problem-
solving court.”® The problems to be solved are those identi-
fied in the various lists of risk factors. They remain the
same regardless of where or how each juvenile and his or
her family enter the justice or social service systems — via
dependency, delinquency or contested custody matters.

In almost every instance of successful partnerships that
have led to proven or promising practices, the key has
been a symbiotic relationship among the agencies, a rela-
tionship that makes each agency better than it could be
standing on its own. Members of the San Bernardino, Calif.,
Operation Nightlight Program, a police-probation partner-
ship, confirmed this when they traveled to various project
sites. They found that “the most ineffective use of the col-
laboration was when it was used as a crutch for one
agency,” simply using another agency in the partnership to
perform the less desirable duties.” Effective partnerships
must mirror the kind of interconnectedness identified in
some communities as a protective factor.

How Is a Successful Partnership Built?

Leadership literature frequently speaks to the impor-
tance of new initiatives developing from the bottom up.
Likewise, partnerships that are imposed by the highest lev-
els of administration without analysis and input from those
“in the trenches” are not likely to succeed. Effective part-
nerships begin with the unification of purpose that natural-
ly evolves when various agencies that are impacted in
some way by the same issue resolve to address that issue.
Concerns identified by line staff percolate through manage-
ment to administrators, and outreach to other agencies
begins. At this point, the highest level of leadership or
administration is critical in bringing the right representa-
tives of each agency to the table — those dedicated and

passionate individuals who are willing to work toward the
seemingly impossible. Line staff or middle management are
often in the best position to identify these individuals, but
the invitation should be extended by the person with the
most authority. Each agency must approach the table hav-
ing identified what it can contribute toward the solution,
rather than what it might extract from the partnership.
Next, a facilitator must be identified. The most effective
facilitator will be solution-focused and will not have a vested
interest in the outcome of the group’s work. Formal train-
ing is helpful but not necessary; there are plenty of publicly
available resources to guide the work of anyone chosen to
facilitate a group.® It is more important to identify someone
who uses reflective listening skills across the full spec-
trum of communication, both verbal and nonverbal. The
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Members of the Pinal County Integrated Family Court Workgroup
meet at least once a month.

facilitator must be able to manage and guide discussion
without manipulating or controlling it. Perhaps most
important to the partnership’s success, the facilitator must
be able to keep the group moving toward its identified goal.

Regardless of the process used, a plan must be devel-
oped and followed. Planning should include:

e Analysis of the problem and all its causes;

¢ Identification of existing strengths and resources,
including experiences of other jurisdictions;

e Strategies to address the problem and its causes;

e Identification of resources needed to pursue those
strategies, including additional people/agencies that
should be involved in the process, such as the popu-
lation to be served,;

e Identification of desired outcomes or performance
measures; and

e Collection of baseline data for comparison.

Various methods can then be employed to execute the
plan. If the workgroup is large enough, subcommittees can
be developed around the various strategies or task cate-
gories. If not, the group can work as a committee of the
whole, pursuing each strategy chronologically or simulta-
neously. An implementation timeline identifying the tasks
to be completed, the individual(s) responsible and comple-
tion target dates should be developed and reviewed regu-
larly to keep things moving forward. The vast majority of
decisions can and should be made by consensus. If an
impasse is reached, it may be necessary for the highest-
level administrators of each agency to meet as a group and
agree on a resolution.

Finally, the criminal justice system has only as much
authority as it is given by the public. This is maintained
through various mechanisms, including funding. If the pro-
ject is to be embraced by the court of public opinion and
supported by public funding, the group’s work must be
transparent and accountable. Activities, goals and progress
should be reported throughout the life of the project in any
and all available outlets. It is generally best for this to be
done by those in the higher levels of administration.

What Happened in Pinal County?

Research reveals that there is an undeniable connection
between juvenile dependency and delinquency and issues
separately characterized as family or domestic matters.
“Adolescents who have been exposed to conflict and vio-
lence tend to be aggressive and have multiple behavior
problems, including ... delinquency.”® Yet the court’s
response to these related issues is typically fragmented. In
Arizona, the following response structure is common:

e Family or domestic matters are scheduled on civil
court calendars and sometimes resolved by commis-
sioners rather than judges;

e Juvenile dependency and delinquency matters are
scheduled on separate juvenile calendars;

e Dependency matters are addressed with executive
branch resources through child protective services;
and

* Delinquency matters are addressed with judicial
branch resources via the probation department, or
with executive branch resources via the juvenile cor-
rections department for secure confinement and
parole.

This structure can result in a single family appearing in
court on multiple dates, before various judicial officers,
and meeting with any number of government agencies and
contracted service providers. Such fragmentation is not a
holistic or efficient way to identify, much less meet, the
needs of a family in crisis.

The state’s efforts to address this issue date back to
1989, and resulted in both a plan for developing integrated
family courts statewide and a proposal for legislative fund-
ing. The plan was comprehensive; full funding was not
forthcoming. At the same time, agencies working with and
within the Pinal County justice system began to identify a
number of obstacles to effectively serving families in crisis.
Four different groups developed around isolated issues
and, in July 2007, evolved into a single entity, the Integrated
Family Court Workgroup.

This group includes representatives from the Public
Defender’s Office, the Attorney General’s Office, Child Protec-
tive Services, Juvenile Court Services, the Pinal County Supe-
rior Court, the Clerk of Court’s Office, the Pinal County Court
Administration and the treatment provider community, as
well as individually contracted attorneys. Input has also been
provided by the Adult Probation Department and Adult Pro-
tective Services and is being sought from Conciliation Ser-
vices. The group serves as the forum for planning and imple-
menting the Integrated Family Court, Model Dependency
Court Guidelines and Model Juvenile Delinquency Guidelines.
The group applied for and, in June 2007, was awarded fund-
ing from the State Justice Institute for two personnel posi-
tions. This has allowed the county to improve the process for
responding to families with multiple issues before the court
and facilitate more effective use of existing resources. The
workgroup meets as often as necessary depending on the
particular issues or concerns being addressed and at least
once a month. These dedicated and passionate individuals
even take time to meet during their lunch hour. If effective,
the Integrated Family Court will produce positive changes.



The project will reduce:

e The number of hearing continuances;

e The number of hearings and duplicate hearings per
family;

e The number of post-judgment actions, including
orders to show cause;

e The case-processing time from filing to “final order”;

e The length of time from case filing to service deliv-
ery; and

e The average length of stay at the juvenile detention
facility.

At the same time there will be an increase in:

e The number of services accessed per family;

e The number of dependency cases dismissed;

e The percentage of hearings completed within statuto-
ry guidelines;

e The number of minute entries and notices put out
within five days of a court proceeding; and

e Compliance with the court improvement project
audit items.

Stakeholder and customer satisfaction will also be evaluated
via satisfaction surveys administered quarterly for stake-
holders and after each court appearance for customers.

Meanwhile, the very act of formalizing the workgroup
has already improved and increased communication
among those who serve families in the Pinal County Court
system, contributing to a less adversarial atmosphere.
Many of the issues that lead to an inefficient, ineffective
response to these families can be solved with the one
resource that is free: communication. For the remaining
issues that require more resources and may seem impossi-
ble, the solution often lies within a group process that can
at times be painful but is always exciting.

Many of the issues that lead to
an inefficient, ineffective
response to these families

can be solved with the one
resource that is free:
communication.

For that group process to be successful, everyone must
take individual responsibility for living up to the buzzwords
of effective partnerships. As James Keller, founder of The
Christophers religious group, said: “What this country
needs is more people to inspire others with confidence,
and fewer people to discourage any initiative in the right
direction; more to get into the thick of things, fewer to sit
on the sidelines merely finding fault; more to point out
what’s right with the world, and fewer to keep harping on

what’s wrong with it; and more who are interested in light-
ing candles, and fewer who blow them out.”
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