
 

 
 

Evaluating the Effectiveness of the Family Court Enhancement 

Project in the Domestic Violence Court, Chicago, IL  

  

FINAL TECHNICAL REPORT  

  

Prepared for  

  

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE  

OFFICE ON VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN   

  

Award No: 2018-SI-AX-0006  
 

Principal Investigator                                 Co-Principal Investigator                          Co-Principal Investigator 

Christine George, PhD                               Gina Spitz, PhD                                         Susan Grossman, PhD 

cgeorg@luc.edu; 773.508.8533                 gsitz@luc.edu; 773.508.8529                    sgrossm@luc.edu; 773.508.8949 

Center for Urban Research & Learning     Center for Urban Research & Learning    Loyola University Chicago 

6439 N Sheridan Rd., 433.2                       6439 N Sheridan Rd., 441                         6439 N Sheridan Rd., 436 

Chicago, IL 60626                                      Chicago, IL 60626                                    Chicago, IL 60626 

 

Project Manager                                          Research Faculty                                      Community Partner 

Yasmeen Khayr, MA                                  Zelda Harris, JD                                       Leslie Landis, JD 

ykhayr@luc.edu; 773.508.8547                  zharris@luc.edu; 312.915.7783               llandis1@luc.edu;    

Center for Urban Research & Learning      Loyola University Chicago                      Cook County Circuit Court   

6439 N Sheridan Rd., 443                           25 E Pearson St., 1330                             Domestic Violence Division 

Chicago, IL 60626                                       Chicago, IL 60611                                   555 W Harrison St. 

              Chicago, IL 60607 

 
Contributing CURL Research Fellows: Jaspreet Kaur, MA; Emily Jones, MSW; Erica Fada, MSW; Lillian Platten, 

MA; Casey Callahan, BA; Anna Monarski, BA; Raimi Woodruff, BA; Kate Woziwodzki, BA; Meredith Farrar, BA. 

  
 

Award Recipient  

Loyola University Chicago  

1032 West Sheridan Rd.  

Chicago, IL 60660-1537  

  

Project Period: 11/01/2018 to 10/31/2021 Extended to 06/30/2023  

  

Award Amount:  $428, 838  

 

This project was supported by Grant No.2018-SI-AX-0006 awarded by the Office on Violence Against 

Women, U.S. Department of Justice. The opinions, findings, conclusions, and recommendations expressed 

in this publication/program/exhibition are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of 

the Department of Justice, Office on Violence Against Women.

mailto:cgeorg@luc.edu
mailto:gsitz@luc.edu
mailto:sgrossm@luc.edu
mailto:ykhayr@luc.edu
mailto:zharris@luc.edu
mailto:llandis1@luc.edu


 

 

i 

Abstract 

The Center for Urban Research and Learning (CURL) in partnership with the Circuit Court of 

Cook County Domestic Violence Division have examined the Family Court Enhancement Project 

(FCEP). The FCEP model is a series of federally funded initiatives implemented at the domestic 

violence court to improve safety outcomes for children-involved Order of Protection cases while 

increasing a sense of procedural justice in a high volume, urban domestic violence courthouse. 

FCEP was instituted as a model to reform the civil court system to support litigant parents who 

share children in common as well as actively review the use of child-related remedies within civil 

OP proceedings to ensure petitioners have access to full safety remedies permissible under the 

Illinois Domestic Violence Act. Once implemented at the court, FCEP instituted trainings for court 

personnel, litigant triage screening and informational materials, and the use of domestic violence 

informed facilitation and a Child-Relief Expediter in negotiating parenting agreements. The 

present research measures the impact of changes made to the Domestic Violence Division in better 

addressing the safety and wellbeing of survivors of domestic violence and their children through 

orders of protection. Through a mixed methods approach, a sample of pre- and post-FCEP OP case 

files were quantitatively analyzed as well as qualitative interviews with parent litigants and court 

personnel were conducted to understand the short- and long-term impacts of FCEP on the civil 

court system. The FCEP evaluation assessed the effectiveness of changes made to judicial 

proceedings and court culture in reaching safer joint parenting agreements, reducing reoccurrences 

of violence, and seeking safety and fairness for families impacted by domestic violence. Overall, 

FCEP instilled a court culture shift that empowered litigants to receive accessible legal resources 

and safer co-parenting options for litigants with shared children.
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Executive Summary 

Loyola University Chicago Center for Urban Research and Learning (CURL) in 

partnership with the Circuit Court of Cook County Domestic Violence Division (DVD) has 

evaluated the Family Court Enhancement Project (FCEP). FCEP was a Department of Justice 

Office of Violence Against Women (OVW) funded initiative implemented at the Domestic 

Violence Court to improve safety outcomes for Order of Protection (OP) litigants (legal parties) 

who share children. The goal has been to increase a sense of safety and procedural justice among 

litigants accessing legal services within a domestic violence court division.  

The Family Court Enhancement Project (FCEP)  

The Family Court Enhancement Project (FCEP) was instituted as a model to reform the 

civil court system to support litigant parents who share children in common and to ensure 

petitioners have access to full safety remedies permissible under the Illinois Domestic Violence 

Act. The funded model implemented a) trainings for judges, attorneys, advocates, and other 

stakeholders; b) the provision of informational materials during an improved litigant triage 

screening process; and c) a Child-Relief Expediter. Overall, the FCEP model instilled initiatives 

that support parent litigants in receiving child-related relief in their Orders of Protection and in 

creating safe and fair parenting agreements.    

Research Design and Methodology  

The research and evaluation of FCEP aimed to understand the following questions:  

1. To what extent has the FCEP increased the safe and fair child-related remedies in OPs for 

litigants and their children?  

2. What is the long-term impact of FCEP activities on facilitating parenting arrangements that 

protect the emotional and physical well-being of victimized parents and their children?  
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3. How has the implementation of FCEP been accomplished?  

The community-university collaborative approach utilized in this research project ensured 

that all research questions and methods were designed and developed with equitable participation 

by both community and university researchers.  This approach incorporates the resources, skills, 

values, and knowledge of each partner into the research process (Suarez-Balcazar and Harper 

2003) as well as guaranteeing that the knowledge gained from the research can be disseminated 

through and accessed by both academia and community members (Dalton et al., 2001).  

Using a mixed method approach, court case records were quantitatively analyzed, and 

qualitative interviews and focus groups were conducted with judges, attorneys, court advocates, 

court personnel, and litigants to examine these three research questions.    

For administrative court data reviewed:  

1. A sample of 329 petitions filed in 2015 before the implementation of the FECP were 

compared to a sample of 395 petitions filed in 2017 subsequent to the implementation of 

FCEP.  The contents of these 724 petitions for OPs were coded for child-related remedies and 

types of allegations. The coding tool and codebook were developed by the research team, 

informed by SAFeR training materials and curriculum, which heavily informed the FCEP 

model.   

2. A sample of 259 court transcripts, 132 from 2015 and 127 from 2017, were compared and 

reviewed to assess how child-related issues were presented and argued in court.  

3. The administrative tracking data of 255 cases served by the Child Relief Expeditor (CRE) 

in 2016/17 were reviewed.  
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4. A sample of 314 cases from 2015 and 218 cases that met with the CRE from 2017 were 

compared to assess the likelihood of respondents violating their OPs within one year after 

receiving their original OP pre- and post-FCEP.   

For interviews conducted:  

1. Thirteen interviews were conducted with court personnel, including ten current and former 

DVD judges, the CRE, and two Help Desk Staff.  

2. Thirty litigants (15 petitioners and 15 respondents) who met with the CRE and reached a 

parenting agreement were interviewed.  

3. Three focus groups were conducted with one group of attorneys and two groups of 

advocates housed currently or previously at the courthouse.   

Key Findings  

Review of OP Petitions and Court Proceedings  

The domestic violence (DV) civil court provides Orders of Protection to those experiencing 

domestic violence requiring emergency assistance. The court primarily serves individuals who file 

their OP petition as pro se petitioners (self-represented), with a small percentage of petitioners 

represented by an attorney who initially files their petition. Some pro se petitioners are assisted 

with their petitions by court advocates referred from various community DV agencies.  

When the petitioner enters the courthouse, they arrive at a reception area with a help desk 

staffed by court personnel that initially provide petitioners with the OP petition forms and the 

FCEP informational materials. They are screened and may be triaged to additional resources such 

as advocates, legal assistance attorneys, and volunteers who are available to assist the petitioners.   
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Requests for Child-Related Remedies   

There was a significant increase in requests for safe and fair child-related remedies in Order 

of Protection petitions filed after the implementation of FCEP in 2017 as compared to petitions 

filed in 2015, prior to FCEP implementation. The vast majority of the increased child-related 

requests occurred in pro se petitions. In 2015, pro se petitions included an average of 6.8 types of 

child-related remedies requests. In 2017, the average number of child-related requests in pro se 

petitions increased to 7.58 types of child-related remedies. This increase was statistically 

significant. Attorney, advocate, and law student assisted petitions increased slightly in the number 

of child-related remedies requested but this increase was not statistically significant.  

Petitioners increasingly present their child-related issues and alleged abuses in their OP 

petitions and case files post-FCEP, further examination of court hearing transcripts were assessed 

to determine how alleged abuses and child-related issues were presented in court hearings on 

behalf of petitioners. The types of abuses and the impact of abuses that were assessed were adapted 

from the SAFeR curriculum and included the following categories: abuse by respondent to 

petitioner; abuse by petitioner to child; impact on abuse on child; impact of abuse on petitionerôs 

parenting, impact of abuse on daily life; and red flags/risk factors.꜡꜡  

Attorney Represented and Advocate Assisted Petitioners. Overall, there were few 

statistically significant differences pre- and post-FCEP in how attorney-represented cases 

argued/presented the alleged abuses on behalf of petitioners. This was also true for cases in which 

petitioners were assisted by advocates. While it appeared that attorneys reported most of the abuses 

and arguments in the petitions rather than in the court hearings, there were few significant changes 

pre- and post-FCEP in their litigation practices. One exception worth noting is the increase from 
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72.7% to 81.9% of attorney-represented cases presenting red flags/risk factors during their court 

hearings.    

Self-Represented Pro Se Petitioners. Pro se petitioner cases saw statistically significant 

changes in how alleged abuses and child-related issues were reported in their OP petitions and 

during their court hearings. Specifically, abuse by respondent to child was increasingly mentioned 

in 59.1% of pre-FCEP cases compared to 86.4% of post-FCEP pro se cases during their court 

hearings. Additionally, pro se petitioners increasingly reported the impact of abuse on petitionerôs 

parenting in their petitions and during their hearings. The increase was from 36.4% of all pro se 

cases pre-FCEP to 77.3% of all pro se cases post-FCEP in their petitions and from 13.6 of all pro 

se pre-FCEP cases to 54.4% of pro se post-FCEP cases for court hearings. Pro se petitioner cases 

also increasingly mentioned red flags/risk factors in both their petitions (36.4% to 77.3%) and 

during their court hearings (13.6% to 54.5%) pre- and post-FCEP, although not statistically 

significant. In addition, pro se petitioner cases did increasingly mention abuserôs mental state 

during their court hearings revealing a statistically significant increase from 4.5% to 31.8% 

between pre- and post-FCEP pro se cases.   

Judges Asking Child-Related Questions  

There was a statistically significant increase pre- to post-FCEP in the number of cases in 

which questions were asked by judges regarding childrenôs exposure to abuse and the impact of 

abuse on children. When assessing all the possible questions that judges could ask regarding 

children, cases where judges asked questions regarding childrenôs exposure to abuse and the 

impact of abuse on children increased significantly post-FCEP. Cases where judges asked about 

childrenôs exposure to abuse increased from 27.3% pre-FCEP to 48.9% post-FCEP. The 

percentage of cases heard by judges where the judge asked about impact of abuse on children 
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increased from 2.3% pre- to 12.5% post-FCEP among pro se cases. For cases in which judges 

asked questions related to exposure of children to abuse, judges increasingly ask these questions 

in 52.3% of self-represented cases post-FCEP as compared to 20.5% of pre-FCEP cases. Finally, 

when asked about potential red flags or risk factors, judges increasingly asked these questions of 

cases over time, increasing the percentage of cases in which these questions were asked from pre-

FCEP (58.0%) to post-FCEP (68.2%). There were no significant differences in judges asking 

questions related to the impact of abuse on petitionersô parenting or impact on daily life.  

Granted Child-Related Remedies  

FCEP had little impact on the percentage of child-related remedies granted in final orders 

of protection, with a few exceptions. When examining the child-related remedies granted, there 

were minimal changes between pre-and post-FCEP in both Emergency Orders of Protection (EOP) 

and Plenary Orders of Protection (POP) cases.  Most of those changes that occurred were found 

for advocate-assisted and pro se cases whereas attorney-represented cases portrayed less change 

between pre- and post-FCEP.   

The granting of respondent further enjoined was the only child-related remedy that was 

significantly and increasingly granted post-FCEPðmoving from being granted in 47.1% of all 

cases pre-FCEP to granted in 100% of all cases requesting this post-FCEP. This remedy allowed 

for petitioners to write-in additional remedies, and all requests for respondent further enjoined by 

advocate cases in particular included some iteration of óno contactô. These additional óno contactô 

remedies often act as a strategy of child-relief as it can further block the respondent from accessing 

the petitioner and the children to supplement locations included in óstay awayô orders.   
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Impact of the Child Relief Expediter (CRE)  

The role of the Child Relief Expediter (CRE) was created as part of the Family Court 

Enhancement Project (FCEP) to assist litigant parents reach a parenting agreement that would be 

incorporated into the granted Order of Protection (OP). Judges at the domestic violence division 

(DVD) refer cases with shared children to the CRE and provide support around parental custody 

and visitation agreements as well as other information regarding navigating the court, resources, 

and referrals to services. The creation of the CRE position, in conjunction with the other FCEP 

initiatives, aimed to empower litigant parents to create a safe parenting agreement as well as to 

experience a fair court process.   

The process of CRE sessions includes both parents determining the safest parenting options 

and child-related remedies with support from the CRE. Once a parenting plan is agreed upon by 

both parents, the parenting agreement is incorporated into their final granted OP by a judge. The 

final OP and parenting agreement allow the parents to safely experience the parenting plan with 

their children. Depending on how well the plan is executed, the parents have the right to amend 

and modify their plans, if needed.  

The majority of cases that were involved in CRE deliberations reached parenting 

agreements that were incorporated into their final OP. During CRE sessions, deliberations focus 

on child-related remedies such as communication regarding children, visitation options, safe 

exchange protocols, and financial support. The majority of cases involved in CRE sessions in 2017 

reached agreement in at least one area of child-related relief (66.3%) after discussing various 

parenting options. Of all the parenting agreements reached, 59.1% of cases included supervised 

visitation, 38.8% included visitation by a family member, and 30.3% included supervised 

visitation by a center. The majority of cases with parenting agreements reached also included 
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stipulations for communication (76.5%) as well as options for safe exchange, including neutral 

exchange (45.1%) and supervised exchange by a family member (38.4%). Overall, 92.3% of cases 

that had CRE sessions and reached agreement in at least one remedy had their agreement 

incorporated into their granted OP in 2017.   

During more recent CRE sessions, cases most frequently agreed upon and implemented 

unsupervised visitation remedies in their parenting agreements over the last five years. There have 

been major shifts in supervised visitation practices as supervised visitation centers have been 

largely inaccessible since the beginning of the pandemic. Current cases with plans for supervised 

visitation are most often supervised by family members. Exchange agreements and communication 

practices across cases involved in the expediting process have remained consistent since 2017.  

Notably, when interviewed, the CRE felt that the role of the expediting process has positively 

affected safe agreement outcomes for litigants. This was seen in the decrease of what she called, 

ñfrequent flyers,ò or litigant parents who often return to the court: ñPreviously [to FCEP], it was 

just band-aiding the situation, and then the order is done and then you're back, and then you're 

back six months later... It feels like there are less people in that sort of situation and more people 

are actually getting solutions that are helping them move forward.ò The expediting process is 

functioning to support and offer practical safety options for families experiencing domestic 

violence.    

CREôs Impact on Court Procedure  

Judge Experience with CRE. Almost all of the judges interviewed reported that they relied 

on the CREôs services heavily and spoke highly of the CRE. One judge summed up their feelings 

in this statement, to which multiple other judges agreed: ñ[The CRE is] completely and utterly 

invaluable. I donôt understand how the courthouse could have functioned without one before and 
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itôs really depressing and saddening to think that it didnôt exist at some point...ò (Judge FJ11DEL). 

Another judge described the CRE as the ñeyes and earsò of the judges (Judge FJ10BET).   

The interviewed judges shared that the CRE is invaluable to them because the CRE is able 

to have conversations with litigants that the litigants may not be comfortable having with the 

judges in a formal court setting. The judges also noted that the CRE learns more detailed 

information in her mediation sessions than what the judges would learn during their brief hearings 

with litigants. Finally, the judges shared how the CRE makes extremely accurate safety 

recommendations because of the rich conversations she has with both litigants.   

Attorney and Advocate Experience with CRE. Attorneys and advocates alike spoke highly 

of the CRE and their experiences with the role within the court setting. Key factors in creating 

these positive experiences were the CREôs ability to make litigants feel seen and heard, to mitigate 

issues with the judges, and to support attorneys and advocates in their respective roles assisting 

petitioners with their OPs.   

Litigant Experience with CRE. Overwhelmingly, litigants found value in their sessions 

with the Child Relief Expediter (CRE). When asked about their level of satisfaction in working 

with the CRE and creating a parenting agreement, 63.3% of parents were óvery satisfied.ô Many 

of the litigants distinguished their calm and helpful experience with the CRE compared to their 

stressful experiences with the judges. Many litigants reported the CRE as an accessible court 

resource.  

Litigantsô Perceptions of OP and Parenting Agreements   

The majority of parent litigants interviewed felt increasingly safe and comfortable with 

their parenting plans after meeting with the CRE. A key highlight from the interviews was seeing 

each parent litigant center their children in their discussion of the parenting plans and their broader 
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familial goals. Whether a petitioner or respondent, many of the parents appreciated the parenting 

plans and having opportunities to spend quality time with their children. For many parents moving 

through the court, the parenting plan encouraged parents to build co-parenting skills as well as 

sustainable relationships with their children as a means to overall safety.   

Some petitioners faced challenges surrounding safe communication while implementing 

their parenting plans. Parents have the option of no communication, communicating through a 

third party, or communicating via texting, calling, emailing, or through the Talking Parents app. 

Some petitioners shared that respondents used Talking Parents to threaten, harass, and otherwise 

interact with the petitioner outside of matters pertaining to the children and visits. They did not 

want to talk to the respondent but felt required by the parenting plan to maintain communication 

about their children. In instances where respondents threatened, harassed, or otherwise misused 

the Talking Parents app, some petitioners reacted by completely cutting off the respondent, putting 

their parenting plan in jeopardy. Petitioners were concerned that it became another method for 

respondents to have ñfree contactò with petitioners, no different than texting.   

While many litigant parents benefited from their parenting plans, many also felt the need 

to make informal modifications to their plans without involving the court or court procedures. The 

majority of these modifications were to increase visitation times and access for the respondent 

parent in contexts where visiting time was going well. Many noted that these modifications were 

primarily due to either not knowing how to proceed with legal modifications through the court, 

making modifications to avoid the time constraints of the court, or not wanting to return to the 

court to make parenting decisions.   
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Litigant Reflections on Childrenôs Experience with the Parenting Plan  

Many of the petitioner mothers interviewed expressed that they have been developing 

closer relationships and spending more time with their children following their OP and parenting 

plan. Many petitioners noted that their children more openly shared details about their lives and 

feelings with them now that there was more one-on-one time available at home due to the OP and 

the physical separation from the respondent.  Many of the petitioner mothers also shared that they 

wanted their children to spend time with their respondent fathers and wanted to ensure the child 

and respondent could maintain a safe relationship together.  

A handful of petitioner mothers indicated challenges with their children refusing to engage 

in the scheduled visits with the respondent parent. Some petitioners mentioned their children felt 

hurt by the respondentsô behaviors and did not want to spend time with that parent in fear it would 

lead to more harm. Other petitioners found themselves trying to encourage their children to visit 

the respondents by expressing the importance of visitation, but their children still refused.   

Many of the respondent fathers expressed frustration with the limited time they had with 

their children, but they were still adamant about spending quality time with their children.  Many 

fathers were grappling with appreciating the time they had with their children while also struggling 

with the limitations set at that time. Many shared anecdotes of their children asking them why they 

could not spend more time together or why they could not stay overnight.   

Litigantsô Perception of Fairness and Procedural Justice with Court System   

All litigant parents were asked to consider how fairly they felt treated during their court 

process, and the majority of parents felt some level of fairness: 26.7% ósomewhat fairô, 23.3% 

ómoderately fairô, and 43.3% óvery fairô.   
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Overall, petitioners had mixed reports about experiencing fairness in their court 

proceedings. Some petitioners reported they felt a sense of fairness when the judges listened and 

asked them questions about their experiences, appeared balanced, did not rushthrough their case, 

and seemed confident in their decision-making. In addition, petitioners reported they felt a sense 

of fairness when the judge listened and considered both litigants during the court hearing. One 

petitioner expressed that this respect increased her sense of fairness with the court: ñThe fact that 

they were fair to me, they gave him the same level of respect, to me, plays a big part in how we 

move forward and whether or not thereôs a sense of resentment or a sense of anxiety and distrust 

because of feeling like a whole system will support you and not me.ò   

Other petitioners felt like they were not heard by the judges during their court hearings. 

Many petitioners had difficulty communicating with the judges, often expressing that they were 

not being listened to, were not acknowledged, and did not have enough time to share their 

experiences with the judges These petitioners were frustrated that they could not fully express their 

situation and their needs to the judges. Ultimately, this frustration led to petitioners feeling like 

they would not receive the support that was best for their families.   

Comparatively, many of the respondents shared that they did not have a space to share their 

concerns or their story with the judges. Many respondents did not even attempt to share their 

concerns with the judges as they anticipated that the judges would not want to listen to them. 

Overall, many of the respondents felt that the court was one-sided and especially biased against 

respondent fathers. Many of the respondents were adamant about how unfairly they were treated 

by the judges and the lack of support provided to men and fathers from the court. These fathers 

felt that the court would always side with the petitioner mothers and gave more weight to the 

mothersô statements.   
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Some litigants reported negative feelings with their overall experience with the courthouse 

environment that left litigants feeling dismissed and unworthy of legal support. Both in-person 

encounters with court personnel and virtual interactions with the court procedure were already 

overwhelming for parents and grew more difficult when there were feelings of disrespect and lack 

of support within the court environment.   

Impact of FCEP on OP Violations  

When comparing the criminal violation rates of respondent litigants within one year of 

their civil OP, there was no statistically significant difference between pre- and post-FCEP cases. 

We cannot confidently attribute a clear impact of FCEP or the CRE on respondent behavior once 

they left the court with an OP and their likelihood of violating the OP. However, we can see some 

slight changes in the types of criminal charges that violated OPs between 2015 and 2017. In 2015, 

OP violations were mainly due to battery/domestic battery (52.8%) whereas in 2017, charges were 

mainly from violations of orders of protection (VOOP) (44.4%). The decline in the percentage of 

cases charged with battery/domestic battery had borderline statistical significance.  

Impact of COVID on Court Processes  

Disruptions occurred within the courthouse during the COVID-19 pandemic.  At the start 

of the pandemic in 2020, the court shifted to limited capacity within the courthouse and all court 

hearings were heard virtually over Zoom. Court hearings were backed up for months, especially 

POP hearings, and many EOP orders and parenting plans were extended consistently for months 

with occasional status hearings. Due to these major delays as well as increases in domestic violence 

during the pandemic, the judges and the CRE were overwhelmed with cases beyond their capacity. 

Delayed court hearings limited litigant time with judges, and various CRE sessions scheduled in 

advance presented a burden of work that was not sustainable for court personnel at the time. 
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However, these changes also brought about changes to protocol, including the expediting process 

for the CRE. A clear shift for the CRE was holding sessions virtually, setting up sessions with 

litigants during their EOP hearing, often weeks in advanced, and having multiple CRE sessions 

over the course of their case rather than one short session often after the POP hearing. While the 

procedures may have changed, it is important to recognize the flexibility of the CRE services to 

adapt to the differing needs that arose during the pandemic while still ensuring the original 

objectives of the CRE and child safety continued to be centered.  

Culture Shift in the Courthouse and Court System  

Overall, these findings indicate some cultural shift in the Domestic Violence courthouse as 

a result of the Family Court Enhancement Project. There have been increased discussions of child-

related issues, requests for child-related remedies, and approaches to decision-making and 

advocacy that have slowly become an overall practice in the court among judges, attorneys, 

advocates, court staff, and litigants. While the research and evaluation focused on impacts related 

to the FCEP model, the court experienced other transformations that were immeasurable and 

spanned beyond its implementation in 2017. The model included the SAFeR trainings, the CRE, 

and informational materials, but the impact of the development, implementation, and sustainability 

of the FCEP model cannot be fully captured just in these three elements and just within the short 

timeframe of its first year in the courthouse.   

During the development of FCEP, much time was spent with the provision of technical 

assistance training by OVAW consultants, stakeholder and management meetings convened by 

the DV court, as well as exploratory surveys, interviews, and focus groups with court personnel 

regarding their observations of the court processes.  These activities contributed greatly to the slow 

shift happening within the court. The conversations engendered through these venues considered 
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current practices and policies around child-related relief as well as identifying needs within the 

court that would improve information sharing and deliberation of child-related issues. The FCEP 

planning began in 2013 and continued until it was implemented in 2016/2017, so judges, 

advocates, and attorneys were primed to start considering child-related issues and relief well before 

FCEP was finally implemented within the court.   

As noted in the findings above, attorney and advocate assisted petitioners requested child-

related remedies at high rates in 2015 and this remained high in 2017 suggesting a possible ñceiling 

effect.ò  Indeed, we can infer that the change in knowledge and practice for attorneys and advocates 

around child-related relief began earlier than 2015 with the discussions and planning among 

attorneys, advocates, and judges that occurred during the OVW technical assistance phase in 2013. 

Therefore, the changes within the court with regards to child safety considerations both in the OP 

petitions and the court deliberations occurred over a longer period of time and became 

institutionalized once FCEP was fully implemented at the court. The culture change within the 

court environment and acceptance of child-related considerations in court policies were nurtured 

over the larger span of FCEP development.   

Key Elements of the FCEP Model  

After reflecting on the research and evaluation of the Family Court Enhancement Project, 

it is important to consider elements of the FCEP model to sustain within the Domestic Violence 

Court: continuing education and training of court personnel, resources to litigants, and the 

establishment of the child relief expeditor.  

Education for Court Personnel The SAFeR curriculum informed the FCEP model and 

molds the child-related practices implemented through the FCEP model. There is value to having 

the SAFeR training and materials in a more consistent and possibly yearly manner, especially to 
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account for newly hired staff, to ensure people have access to formal elements of information. It 

may be also helpful to hold consistent conversations among judges, attorneys, and advocates 

throughout the year that encourage reflection of the SAFeR values on their own practices, 

considerations of new policies and practices of other courts, and overall space for court personnel 

to learn and adapt their practices together. The goal is to have more consistent and streamlined 

sources of information and space for growth within court practices and procedure for court 

personnel in a way that is aligned with the SAFeR curriculum.  

Resources for Litigants The surprising impact of the informational materials on petitioners, 

especially for pro se petitioners, revealed the strength of physical reminders and sources of 

information for litigants entering the court. Maintaining the presence of the informational materials 

will be integral for the sustainability of FCEP and will provide petitioners with avenues towards 

child-related relief. However, there can be improvements such as creating additional materials in 

various languages and considering more accessible languages for folks who may have lower 

literacy levels. The research also revealed the importance of having court staff (Help Desk staff, 

court clerks, or advocates) physically present to assist petitioners in addition to the informational 

materials. It is integral to have both written and verbal explanation for how to fill out an OP petition 

to increase accessibility and higher likelihood of understanding from petitioners completing an 

otherwise daunting and hard-to-understand legal form.  

Child Relief Expediter The most beneficial and powerful aspect of the FCEP model was 

creating the role of the Child Relief Expediter. The CRE provides a neutral yet empathetic space 

for parents to develop a safe parenting plan for their children, and the ease of the session, modeling 

of conflict resolution, and skills for co-parenting are integral for parents to engage in safe parenting 

beyond the court and legal processes. The volume of cases and clients that move through the 
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expediting process is overwhelming to a point that another CRE was hired and ideas for suburban 

CREs are moving forward as well. It is also important to note the impact of the CRE on the other 

court personnel and the ability for the CRE to communicate with judges, attorneys, and advocates 

in ways that encourage discussion around child-related issues, offer information about SAFeR 

approaches, and practice litigant and child-centered skills. The Cook County court system 

institutionalized the FCEP model in its Domestic Violence Courthouse, and it has been expanding 

its features to other courtrooms within the Domestic Violence Division across the county.   

Sustainability of FCEP   

While FCEP technically was a pilot program funded for one year, the model spanned 

various years of development and investment that embedded the model within the courthouse. And 

indeed, the CRE and other court personnel brought on by FCEP were institutionalized within court 

staffing. The model is also collaborative and adaptable to the changing needs within the court and 

court personnel, to litigants, and to external changes, such as the pandemic. Any replication of 

FCEP should consider ways to best support litigants during and after OP procedures through 

physical resources and staff, sources of information, and referrals for post-court services and 

resources. The model is deeply committed to child safety as well as safe parenting options for both 

petitioners and respondents. These values are sustained in the court through various court 

personnel and how they incorporate these values within their practices working directly with 

litigants and their children. Finally, having structures for research and evaluation of the model will 

allow for long-term methods of assessing and improving the model as the court, legal policies, and 

litigant needs change over time. Overall, to replicate the FCEP model is to engage various 

stakeholders, to have the flexibility to adapt to ongoing changes in the court, a commitment to the 
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child-centered values of FCEP, and a long-term investment in maintaining and evolving the 

model.  

Recommendations for the Court  

While the presence of FCEP has resulted in a major improvement in the Domestic Violence 

Court and its civil OP procedures, there are still recommendations for the court based on the 

research and evaluation.  

Increase Capacity for Court Personnel Hire additional judges specialized in domestic 

violence, additional CREs across the county, and more litigant-centered staff (Help Desk staff, 

court clerks, advocates) who can be physically present within the courthouse. This will provide 

support and accessible information within the legal system and alleviate barriers for litigants 

struggling to understand how to move through their court procedures.   

System of Litigant Resources and Social Worker It would be beneficial for the court to 

have a system for litigants and a specialized court social worker to provide litigants with 

information for their OP, their parenting plan, and any subsequent legal options as well as local 

partner service providers and advocacy agencies that could assist litigants beyond legal needs.   

Training for Visitation Supervisors We would recommend having the required training, 

meeting, or discussion between the court and the family members supervising visits to ensure that 

they are aware of the responsibilities required for supervising a court-ordered visiting time.  

Consistent Communication among Court Personnel We recommend there be structured and 

consistent communication, reflection, and education among court personnel. This could include 

instilling consistent meetings among judges, attorneys, advocates, CREs, and Help Desk staff that 

consider how FCEP and child-related issues are addressed with litigants. These meetings could be 

a space for all court personnel to reflect on child-related issues, consider new court policies and 
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procedures, share best practices when working with litigants, and problem-solve issues that arise 

in court when considering child-related relief.   

Required DV Training and Feedback for Judges The Domestic Violence Division should 

explore having a required DV orientation and training for new and continuing judges annually. 

While many structural factors may influence how a judge is moving through numerous court cases, 

it may also be helpful to create structures for judges to reflect and receive feedback on their 

practices and engagement with litigants.   

Evaluation of Court Practices Finally, it is important that the court continue to invest in 

and instill systems for consistent evaluation of the FCEP model and subsequent structures put in 

place as a result of FCEP. It would be helpful to have yearly reviews among the court personnel 

to collaboratively reflect on how the court is functioning, how cases with children in common are 

addressed, and remaining gaps or challenges that impede court process or litigant-centered 

service.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

25 

Detailed Project Report 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

The Loyola University Chicago Center for Urban Research and Learning (CURL) in 

partnership with the Illinois Circuit Court of Cook County Domestic Violence Division (DVD) 

has examined the Family Court Enhancement Project (FCEP). FCEP is a series of Department of 

Justice Office of Violence Against Women Office (OVW) funded initiatives implemented at the 

domestic violence court to improve safety outcomes for Order of Protection (OP) litigants (legal 

parties) who share children. The goal is to increase a sense of safety and procedural justice among 

litigants accessing legal services within a domestic violence court division. 

OVW awarded CURL a research grant to conduct an evaluation of FCEP under FY 2018 

Priority Subject ñEvaluations of VAWA-funded interventionsò and four OVW Areas of Study, 

including victimsô needs, justice, impact, and reducing recidivism. The research and evaluation 

sought to better understand how the judges, attorneys, and advocates at the court adapted to FCEP 

and if changes were made to their judicial and legal practices in response to civil Order of 

Protection (OP) cases that had children involved. Additionally, the evaluation examined how 

parent litigants with children in common experienced the court, how FCEP impacted their 

engagement with the OP process, how they engaged with their OP and parenting agreement, and 

how they move through the overall court system. The research and evaluation interacted with 

different stakeholders of the court to better assess how the culture of the courthouse changed with 

FCEP; how various court personnel and the litigants responded to these changes; and how child 

safety were centered in the court. 
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We organized the report in 6 chapters.  In this introductory first Chapter, we describe the 

Domestic Violence Courthouse, the FCEP model, and its development, structure, and 

implementation. Also, we describe the impact of the COVID-19 on FCEP and research.  We end 

this chapter with a review of the literature in three parts: evaluation research; research on domestic 

violence in diverse communities; and procedural justice.  In Chapter 2, we present the research 

design and methodology used to conduct every element of the research and evaluation.  In Chapter 

3: Review of the Order of Protection Petitions and Child-Related Remedies, we present the data 

results and discussion of the child-related remedies requested and granted by litigants pre- and 

post-FCEP. In Chapter 4: Impact of the Child-Relief Expediter (CRE), we examine the role of the 

CRE, the interaction of the CRE with court personnel, and overall discussion of the CREôs impact 

on the courthouse and child-related relief. In Chapter 5: Impact of Court Experiences of Parent 

Litigants on Safe Parenting, we include the results and discussion of interviews conducted with 

litigant parents seeking parenting agreements, and data regarding criminal violations of OPs. The 

report will conclude with Chapter 6: Overall Discussion where we discuss the overall findings, the 

sustainability of FCEP, and recommendations for the Court.  

The Domestic Violence Courthouse 

The Circuit Court of Cook County opened a specialized domestic violence courthouse in 

2005 in downtown Chicago dedicated to addressing both criminal and civil domestic violence 

cases. These cases, both criminal and civil, involved parties having a ñfamily or householdò 

relationship, as defined by the Illinois Domestic Violence Act (IDVA).1 As a result of active 

community advocacy, the court subsequently created a Domestic Violence Division in 2010 and 

                                                            
1 Family and household relationships include spouses, former spouses, parents, children, stepchildren, and other 
persons related by blood or marriage, persons who share or formerly shared a common dwelling, persons who 
have or allegedly have a child in common, persons who share a blood relationship through a child, person who 
have or have had a dating relationship, persons with disability and their caregivers 
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named a Presiding Judge to supervise judges hearing criminal and civil OP cases both in the DV 

Court House and in other DV courtrooms throughout the County. The centrally located downtown 

domestic violence courthouse primarily serves litigants from communities of color, especially 

Black and Latine individuals many of whom hold low socio-economic status and often are self-

represented. The courthouse and partnered stakeholders have worked to sustain an enhanced 

coordinated community response to domestic violence via legal options. And includes space for 

various domestic violence advocacy agencies, the states attorneyôs office, and non-profit legal 

agencies serving victims of domestic violence, etc.   

Through the Illinois Domestic Violence Act (IDVA), domestic violence cases can receive legal 

protections through an Order of Protection (OP). Individuals facing domestic abuse can seek an 

OP at the DV courthouse by first filing an OP petition. The petition is a multi-page form that asks 

a petitioner (individual seeking a protective order) to list themselves and their children who require 

protection, the allegations of abuse, and requested safety remedies that they would like to include 

in their final OP. The IDVA includes an extensive and comprehensive list of available OP remedies 

including several particularly relevant to FCEP in examining the appropriate use of remedies 

related to shared children of the litigants including: 

¶ the granting of exclusive possession of a residence on an emergency basis;   

¶ naming children as parties in need of protection under the victim/petitionerôs OP;   

¶ the award of physical care and possession of children in common with the 

respondent/abuser on an emergency, ex parte basis;   

¶ addressing visitation on the emergency OP;   

¶ preventing the removal of children from the jurisdiction; ordering the return of children not 

in the possession of the petitioner; restricting access to childrenôs school records;   
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¶ and, on a plenary (2 year) OP where notice has been given to the respondent with an 

opportunity to be heard, the award of temporary legal custody and visitation.   

Once a petitioner has filed their OP petition, they appear in a civil court hearing where a judge 

reviews their petition and can grant an Emergency Order of Protection (EOP) that lasts 21 days. 

Once the EOP is granted, it is necessary to complete service on the respondent (individual who 

the OP is sought against). Petitioners can also decide to extend their EOP or schedule a final OP 

hearing to receive a Plenary Order of Protection (POP) that may include expanded remedies 

(including legal custody) and can last up to two years.  

The high-volume court environment results in many petitioners obtaining an EOP and 

returning for several extensions but far fewer obtaining a POP. It is thus an important safety goal 

to ensure that EOP cases are addressing the emergency safety issues while utilizing all the 

appropriate protections permissible by the IDVA. Due to the high volume of cases and limited 

capacity of attorneys and advocates practicing in the DV courthouse, many petitioners are self-

represented especially when initiating their OP case.  

The Family Court Enhancement Project (FCEP) 

The Family Court Enhancement Project (FCEP) was developed to ñprovide intensive 

training and technical assistance seeking to improve safety for DV victims and their children 

during and beyond court proceedings.ò  Through technical assistance and later funding by the 

Department of Justice Office of Violence Against Women, FCEP aimed to address cases with 

child-related issues and identify the need for training and other resources that would assist judges 

in their OP decision-making regarding child safety. It would become integral for judges as well as 

attorneys and advocates to learn through FCEP how to examine the context and impact of abuse 
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on the petitionersô safety, their parenting, and the wellbeing of their children to develop improved 

safety outcomes for each case.  

Prior to FCEP, the DVD had no specific child-related domestic violence training or access 

to resources that could assist judges in understanding the full context of a case. In a high-volume 

court, most cases involved self-represented pro se petitioners or advocate-assisted petitioners that 

were not trained to address child-related matters in their petitions or during their hearings. 

Attorney-represented petitioners became accustomed to not asking for specific child-related relief 

in the OPs, often knowing that the judges were not comfortable granting these remedies. 

Unfortunately, without proper case information or child-related context, the court often made 

assumptions that influenced their decision-making in OP cases that did not reflect the unique case 

contexts nor consider the impact of DV on parenting or the wellbeing of children. 

The FCEP model aimed to reform the civil court system to support litigants who share 

children in common as well as actively review the use of child-related remedies within civil OP 

proceedings to ensure petitioners had access to full safety remedies permissible under the IDVA. 

The FCEP model was developed through various convenings and working groups of judges, 

district attorneys, defense lawyers, advocates, and other court personnel to discuss challenges and 

gaps facing the court system and to craft more accessible and safe options for families experiencing 

domestic violence with shared children. FCEP was then funded by Office on Violence Against 

Women Department of Justice in 2015 and the new model instituted a) trainings for judges, 

attorneys, advocates, and other stakeholders; b) an improved litigant triage screening and 

informational materials; c) a Child-Relief Expediter; and d) a Supervised Visitation Center 

Liaison.   
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Court personnel were trained in 2016 on the new FCEP-enforced court supports provided 

to litigants with children in common and were informed by the SAFeR curriculum developed by 

the Battered Womenôs Justice Project. This curriculum focused on holistically understanding the 

patterns and impacts of domestic violence on petitioners, respondents, and their shared children 

with particular attention to how the abuse can influence the wellbeing of the petitioner and their 

children, the petitionerôs parenting, the daily life of the family, and red flags and risk factors.  

The courthouse also improved its triage help desk located on the first floor of the 

courthouse where petitioners can complete their OP petition. Prior to FCEP, the help desk was not 

equipped with informational materials and no structures were in place to track the movement of 

each case. Therefore, FCEP instilled additional screenings, developed a case tracking database, 

and hired additional help desk staff, including a Spanish-speaking staff member. FCEP also 

developed informational materials to assist petitioners file their OP petitions and request child-

related remedies through guiding questions and considerations based on their individual situation 

and the level of harm petitioners and their children faced. These informational materials were 

especially helpful for self-represented pro se petitioners that did not have legal support or 

experience with the OP court process to more easily and accurately request child-related relief in 

their OP. The improved help desk staffing and materials encouraged a more supportive and 

educational environment for survivors entering the courthouse seeking an OP that centered child-

related relief and family safety. Appendix A includes the various informational materials. 

The roles of the Child-Relief Expediter (CRE) and the Supervised Visitation Center 

Liaison (SVCL) were introduced to the courthouse as supports to parent litigants with children in 

common seeking safe parenting arrangements. The CRE is specifically trained in domestic 

violence and conflict resolution techniques and works with parent litigants to collaboratively 
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define child-related relief in their OP and develop a parenting plan that addresses their specific 

safety needs for themselves and their children. Specifically, the CRE and parent litigants determine 

a plan around communication, safe exchange, and safe visitation options that are then incorporated 

into their protective order. If parents agreed to have supervised visitation at a center, the SVCL 

then educated parents about the three main supervised visitation centers in Chicago and assisted 

in setting up those visitations for the parents and their children. Together these roles were pivotal 

in collaboratively crafting safe parenting plans that encouraged co-parenting and child-centered 

decision-making. However, in 2017, the SVCL no longer worked at the courthouse and the CRE 

carried on the SVCL role and acted as a liaison with visitation centers. Due to the courtôs 

commitment to sustain the Child Relief Expediter Program, a General Order by the Court 

determined the permanence of the CRE in the courthouse.  

Impact of COVID on DV Courthouse and Research 

It is important to note the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the domestic violence 

courthouse and subsequent consequences on the research process. When the pandemic first began, 

the courthouse limited their services and extended active Orders of Protection. The courthouse 

eventually shifted most of their civil OP hearings to be held virtually over Zoom to adhere to 

COVID-related safety precautions as well as allowing individuals to file their OP petitions online, 

and slowly open the courthouse for folks to file their OP in-person while remote court hearings 

continued. With the pandemic came an increase in domestic violence incidences and the court was 

met with an overwhelming number of DV cases and continue to have full court calls. During this 

time, the CRE also developed protocols to continue their role virtually and offer expediting 

services remotely. While civil court hearings are currently held both in-person and virtually over 

Zoom, the CRE has maintained their sessions virtually over Zoom. Fortunately, the informational 
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materials continued to be distributed to litigants filing their OPs as the Help Desk remained active 

during the pandemic and currently as the court opens up to mostly in-person services. Additionally, 

another round of SAFeR trainings were held in 2022 as the new Presiding Judge has continued to 

favor the role of FCEP in the courthouse.  

The research process also inevitably shifted as a result of the pandemic and changes to the 

courthouse. Major changes included shifting all qualitative interviews and focus groups to be held 

virtually over Zoom to ensure both interviewers and individuals interviewed adhered to COVID-

related safety precautions. Additional delays in the research process resulted from limited access 

to quantitative administrative data due to restricted access to the courthouse and changes to online 

court case databases that occurred during the pandemic. Additional changes within the court 

personnel, including judges, attorneys, and advocates, also limited access to these individuals for 

interviews but also changed court cultures that inevitably would affect some research results. More 

explicit shifts in the research design and results will be detailed in subsequent chapters. 

Literature Review 

Domestic violence survivors and their advocates have long been concerned about 

inadequate court considerations of the physical and emotional safety of children (and their parents) 

when petitioners seek child-related remedies in Orders of Protection (OP). Sole or joint custody or 

poorly supervised visitation awarded to a parent who has caused harm offer opportunities for harm 

as that parent may use children to coerce, harass, or manipulate survivors (Wuest et al., 2003). 

Domestic abuse can often undermine child-mother relationships (Bancroft & Silverman, 2002), 

while continued exposure to DV can severely damage a childôs wellbeing (Felitti et al., 1998; 

Wolfe et al., 2003). Judges have also expressed concern about the balance between child safety 

and parental rights, and petitioner safety and respondent rehabilitation. Research, such as the 
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Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) study on the lifetime impact of trauma exposure on 

children (Felitti et al., 1998), illustrates the need to evaluate the courtôs role in limiting the impact 

of childhood exposure to DV and the trauma of the absence of either parent. OVW in their 2014 

solicitation recognized a lack of ñbest practicesò and ñmodel courtsò that could address these child-

related issues in civil OP cases. 

Although judges may make decisions regarding children without considering a survivorôs 

risk (Nichols-Hadeed et al., 2012), most states mandate that judges take abuse into account when 

making decisions about child-related remedies (American Bar Association, 2008; Fleury-Steiner 

et al., 2014; Jaffee & Crooks, 2004; Kernic et al., 2005). However, restrictions placed on 

consideration of abuse may weaken these child-centered provisions (Zorza, 2010). Fathers with a 

history of abuse may still receive visitation with their children; the court may not recognize abuse 

despite substantial evidence; and judges may discount women survivorsô claims that their children 

are at risk (Kernic, et al., 2005; Meier, 2003). Similarly, survivorsô attorneys and advocates have 

historically lacked the necessary knowledge about child custody issues in DV cases. The need for 

FCEP activities applies to all who work with these cases. Pence et al. (2012) found no evidence 

that custody evaluators:   

ñ(1) used or had access to standardized tools, protocols or benchmarks in their work; (2) 

had any specialized experience or training, or relied upon or consulted with experts, in the 

field of [DV]; or (3) could make appropriate recommendationséò( p.31).   

The FCEP intervention also followed a national movement to turn to supervised visitation 

programs as a means to reduce DV (Oehme & OôRourke, 2011-2012). Parent litigants and their 

children have benefitted from certain restricted and/or conditional forms of visitation and custody 

given to the parent who caused harm (Hayes, 2012; Zorza, 2010). For instance, women with 



 

 

34 

abusive ex-partners view child exchange sites and supervised visitation as the most helpful services 

provided as part of their custody and visitation arrangements (Shepard and Hagemeister, 2013). 

Children also benefit from supervised visitation and restricted custody of the abusive parent 

because total loss of contact with fathers may be more distressing than abuse to the child (Stover 

& Morgos, 2013). Young children in particular may suffer higher rates of depression, anxiety, and 

other mental illnesses if they are not able to see their fathers after the parents have separated 

(Stover et al., 2006). Finally, abusers who indicate concern about parenting skills and the wellbeing 

of their children after incidences of abuse (Litton Fox et al., 2001) have been shown to benefit 

from family-focused interventions (OôLeary & Cohen, 2007; Stith et al., 2011; Stith et al., 2004; 

Stover, 2013). 

Specific guidelines for visitation, possession, and custody decisions in DV cases benefit all 

parties (petitioner, respondent, and children) by differentiating between different types and risk 

levels associated with cases of DV in making parenting decisions (Holtzworth-Munroe et al., 2010; 

Johnson, 2008; Swan & Snow, 2002). Studies have also demonstrated the efficacy of training to 

increase the concern for the safety of all parties as paramount (rather than co-parenting as the most 

important) and a greater understanding of coercive-controlling violence patterns on the part of the 

respondent (Saunders et al., 2011).  

Additionally, two theories, an FCEP-specific conception of risk and the concept of 

procedural justice, provide the theoretical foundation for this research and the FCEP model. The 

FCEP Conception of Risk includes ñcoercive controlò and embodied in the SAFeR training 

provided to judges, attorneys, and advocates as well as in the form of scripts that judges use to 

make decisions in real time court hearings about OP remedies. A preponderance of practitioners 

and scholars (including a study by Beck & Raghavan in 2010) argue that screening out abusers 
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who engage in coercive control is a best practice for evaluating risk posed to children by an abusive 

parent. Cases in which families have dealt with a partner engaging in coercive control have been 

shown to produce greater problems in children including socialization problems, academic and 

intellectual issues, disciplinary issues, and mental and physical illnesses (Jouriles & McDonald, 

2015). Thus, in addition to accounting for the safety of the petitioner, the FCEP also accounts for 

both the petitioner and the respondent in their parental roles (and rights) as well as the children in 

their child development and safety interests. Giving parents the opportunity to come to agreement 

about their children is critical because loss of contact with lower-risk abusive respondent parents 

(usually fathers), not engaged in coercive control can cause distress for children and damage the 

relationship between the child and the petitioner-parent (see Stover & Morgos, 2015).  

ñSAFeRò is the theoretical approach of the trainings and resources provided to stakeholders 

and litigants by the FCEP that takes into account the whole family. SAFeR emphasizes a four-

pronged process of DV screening: assessing the larger context in which the DV has been occurring; 

focusing on how DV affects parenting; and, ñresponding to the lived experience of [DV] in ALL 

family court recommendations, decisions and interventionsò (emphasis mine; Davis, 2016:1-2.). 

The creators of SAFeR and the Battered Womenôs Justice Project (BWJP) have argued that 

unfounded assumptions by court stakeholders about what DV involves (Davis, 2015), including 

that it always involves serious physical harm or a long history of coercive controlling abuse 

(Dragiewicz, 2012) and that it always has a negative effect on children or parenting (Crowley, 

2006), have previously obscured the actual dynamics and effects of DV cases where litigants have 

children in common. Only by examining cases in a more complex and nuanced way with regard 

to the impact on the whole family will the case outcomes ñaddress the full nature, context and 

implications of DV, whatever they may beò (Davis, 2015).   
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This study also seeks to examine the FCEPôs goal of providing procedural justice as it 

relates to all parties in DV proceedings. Procedural justice refers to the fairness and transparency 

of proceedings, and to the effects of the legal processes employed (Thibault & Walker, 1975). The 

study will examine key elements of procedural justice including the perceived fairness with which 

legal decisions are imposed. Fairness has been shown to reduce recidivism by abusers in DV cases 

(Paternoster et al., 1997; Gover, 2007). We will measure recidivism by checking for violations of 

the OPs up to six months after the order was put in place. Based on previous research, we 

hypothesize that the FCEP resources and procedures (particularly training elements and the 

staffing of the CRE and SVCL) will make the survivors and respondents experience a sense of 

fairness, gain information about court processes, as well as feel that they had a ñvoiceò in the 

process (Gover, 2007).  

The research and evaluation of FCEP will thus contribute to the literature on court practices 

that address child-related issues and safety and provide useful information that is applicable to 

specialized domestic violence courts. 
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Chapter 2: Research Design and Methodology 

The Family Court Enhancement Project (FCEP) was implemented at the Cook County 

Domestic Violence Court and has been researched and evaluated to assess its impact on the safe 

and fair outcomes of parent litigants that have shared children. Primarily, this study examined 1) 

the extent to which FCEP increased safe and fair child-related remedies for litigants and their 

children; 2) the long-term impacts of FCEP on safe and fair parenting arrangements for litigants 

and their children; and 3) the implementation and sustainability of the FCEP program at the court.   

This evaluation is primarily participatory and collaborative. This approach ensures that all 

research questions and methods are designed and developed with equitable participation by both 

community and university researchers while incorporating the resources, skills, values, and 

knowledge of each partner into the research process (Suarez-Balcazar and Harper 2003). This 

method ensures that the knowledge gained from the research can be disseminated through and 

accessed by both academia and community members (Dalton et al. 2001). 

All organizations working on this project have long-practiced collaborative work focused 

on domestic violence research and advocacy. The Loyola University Chicago Center for Urban 

Research and Learning (CURL) is a university-based research center with 26 years of community-

based collaborative research and evaluation. CURL has over 20 years of experience working on 

domestic violence-related research and has partnered with various community partners across the 

DV advocacy community. During that time, CURL worked in various venues with all the partners 

on this project.  The DV Division of the Circuit Court of Cook County, Illinois partnered with 

CURL at the commencement of the planning for the FCEP project in 2014 to assess court 

procedures, states attorneys, public defenders and other stakeholder procedures, and services to 

litigant parents and children experiencing domestic violence to inform the development of the 
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FCEP model. Apna Ghar, a domestic violence service agency and CURL have partnered on 

previous collaborative research projects, focusing on the experiences of immigrant women 

survivors of Domestic Violence and the services available to them.  The Illinois Criminal Justice 

Information Authority (ICJIA) is a state agency which implements and funds criminal justice and 

violence prevention programs under the Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) and other state 

and federal grants.  CURL and ICJIA have worked together analyzing data from InfoNet, a web-

based data collection and reporting system used by victim service providers. ICJIA has also 

provided a forum for statewide dissemination of criminal justice related research projects 

conducted by Loyola University researchers. 

This research and evaluation triangulates various data points, including information from 

administrative court data, court hearing transcripts, and experiences of parent litigants, judges, 

attorneys, advocates, and help desk staff. To assess these various data points, the research uses a 

mixed methodological approach combining quantitative and qualitative information and is quasi-

experimental comparing pre- and post-FCEP impacts on Order of Protection (OP) petitions and 

violation rates. 

Data Security & Protection of Human Subjects 

This evaluation research was approved by the Institutional Review Board of Loyola 

University Chicago under IRB project number #2623. The initial grant proposal was approved in 

2018 and has since been amended various times to ensure all research practices are updated and 

approved to align with changes made due to practical changes to the research design. The IRB 

approval of this project ensures the research is conducted ethically and human subjects, including 

litigant parents and court personnel, are protected. Additionally, IRB protocol commits this 

research to securely collecting and storing data information.  
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Research Questions 

Overall, the FCEP evaluation aimed to understand the following questions: 

¶ To what extent has FCEP increased the safe and fair child-related remedies in OPs for 

litigants and their children? 

¶ What is the long-term impact of FCEP activities on facilitating parenting arrangements 

that protect the emotional and physical wellbeing of victimized parents and their 

children? 

¶ How has the implementation of FCEP been accomplished? 

The table below lists the sub-questions related to these 3 research questions as well as 

indicating the data sources, databases, and data analysis procedures for each sub-part. 

Summary of Data Sources 

Table 1. Research Questions and Data Plan 

RESEARCH 

QUESTION 

DATA SOURCE DATA 

COLLECTION 

DATA ANALYSIS  

RQ 1.1/1.2 Request 

of Child-Related 

Remedies for All 

Petitioners 

Administrative Court 

Data 

OP Petitions  

Passport Database 

Qualtrics Coding 

Tool 

Quantitative Analysis 

Frequencies, Chi-

Square Testing, T-

Testing 

RQ 1.3 Attorney 

Argumentation re: 

Child -Related 

Remedies 

Administrative Court 

Data  

OP Petitions 

Court Hearing 

Transcripts 

Passport Database 

Court Hearing 

Transcript 

Qualtrics Coding 

Tool 

Quantitative Analysis 

SPSS Frequencies, 

Chi-Square Testing 

RQ 1.4 Judge 

Questioning re: 

Child-Related Issues 

Administrative Court 

Data  

Court Hearing 

Transcripts 

Court Hearing 

Transcript 

Qualtrics Coding 

Tool 

Quantitative Analysis 

SPSS Frequencies, 

Chi-Square Testing 

RQ 1.5 Granted 

Child-Relief 

Administrative Court 

Data 

Passport Database Quantitative Analysis 
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Remedies for all 

Petitioners 

OP Petitions  Qualtrics Coding 

Tool 

SPSS Frequencies, 

Chi-Square Testing, T-

Testing 

RQ 1.6 Impact of 

CRE on Parenting 

Arrangements for 

L itigants 

Administrative Court 

Data 

CRE Session Reports 

Interview with CRE 

Interviews with Judges 

Excel Database  

CRE Report 

Database 

Qualitative 

Interviews 

Quantitative Analysis 

SPSS Frequencies 

Qualitative Analysis 

Thematic Coding 

RQ 2.1 Litigant 

Experience and 

Parenting 

Arrangements 

Interview with Litigant 

Parents  

Qualitative 

Interviews 

 

Qualitative Analysis 

NVivo Thematic 

Coding 

 

RQ 2.2 OP Criminal 

Violations 

Administrative Court 

Data 

Criminal Cases 

Odyssey Database 

Criminal Cases 

Quantitative Analysis 

SPSS Frequencies, 

Chi-Square Testing, T-

Testing 

RQ 3.1 FCEP Impact 

on Judge Decision-

Making 

Interviews with Judges Qualitative 

Interviews 

 

Qualitative Analysis 

Thematic Coding 

RQ 3.2 FCEP Impact 

on Attorney and 

Advocate OP Petition 

Focus Groups with 

Attorneys and 

Advocates 

Qualitative Focus 

Groups 

 

Qualitative Analysis 

Thematic Coding 

RQ 3.3 CRE 

Facilitation of 

Parenting 

Agreements 

Interview with CRE 

 

Qualitative 

Interviews 

 

Qualitative Analysis 

Thematic Coding 

 

Methodology 

In this chapter, we present the methodology used to address each research question, 

including information about the sampling strategy, data collected, and the data analysis process. 

This lays the foundation for the discussion of findings which are presented in subsequent chapters.  
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Administrative Court Data (RQ 1) 

The following section outlines the methodology utilized to answer the first five sub-

questions of the first research question (RQ 1): To what extent has the FCEP increased the safe 

and fair child-related remedies in Orders of Protection for litigants and their children? The 

overall research question aimed to capture the impact of FCEP initiatives on encouraging more 

safe and fair outcomes for litigants including how child-related remedies were requested and 

granted to litigants seeking an Order of Protection.  

Child-Related Remedies Requested and Granted (RQ 1.1-1.5) 

Research Questions and Study Population  

The following five sub-questions focus exclusively on the child-related remedies requested 

and granted pre-FCEP and post-FCEP with the aim of determining the impact of FCEP on any 

changes. FCEP-related activities began mid-2016 and were fully established by 2017, therefore 

we analyzed cases before (2015) and after (2017) the implementation of the FCEP program to 

assess change. The child-related remedies examined included the following: 

¶ Minor Child(ren) named Protected Parties 

¶ Exclusive Possession of Residence 

¶ Stay Away from Petitioner/Protected Parties 

¶ Stay Away from Other Addresses 

¶ Physical Care and Possession (PCP) of Children  

¶ Return to/Non-removal of Children from Petitioner 

¶ Temporary Legal Custody 

¶ Granted Visitation 

¶ Restricted Visitation 
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¶ Reserved Visitation 

¶ Denied Visitation 

¶ Prohibited Removal from IL/Concealment of Children 

¶ Respondent Further Enjoined 

Additionally, these questions focus on the impact of the judges, attorneys, law students, 

and advocates that assist litigants with the process of requesting and receiving child-related 

remedies. Petitioners were assigned to helper groups based on who was assisting them; helper 

groups included attorney-represented, law student-assisted, advocate-assisted, and self-

represented pro-se litigants. 

RQ 1.1 asks: To what extent have the FCEP trainings and stakeholder meetings increased 

the proportion of requests for physical care and possession (PCP), custody, and visitation 

remedies in OPs by attorney-represented, law student-assisted, and advocate-assisted petitioners? 

Similarly, RQ 1.2 asks: To what extent has the FCEPôs provision of child-related remedy 

educational materials at the DV Court Help Desk increased the proportion of requests for the 

three remedies in OPs by pro-se petitioners? Both of these questions focus on the extent to which 

FCEP activities increased the proportion of requests for child-related remedies in Orders of 

Protection across the different helper groups. Cases included in the population and subsequent 

samples for these questions had to meet the following criteria: They had to have filed a petition 

for an Order of Protection and they had to have children in common shared between litigants. 

RQ 1.3 asks: To what extent have the FCEP trainings and stakeholder meetings increased 

the amount of argumentation made on behalf of petitioners in court hearings by attorneys for the 

three remedies to be included in OPs? This subsequent question focuses more narrowly on the 
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quantity and quality of arguments made by attorneys regarding child-related remedies during court 

hearings. Only attorney-represented cases were utilized for this sample, and cases needed to meet 

the following criteria: They had to have filed a petition for an Order of Protection; they had to have 

children in common; they requested at least one of the child-related remedies; and an attorney had 

to have been present in at least one court hearing. 3 Cases for RQ 1.3 were selected from cases used 

in RQ 1.1/1.2 that adhered to these sampling criteria.  

RQ 1.4 asks: To what extent have the FCEP trainings and stakeholder meetings increased 

DVD judgesô questioning and probingðof petitioners and their attorneys or advocatesðduring 

court hearings regarding abuse, parenting, and the child(ren)ôs safety and development  to focus 

OP remedies requested? This question focuses specifically on whether or not judges asked 

questions regarding child-related remedies during various court hearings. Attorney-represented 

and pro se cases were selected for this sample. Pro se cases within this sample refer to both 

advocate-assisted and pro se cases as litigants are considered as self-represented pro se during 

court hearings whether they were assisted or not. Moreover, cases in this sample had to adhere to 

the following criteria: litigants had to have children in common; petitioner requested at least one 

of the child-related remedies; and the litigants had to have been present at a court hearing at least 

once. Cases for RQ 1.4 were selected from cases used in RQ 1.1, 1.2, and 1.3 that adhered to the 

sampling criteria.  

RQ 1.5 asks: How much have the FCEP activities as a whole increased the proportion of 

safe and appropriate child-related remedies granted in OPs by judges? RQ 1.5 functions to track 

the entirety of a case and the child-related remedies that were granted to litigants across the various 

helper groups. To maintain consistency of the samples and ensure comprehensibility of our 

findings, the cases used in the RQ 1.4 sample were also used in the RQ 1.5 sample. In this way, 
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the sample strategy for RQ 1.5 did not change and enabled us to analyze cases beginning with the 

remedies to the alleged abuses litigants requested and remedies finally granted in the Order of 

Protection. 

Data Collection  

Data utilized for RQ 1.1-1.5 included two main sources of information: 1) Order of 

Protection petitions and pleadings; and 2) court hearing transcripts. Each civil OP case was 

identified using administrative court data through the Help Desk database. The Help Desk is 

staffed by court employees that track the movement of petitioners from when they enter the court 

and first file their petition for an Order of Protection. This Help Desk data provided a list of 

individual names and information pertaining to their OP case, including whether children were 

shared between the petitioner and respondent, the helper group assisting the petitioner (attorney, 

advocate, law student, or pro se), and if there were concerns related to childrenôs safety. The Help 

Desk data provided the population of cases including litigants with children in common who filed 

a petition for an Order of Protection in 2015 and 2017.  Because Help Desk data on petitioners is 

not always up to date, all cases in the original population of cases followed a validation process 

before inclusion in the final population of cases and selection into the subsequent samples.  Each 

case included adhered to the following characteristics: 

¶ Petition filed for an Order of Protection 

¶ Helper group listed in Help Desk data matched helper group in full case pleading 

¶ Petitioner and respondent shared minor children 

¶ Minor children were listed on the petition as protected parties 

¶ At least one child-related remedy was requested on the petition 
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Cases that did not meet at least one of the above requirements were removed from the 

population pool. For attorneys, law students, and advocates, the final population of cases 

represented all validated cases from the larger population of cases in the administrative data. For 

pro se cases, we utilized interval sampling to select cases from the administrative data and then 

verified them subsequently. Table 1 presents the population of original and verified cases for each 

helper group for each time period. 

Table 2. Population of Cases for Research Questions 1.1-1.5 

Population of Cases 
2015 2017 

 Original  Verified Original  Verified 

Total n(%)  2758  (100) 348 (100) 1993 (100) 395 (100) 

Attorney  246 (8.9) 107 (30.7) 114 (5.7) 64 (16.2) 

Law Student 73 (2.7) 36 (10.3) 107 (5.4) 76 (19.2) 

Advocate 248 (9.0) 102 (29.3) 235 (11.8) 101 (25.6) 

Pro Se 1268 (46.0) 103 (29.6) 935 (46.9) 154 (39.0) 

Missing2 923 (33.5) -- 602 (30.2) -- 

 

Sample of Cases for RQ 1.1-15 

The population of validated cases as shown in Table 1 was utilized to determine all 

subsequent samples for each sub-question (RQ 1.1-1.5). Each sample was informed by the 

proposed sample size of 88 cases per group in order to detect effect and significance. This number 

was the minimum sample size needed to maximize statistical power and enable us to reach 

statistical significance in assessing differences in outcomes pre and post-FCEP. For RQ 1.1, 1.2, 

and 1.3, 88 cases were proposed for each helper group per each time period. For RQ 1.4 and 1.5, 

88 cases per time period was proposed, including 44 attorney cases, 22 pro se cases, and 22 

advocate cases. Unfortunately, we were unable to garner 88 cases for all helper groups and thus 

                                                            
2 Missing cases are cases that did not have an identifiable helper group via the Help Desk data.  
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utilized as many cases as the Help Desk provided through a purposive sample. Table 2 presents 

the number of cases for each sample for RQ 1.1-1.5 by helper group per each time period. The 

following sections will outline the more focused sampling strategy and sample sizes based on each 

sub-question and the various helper groups. 

RQ 1.1/1.2: This sample included cases that had a petition for an Order of Protection and 

the litigants had children in common. For 2015 attorney-represented cases, the 107 cases were 

randomized and the first 88 cases were randomly selected. For 2017 attorney cases, all 64 cases 

were purposively selected. For law student-assisted cases, all 36 cases for 2105 and 76 cases for 

2017 that adhered to sample requirements were purposively sampled. For advocate-assisted cases, 

all 102 cases for 2015 and 101 cases for 2017 that adhered to the sampling requirements were 

purposively selected for RQ 1.1. Due to a much larger number of pro se cases available in the Help 

Desk data, two sets of interval samples were pulled for each time period by choosing every 6th case 

available. These cases were then verified to insure they adhered to the sample requirements, 

resulting in 103 cases for 2015 and 154 cases for 2017 in order to answer RQ 1.2. 

RQ 1.3: All cases in this sample included cases that had children in common, had requested 

at least one child-related remedy, and had participated in at least one court hearing where an 

attorney was present. . To ensure consistency across sub-questions and samples, attorney cases 

used for RQ 1.1 were also used in RQ 1.3. For 2015 attorney cases, 88 cases that adhered to the 

above requirement were randomly selected. For 2017, the 60 cases that adhered to the sample 

requirement from RQ 1.1 were utilized . Due to the shortage of cases, an additional 23 cases that 

began as a pro se or advocate case and then acquired an attorney for a hearing were added. Thus, 

83 attorney-cases for 2017 were selected for the sample. 
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RQ 1.4 and 1.5: The 1.4 and 1.5 samples follow the same sampling strategy and include 

the same cases used for both questions. The cases used for RQ 1.4 and 1.5 all had to have children 

in common, had to have requested at least one child-related remedy, and at least the petitioner if 

not both the petitioner and respondent had to be present during any kind of hearing. To remain 

consistent, a total of 88 cases were selected for 2015 and 2017 each. Within those 88, 44 were 

attorney-represented cases  randomly selected from the sample of cases used in RQ 1.1 and 44 

were  pro se cases (22 pro se and 22 advocate) . Again, for advocate-assisted cases, the 22 cases 

for both 2015 and 2017 were randomly selected from the available cases used in RQ 1.1. For pro 

se cases, 22 cases for both time periods were randomly selected from the available cases used to 

answer RQ 1.2. 

Table 3. Sample of Cases for Research Questions 1.1-1.5 

Sample of Cases 
 

 
RQ 1.1/1.2 RQ 1.3 RQ 1.4 RQ 1.5 

Time Period 2015 2017 2015 2017 2015 2017 2015 2017 

Attorney  88 64 88 83 44 44 44 44 

Law Student 36 76 -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Advocate 102 101 22 22 22 22 22 22 

Pro Se  103 154 22 22 22 22 22 22 

 

Demographic information for the cases included in the 1.1/1.2 sampled are listed in Table 

3. The majority of the sample consisted of women 95.5% pre-FCEP and 93.8% post-FCEP. There 

was a small percentage of the sample who were male-identified, 4.5% of the cases pre-FCEP and 

6.2% post-FCEP. Overall, petitioners on average were in their early thirties both pre- and post-

FCEP. 

About half of the petitioners, 53.1% pre-FCEP, 53.6% post-FCEP, had either a dating 

relationship or were engaged to the respondent. About 23% of the petitioners and respondents were 
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either current or former spouses, and the remaining cases reported another relationship between 

the petitioner and respondent or did not specify the relationship (24.2% pre-FCEP, 21.5% post-

FCEP). Only about 40% of the petitioners were sharing a living or dwelling situation with the 

respondent. For the majority of the cases, the petitioner was the primary caregiver, with 80.3% and 

82.1% listing themselves as such in the pre- and post-FCEP groups, respectively. Very few 

petitioners, 1.5% pre-FCEP and 0.3% post-FCEP, listed óotherô for caregivers. The remaining data 

were either missing or left blank.  

Data were also collected about pending court cases associated with each petition. Only 19 

cases pre-FCEP and 18 cases post-FCEP had additional cases pending. These pending cases ranged 

from criminal cases, multiple types of family court issues, and other types of cases. All frequencies 

are listed in Table 3. 

The majority of cases had paternity established for their children, 76.1 pre-FCEP and 

79.5% post-FCEP. There were 23.9% of cases pre-FCEP and 20.2% post-FCEP that did not have 

paternity. Cases where paternity was not established were further coded to distinguish the number 

of children that had not established paternity within the same family. In most of these cases, 

paternity had not been established for any of the children mentioned in the petition pre-FCEP 

(76.3%) and post-FCEP (71.8%).  In a few cases, 15.0% and 19.2% pre- and post-FCEP 

respectively, paternity had been established for some of the shared children, but not all. 

 

Table 4. Case Demographics for Sample 1.1/1.2 

Variable Pre Post 
Cases (N) 100 (335) 100 (386) 

Frequency of Sex/Gender Pre vs. Post 100 (335) 100 (386) 

Male 4.5 (15) 6.2 (24) 

Female 95.5 (320) 93.8 (362) 

Respondent Relationship to Petitioner 100 (335) 100 (386) 

Current or Former Spouse 22.7 (76) 24.8 (96) 

Having or having had a dating/engagement relationship 53.1 (178) 53.6 (207) 

Other or no relationship specified 24.2 (81) 21.5 (83) 

Living Situation of Petitioner and Respondent  100 (335) 100 (386) 
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Sharing/formerly sharing a common dwelling 38.5 (129) 35.8 (138) 

No dwelling in common 61.5 (206) 64.2 (248) 

Frequency of Primary Caregiver 100 (335) 100 (386) 

Petitioner is caregiver 80.3 (269) 82.1 (317) 

Petitioner not caregiver 1.2 (4) 0.5 (2) 

Left Blank/Unknown 17.0 (57) 16.8 (65) 

Other (co-parent or foster) 1.5 (503) 0.03 (1) 

Missing 0.0 (0) 0.03 (1) 

Age (Years) 97.9 (328) 99.2 (383) 

Median Age 33.44  31.92 

Frequency of Pending Cases 5.7 (19) 4.7 (18) 

Criminal 5.3 0.0 

Family-Divorce 5.3 0.0 

Family-Paternity 10.7 11.1 

Family-Custody 5.3 0.0 

Family-Child Support 21.1 16.7 

Other 26.3 61.1 

Unknown/Unspecified 15.8 11.1 

Frequency of Paternity 100 (335) 100 (386) 

Paternity Established 76.1 (255) 79.5 (307) 

No Paternity 23.9 (80) 20.0 (78) 

All children 76.3 (61) 71.8 (56) 

Not all, but some 15.0 (12) 19.2 (15) 

Missing information 6.3 (5) 2.6 (2) 

 

Coding of Administrative Court Data 

Coding Tool for RQ 1.1-1.5 The research team utilized an online survey software, 

Qualtrics, to develop a coding tool for quantitative data collection; the tool is located in Appendix 

B. The coding tool was informed by the SAFeR curriculum and OP petition form and was 

developed by the research team with assistance from the Advisory Board, especially the developers 

of SAFeR. The coding tool collected information on the OP petitions, including child-related 

remedies requested and granted; the petitionerôs experiences of abuse, exposure of child(ren) to 

abuse, the effects of the abuse on the child(ren), the impact of abuse on the petitionerôs ability to 

parent and daily life, attorneysô questioning during hearings, and judgesô probing during hearings. 

Qualtricsô advanced settings allowed for intricate logic and formatting, the ability to access and 

edit data directly on the platform, and the ease of transferring data to other platforms for statistical 

analysis, including Excel and SPSS. Additionally, Qualtrics was selected for the coding tool to 

reduce human error, and enhance transparency, reliability, and validity in data collection. Coders 
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and members of the research team could easily access the coding tool and collect data remotely, 

which proved crucial for completing data collection during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Development of the coding tool occurred over several months, with various drafts and 

versions designed around the research questions. Additional changes and adjustments were made 

to the coding tool throughout the pilot coding process. The final version of the coding tool 

consisted of 58 unique items to collect information from OP petitions and court hearing transcripts. 

Most items included hover text that defined and provided examples to guide the coders. 

Codebook Development A codebook was developed as well to help guide the researchers 

while coding and to establish definitions for variables utilized in the coding tool. The codebook 

was heavily informed by SAFeR materials and definitions, and the research team collaborated to 

define variables, identify examples, and adjust the codebook based on experience with the coding 

tool. The codebook was categorized into six questions: What is the respondent doing to the 

petitioner? What is the respondent doing to the child? What is the impact of abuse on daily life? 

What is the impact of abuse on child(ren)? What is the impact of abuse on petitioner? Are the 

following risk factors brought up? Each question included related variables, SAFeR and legal 

definitions of the variables, and a list of example behaviors or ñwhat to look forò within the 

petition or court transcript. The codebook was designed to be a living document that coders could 

edit and adjust as coding progressed. 

Coding Training Once the coding tool was developed and before conducting the coding 

process, the research team completed a two-day coding training. The purpose of the training was 

to establish foundational domestic violence knowledge and terminology; review the Order of 

Protection filing process with the purpose of gaining familiarity with OP petitions and the domestic 

violence court procedures; examine the SAFeR training and the logic behind its implementation 
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in FCEP; and to practice coding three OP case files as a group. The intent of the training was also 

to prepare and familiarize coders with the coding tool and application of the coding tool on full 

OP cases prior to the formal coding process.    

The first day of the coding training focused on reviewing foundational assumptions, 

theories, and research related to domestic violence. Primarily, the focus was to establish an 

understanding of the dynamics of domestic violence, including reviewing the Duluth Model and 

the Power and Control Wheel, the definition of coercive control, and the contexts in which abuse 

occurs. We also considered each of these aspects through an intersectional lens (Crenshaw,1991), 

common responses petitioners may have to abuse, intimate terrorism (Johnson, 2008), the 

Campbell Danger Assessment, and the Illinois Domestic Violence Act, Of key importance was a 

discussion of the impact of domestic violence on children including its impact on infant brain 

development (Perry et al., 1995) and mental health issues commonly experienced by children 

exposed to domestic violence. On the second day we reviewed the materials of the SAFeR training 

and the logic behind the model.  Lastly, the training included practice coding of three OP cases. 

The team coded the cases individually and then discussed together their findings and how they 

filled out the coding tool per case. This process allowed coders to become familiar with the 

application of the coding tool and highlighted some areas of the coding tool that needed to be 

further developed.    

Pilot and Full Coding of Court Data Pilot coding occurred in two phases to assess the inter-

coder reliability of 1) RQ 1.1/1.2 and 2) 1.3, 1.4, and 1.5. For pilot coding of RQ 1.1/1.2, twenty 

cases were randomly selected from the sample of cases and the coders completed the pilot coding 

for these cases independently and met afterwards to compare results. Differences in responses were 



 

 

52 

minimal and intercoder reliability was established informally. Additionally, edits to the coding 

tool were identified and made at this time. 

For pilot coding of 1.3/1.4/1.5, the research team first met to determine a plan for coding 

this section. The team decided the coders would complete coding five pilot cases and then meet to 

determine the percentage of agreement on the coding results, with a goal of 75% agreement (Glen, 

2016). Coders would complete as many rounds as necessary of pilot coding needed to achieve the 

75% agreement rate. The purpose of pilot coding was to also establish a similar mindset amongst 

coders to ensure reliable results across coders and cases. Following the first five cases of pilot 

coding, the coding team achieved 94% agreement for all items in the coding tool. Due to the 

complex nature of coding, the team decided to complete an additional two rounds of pilot coding, 

despite exceeding the 75% agreement rate goal determined earlier in the process. Round 2 of pilot 

coding had an agreement rate of 90% and Round 3 had an agreement rate of 94%, respectively. 

Following the completion of the three rounds of coding, the coding teamôs Inter-Coder Reliability 

was determined to be 93% for all items.   

The team of three coders conducted the coding for RQ 1.1/1.2 over the course of three 

months. Coders reviewed the OPs to record case information and the child-related remedies 

requested by petitioners. Once completed, the coders cleaned the data collected to ensure all 

information was consistent throughout the sample. Coding for RQ 1.3/1.4/1.5 took about ten 

months in order to review all the court hearing transcripts and case pleadings (petitions, affidavits, 

etc.) and clean the data. The coders kept personal coding notes throughout this process to keep 

track of questions, concerns, or other relevant information not collected in the coding tool. 

Additionally, coders frequently referenced the codebook for clarification during coding. The 
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coders also had weekly check-ins to address questions, coding errors, or other coding issues 

together. These meetings also served as a vital place for coder self-care and problem-solving. 

Prior to March 2020, coders typically coded cases in-person at the CURL office. However, 

due to the COVID-19 pandemic coders had to begin coding remotely. The transition to working 

from home delayed coding significantly, especially as coders and the research team adjusted to the 

other challenges caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. The coding tool, coding documents, and data 

collected were all accessible online, which proved vital for transitioning due to COVID-19 

restrictions. Coders were able to access the coding tool and data on Qualtrics and coders were able 

to access petitions and court hearing transcripts using OneDrive. 

Coding and Self-Care An integral part of conducting the coding for RQ 1.1-1.5 was to 

implement a trauma-informed procedure for fostering self-care for the research team members 

coding and working directly with the Order of Protection case files and court hearing transcripts. 

Case files and hearing transcripts contained highly traumatic materials and the research team 

recognized the potential harm to coders from prolonged exposure to the traumatic content of the 

data. Additionally, coding involved multiple readings of traumatic materials in order to properly 

code the data. Due to the unique nature of exposure during coding, the research team was 

concerned about vicarious trauma, burnout, and compassion fatigue impacting the quality of data 

collection (Coles et al., 2014; Woodby et al., 2011). Therefore, a self-care process was developed 

to prevent coders experiencing the negative side effects of continued exposure to the traumatic 

contents of petitions and court hearings (Bell et al., 2003; Etherington, 2007).  Specifically, the 

self-care process for coders included: limits on number of cases coded at once; having consistent 

debriefing sessions amongst the three primary coders to release the emotional burden of reading 

through case files and court hearing transcripts; self-soothing creative activities; individualized 
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self-care plans; individualized therapy sessions; and engaging in a healing circle once 

coding was completed. This practice of communal self-care not only fostered a safe and reflective 

space for the researchers, but it grounded the entire project and research process in trauma-

informed practices.  

Analysis of Administrative Court Data 

In order to answer RQ 1.1/1.2, the research team analyzed child related remedies requested 

in each OP petition document using a Qualtrics survey to collect information. Each OP case 

included the original court petition (filed by the petitioner) along with all other documents 

pertaining to the case. Data from Qualtrics was downloaded and analyzed using SPSS (Statistical 

Package for the Social Sciences 27). Initial download of the data required data cleaning and re-

coding for missing or incomplete data points. After initial calculation of frequencies of the 

demographic data, further analysis was conducted to assess the change pre- and post-FCEP across 

the individual remedies and total number of remedies requested across each helper group. In order 

to test whether there was a statistically significant change in the type and number of cases that 

requested the child-related remedies (comparing pre and post FCEP), we compared the percent of 

cases asking for each remedy pre- and post-FCEP as well as the average number of remedies 

requested in each time period.  Pearson chi square and T-tests were used to test for statistical 

significance. Calculations that point towards a statistically significant increase in the number of 

remedies requested would indicate that FCEP interventions and educational materials were 

effective. 

To answer RQ 1.3, the research team analyzed the OP petition, any pertaining affidavits, 

and court hearing transcripts to examine the alleged abuses and other child-related information 

presented in attorney-represented petitions and child-related arguments made by attorneys during 
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court hearings. Advocate-assisted and pro se OP petitions and case files were also examined for 

alleged abuses and other child-related information presented in the case files. For RQ 1.4, court 

hearing transcripts were examined to identify child-related questions asked by judges. Finally, 

granted EOP and POP orders were coded for the types of child-related remedies granted for RQ 

1.5. The same Qualtrics coding tool utilized for RQ 1.1/1.2 was used to collect information for RQ 

1.3, 1.4, and 1.5. After initial calculation of frequencies related to remedies requested pre- and 

post- FCEP, further analysis was conducted to assess the change in attorney, advocate, and pro se 

presentation of alleged abuses, child-related questions asked by judges, and total number of 

remedies granted pre- and post-FCEP. The data were analyzed for difference by calculating basic 

frequencies and using Pearson Chi-Square tests and t-tests to calculate statistical significance and 

assess change pre- and post-FCEP. Calculations that point towards a statistically significant 

increase in child-related information presented in petitions, child-related judge questions asked 

during OP hearings, and child-related remedies granted would indicate that FCEP interventions, 

trainings, and educational materials were effective.  

Child-Relief Expediter Cases in 2016/2017 (RQ 1.6) 

Research Question and Study Population 

 The CRE entered the court when FCEP was first implemented at the end of 2016. During 

the first year of FCEP in 2017, the CRE met and reached agreements with approximately 255 cases 

with parent litigants. The following research question guided our research on this role in its first 

year: What short-term impact did the FCEP-provided CRE have on increasing the safety and 

fairness of visitation arrangements for litigants?  We examined those 255 cases facilitated by the 

CRE to reveal the ways in which this role may have encouraged greater safety and court fairness 

to parent litigants.  
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Data Collection and Analysis 

In order to examine the cases and parenting agreements reached in the first year of FCEP, 

cases from 2016 and 2017 that had a session with the CRE and had children shared between the 

petitioner and respondent for each case were collected and analyzed. The data were collected 

through a coding tool to keep track of important information during the CRE sessions with litigant 

parents. The tool collected general case information, the status of the CRE session, child-related 

relief discussed, and outcomes reached during the session. The coding tool is included in Appendix 

C. Once the CRE completed a session with a case, she would complete the coding tool and scan a 

pdf of the filled-out tool to the research team. The research team would then code and input the 

information from the coding tool into a database to consolidate all case information. The database 

included the measures for each of the items included in the CRE coding tool. This included the 

following variables: timing of referral; agreement modification; session status; visitation; 

exchange; communication; other miscellaneous child-related issues; and agreement in OPs. The 

database also included the following demographic information for all petitioners and respondents 

who met with the CRE: age; education completed; marital status; gender; and race/ethnicity. 

Additionally, cases that reached a parenting agreement with the CRE were examined to 

determine whether the parenting agreement was incorporated into the granted OP. To do this, case 

IDs were collected for cases that had a CRE session where there was an agreement for at least one 

child-related relief. These case IDs were then confirmed in the online civil case database, Odyssey, 

to check whether the parenting agreements were included with the granted OP or whether the 

agreement and/or its stipulations were referenced in the granted OP. This information was 

collected in the larger coding tool database as well.  
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Once all CRE report data were entered into the database, the data were uploaded to SPSS. 

The data were then further cleaned and analyzed to identify the scope of cases that had session 

with the CRE during the first year of FCEP. Descriptive statistics and frequencies of all session 

details and demographics of the litigants were produced in the analysis. 

Interview with Help Desk Staff 

After conducting the quantitative review of OPs and requested and granted child-related 

remedies, there were still questions regarding the ways petitioners were supported while filing 

their OP petitions. The Help Desk is a support desk located on the first floor of the courthouse and 

is the first place petitioners go to begin their OP case process. The Help Desk staff provide the OP 

petition forms and determine additional resources to share with petitioners to ensure they are 

successfully navigating the courthouse to receive an OP. To better understand the process of the 

Help Desk, two Help Desk staff members were interviewed.  

The interviews occurred in-person at the courthouse and lasted about one hour with each 

Help Desk staff member separately. The interviewer went through an informed consent process 

with each participant sharing the purpose of the interview, the kinds of questions that would be 

asked, and confidentiality practices. They then secured their consent to be interviewed and to have 

the interview recorded. The interview guide included questions about the role of the Help Desk 

staff at the court, the process and function of the Help Desk in supporting petitioners, their 

familiarity with FCEP and FCEP informational materials, their relationship with other court 

personnel (CRE, attorneys, advocates, judges, etc.), and the impact of COVID on the Help Desk. 

Additionally, some aggregated research findings from RQ 1.1-1.5 were shared with the Help Desk 

staff for them to share their observations and reactions to the findings based on their experience 

assisting petitioners. The audio-recorded interviews were transcribed by CURL fellows using 
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Otter.ai transcription software, and thematically coded and organized by themes without formal 

coding software. Appendix D includes the interview guide utilized for the Help Desk interviews.  

Litigant Experience with Domestic Violence Court (RQ 2) 

The following sections focus on the second main research question: What is the long-term 

impact of FCEP activities on facilitating parenting arrangements that protect the emotional and 

physical well-being of victimized parents and their children? This question centers on the 

experiences of litigant parents after they have received their OP and parenting agreement, 

identifying ways FCEP did or did not impact their lives after leaving the courthouse. 

Interviews with Parent Litigants (RQ 2.1) 

Research Questions and Study Population 

To understand the long-term impacts of FCEP on litigants with shared children, the 

following research question was asked: To what extent do petitioners and respondents perceive, 

after working with the CRE, that parenting arrangements in the OP are safe and fair three months 

after the OP is entered? To answer this question, in-depth qualitative interviews were conducted 

with 30 litigant parents (15 petitioners, 15 respondents) who adhered to the following eligibility 

requirements: an Order of Protection was ordered between litigants that had shared minor 

child(ren); the litigant parents met with the CRE and reached a parenting agreement; and litigant 

parents were 18 years or older. All interviews were conducted three months after the parenting 

agreement was reached to assess for long-term impacts of the parenting plan on the lives of the 

litigants.  

The Impact of COVID on the Interviews 

The development of the litigant interviews began in 2019 and was disrupted by the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Accordingly, many adjustments were made to the research design and 
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preparation for these interviews. The interviews were initially proposed to be conducted in-person 

and some recruitment began in-person; however, with the pandemic stay-at-home orders and shifts 

to remote/virtual work, all interview procedures needed to shift to being conducted virtually.  In 

order to insure that we conducted the interviews in an ethical and safe manner, we spent several 

months researching best practices for conducting virtual interviews with individuals impacted by 

domestic violence. We were deeply informed by several sources of information including national 

and local DV communities, Inspire Action for Social Change. the CRE and the academic literature.  

All these forms of information shaped how we were to conduct safe, trauma-informed, and 

survivor-centered interviews and the protocols and interview questions we would utilize during 

the interviews. 

Recruitment and Scheduling Interviews 

Initially, the proposal aimed to reach 50 total litigant parents; however, due to pandemic 

delays, inconsistent recruitment, and research saturation, we reached 30 parents. All litigant 

participants were recruited through the CRE. After having a session with the CRE and reaching an 

agreement, the CRE shared the recruitment materials with the litigants which included a 

recruitment flyer, a recruitment FAQ sheet, and a contact form that litigants could fill out and 

return to the research team with their contact information if they were interested in participating 

in an interview. Recruitment began in 2019 prior to the pandemic and all recruitment at that time 

was done in person with physical copies of recruitment materials shared with litigants after their 

session with the CRE. Once the pandemic began and interview processes transitioned to remote 

processes, an online Qualtrics survey was created that included the questions of the contact form 

and attached the recruitment flyer and an FAQ document in the survey. The survey was shared by 
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the CRE with her clients, both petitioners and respondents, via email for them to access the 

necessary information remotely.  

Both petitioners and respondents were offered an interview contact form to fill out 

individually based on each personôs interest to be interviewed. Each parent could choose to 

participate; pairs of matched petitioners and respondents were not purposely recruited. Once a 

parent completed the contact form, whether in-person or using the online survey, indicating their 

willingness to take part in the research.  A research team member reached out to them over email 

or phone to recruit them. The litigant was first asked if they were still interested in participating in 

an interview and if so, a series of questions was asked to ensure the participant adhered to the 

eligibility requirements. The participant was then provided detailed information about the 

interview, including the purpose of the interview, the manner in which it would take place (over 

Zoom), the compensation plan, and the three months wait between recruitment and the interview. 

Every month for three months, research staff reached out to each participant to ensure they were 

still interested in participating and gave them a chance to ask any questions about the interview. 

After three months, the research staff contacted the participant to schedule an interview and once 

a date and time were confirmed, a password protected Zoom link, a consent form, screening 

questions, and a guide to Zoom were all sent to the participant.  Interview times were flexible, to 

make it easy for the participant to take part, including offering after-work hours and weekends as 

options. All interviews were blocked off for two hours each to ensure there was enough time to 

move through all the interview questions. Most interviews were conducted in 90 minutes, although 

some needed only an hour or less and others took close to two hours. 

A total of 55 litigant parents were recruited using both the physical and virtual contact 

form, 42 initially agreed to an interview, and 30 interviews with litigants were conducted (15 
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petitioner mothers, 15 respondent fathers). Of the 30 interviews, four were conducted with litigants 

recruited before the pandemic and 26 were recruited during the pandemic.  

Development of Interview Guide, Interview Materials, and Choosing Interviewers  

The interview guide and questions for the litigant parent interviews began development 

before the pandemic and continued during the first few months of the pandemic. Two interview 

guides were developed for the interviews, one for petitioners and one for respondents to account 

for differences in their court experiences. The interview questions were expanded from the original 

interview guides included in the original research proposal to consider more nuanced experiences 

of the litigant parents. The interview questions focused on the context and content of the parenting 

plan reached by the litigant parents; their current experience with the parenting plan; the litigant 

experience with the CRE and the judges; and their overall court experience. The interview guides 

were shared with the CRE, advisory board member from cook county mediation, and the research 

team to consider whether the questions aligned with the overall research question and included 

enough detail to account for the differences across the litigant experiences. Other interview 

materials were developed at this time, including a consent script, a virtual interviewing protocol, 

and an interview debrief document. These materials were created during the pandemic once it was 

decided the interviews would be conducted virtually. The consent form was updated to include 

information about the interview procedures, questions to be asked, compensation, confidentiality, 

and consent to participate and be audio recorded during the interview. A consent script was 

approved to be shared and read during the interviews and for the participants to verbally consent 

to the interview procedures.  

Additionally, a virtual interviewing protocol was developed to ensure trauma-informed 

practices when speaking with litigant parents. This protocol was heavily informed by a virtual 
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protocol the CRE created when returning to meet with litigants virtually. We also were informed 

by literature around virtual interviewing as well as best practices advised by the domestic violence 

advocacy networks conducting virtual mediation and survivor services. This protocol was 

compiled to ensure every part of the recruiting and interviewing process was trauma-informed and 

kept the litigants safe while conducting these interviews. The protocol was used to screen 

participants prior to the interview and included questions that were asked before the formal 

interview began. Questions asked litigants about their immediate safety and privacy, whether 

participants were alone; whether their children were present and if so, how to make sure they 

would not overhear the interview; confidentiality of the interview, privacy on Zoom, and other 

questions pertaining to the ability for the participants to safely and easily participate in the research 

interview were also included.  

Finally, a debrief document template was created which would be completed after each 

interview to capture the most salient observations immediately after the interview. These notes 

acted as qualitative jottings after each interview and gave space for the interviewers and note takers 

to reflect on the interview after it was completed. These notes would also be utilized as memos 

once the interviews were qualitatively coded. The debrief document collected information about 

the interview participant and context for their case, descriptive observational notes about the 

participantôs physical description, temperament, and responsiveness to the interview. It also 

documented notes for the interviewer to assess how the interview was conducted over Zoom, 

comments on how questions were asked or could be rephrased, and if any interview logistical 

problems arose during the interview process.  

The recruitment materials, petitioner and respondent interview guides, consent form, and 

virtual interviewing protocol were all finalized in both English and Spanish to accommodate for 



 

 

63 

English and Spanish-speaking litigants. All litigant interview materials can be found in Appendix 

E and the Spanish versions of the interview materials can be found in Appendix F. 

Once the interview guide and other interview materials were finalized, it was imperative 

to determine who would be conducting the interviews and the requirements needed. The parent 

litigants who would be participating were experiencing domestic violence, enduring harm, causing 

harm towards others, and engaging with a difficult court experience, so the research team insisted 

on having individuals that could approach these interviews with care, expertise, and understanding. 

It was agreed that one of the research team members would conduct interviews, but it was also 

clear that one individual could not conduct all the interviews on their own and endure numerous 

content-heavy interviews without support. In the search for additional interviewers, a few 

requirements were decided: the interviewers needed to be fluent in English and Spanish, have 

experience working with survivors and those who cause harm, and have experience conducting 

qualitative interviews. The team also spent some time considering the gender and sexual 

orientation of the interviewer and whether these factors would be important to consider, especially 

related to interviews with respondent fathers who had caused harm. In the end, we recognized the 

various assumptions this discussion reflected and were mindful of how they might harm our 

respondents in making our final selection of interviewers. Various colleagues and community 

members were considered and contacted to find interviewers interested and available to assist in 

these interviews. In the end, two individuals, one Loyola faculty member and a recent Loyola 

master's graduate from the School of Social Work, were chosen to assist and conduct the interviews 

with the research team member.  
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Pilot Interview 

Before delving into the full interviews with parent litigants, three pilot interviews were 

conducted to assess the effectiveness of the interview guide and questions, the efficiency of the 

interviewing process, and the adaptability of conducting the interviews virtually over Zoom.  For 

the pilot, Apna Ghar, a partner on the project, identified for recruitment three individuals who were 

currently receiving visitation services. These individuals, who were not eligible for the study, were 

similar to our target research population in demography and court experiences.  

The interviews followed closely the way the full interviews would be conducted, including 

going through the virtual interviewing protocol, informed consent, and following the interview 

guides. This informative pilot interview not only focused on asking the interview questions but 

asking the participants to reflect on how they questions made them feel, how they initially reacted 

to the questions, and how hard or easy it was to answer the interview questions. This allowed the 

research team to examine how participants would react, respond, and understand the questions 

during a full interview. The three pilot interviews were exceptionally helpful as they provided 

various litigant experiences and reactions that would come up during the full interviews. It was 

important to understand the differences between petitioner and respondent experiences and to 

conduct the interviews in English and Spanish to ensure both languages would be received well 

by participants. Adjustments were made to the interview guide and other materials in response to 

how the pilot participants reacted during the pilot interviews.  

Interview Training 

An Interview Training was virtually held over Zoom in preparation for the interviews with 

litigant parents, hosted by members of the research team for the three interviewers. The training  

included didactic information about the context of FCEP and the evaluation, as well as different 
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interviewing skills and issues.  It also included a two-hour focused role play training so the 

interviewers could practice asking the interview questions for both English and Spanish versions 

of the interview guide. After the training, the interviewers were fully prepared to begin 

interviewing litigant parent participants. All the information shared during the interview training 

was consolidated into a comprehensive Guide to Interviewing that would be available as a resource 

and reference when preparing for or conducting an interview.   

Litigant Parent Interviews 

Interviews with litigant parents began in January 2021 and ended in September 2022. 

During this time, 30 interviews were conducted with 15 petitioner mothers and 15 respondent 

fathers, many of whom were people of racially marginalized groups. Most of the litigants 

interviewed were unmarried to their domestic partner with which they have children in common. 

The recruitment process did not intentionally match petitioners and respondents of the same 

couple; however, one petitioner and respondent pair with shared children were interviewed.  

The majority of litigant parents (17) were self-represented pro se litigants, eight litigants 

were represented by an attorney, and five petitioners were assisted by an advocate. Almost half of 

the litigant parents (14) had established unsupervised visitation with their children. Ten litigant 

parents had supervised visitation, most often visits were supervised by family members. Only three 

litigant parents were ordered to have visits at  the supervised visitation center and two other 

litigants had utilized multiple forms of visitation with their children. One parent did not share 

information about any visitation plan included in the parenting agreement.  Additionally, two 

litigants had active DCFS investigations during the time of their OP case, and only one was 

required to adhere to DCFS stipulations in the parenting plan.      



 

 

66 

All interviews were conducted virtually over Zoom and ranged from one to two hours in 

length per interview.  All interviews had the project manager present to lead the participant through 

logistics such as the virtual screening process and informed consent. In all but a few interviews, 

the interviews were conducted by two interview staff--a main interviewer and a note taker. All 

interviews were conducted in English except for one interview conducted in Spanish with a 

Spanish-speaking participant.  

Each interview followed he Virtual Interviewing Protocol to ensure the safety and privacy 

of all interview participants as well as consistency across interviews. Participants would also be 

walked through the informed consent script which included sharing the purpose of the interview 

and the type of questions they would be asked. We assured the participants that their participation 

was confidential, private, and voluntary. This included also asking participants to choose  

pseudonyms and unique IDs. A compensation plan was determined as well where the participant 

could decide on three compensation options: mail-in check; physical Visa gift card; electronic Visa 

gift card. Finally, the interviewers ask the participants to consent to participating in the interview 

and whether they consented to being audio-recorded during the interview. Once participants 

consented to the interviews, the interviewers reiterated the potentially heavy or triggering content 

of the interview and their ability to pause the interview, skip questions, or end the interview at any 

time to prioritize their comfort during the interview. Once all interview logistics have been 

completed, the interviewer began the audio recording and began the formal interview questions 

with the participants. After the interview questions were asked, participants were offered an 

opportunity to ask any questions about the information shared or the larger project. After each 

interview, utilizing the debrief document, the interview team shared initial reactions and 

observations from the interview.  
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All information regarding the interview and participant context, their compensation, 

interview audio-recordings, and interview transcriptions were tracked and stored in password-

protected files and folders to ensure data security. 

Coding and Analysis  

Once more than ten interviews were conducted and transcribed, planning for the qualitative 

thematic coding and analysis of the interviews began. All interviews were organized and coded 

using NVivo 12, a qualitative coding software program. Each interview was first classified based 

on the types of participants interviewed. These case classifications categorized each interview by 

litigant type (petitioner, respondent); participantôs gender (man, woman, genderqueer); participant 

helper group (attorney, advocate, pro se), COVID timeline (pre-COVID, during COVID); DCFS 

involvement (yes, not applicable); and visitation type (unsupervised visitation; supervised 

visitation; supervised visitation center; multiple visitation options; not applicable). Coding nodes 

were then preliminarily created through pre-determined codes based off the interview questions. 

Additional thematic codes were included based on the interviewersô experience with the interviews 

and themes that were beginning to arise across completed interviews.  

Once the NVivo project file was developed, the coding team held an NVivo training to 

prepare the coders on how to utilize the NVivo software and how to utilize the nodes to code the 

interviews based on the larger research question. After the training and further development of the 

NVivo project file, the trained coders coded three interviews as part of the pilot coding to assess 

the effectiveness of the nodes and to ensure the coders reached comparable inter-coder reliability. 

Three completed litigant interviews were chosen specifically because they exposed the coders to 

a variety of key factors on which to practice using the coding scheme in NVivo. The coders spent 
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a few weeks coding the three interviews and then met to share their experience of coding with the 

present nodes, their differences in coding per interview, and how each interpreted different nodes.  

The pilot coding was then tested for intercoder reliability in order to understand the degree 

of agreement or disagreement between coders on each qualitative code through percentage 

agreement or the kappa coefficient. Researchers preferred to analyze the percent agreement since 

the kappa coefficient tends to overestimate error, impact agreement, and is more useful for 

medical/clinical research. The intercoder statistics reported a very high percentage agreement 

ranging between 86 and 100% agreement, with an average around 97% for both what was being 

coded the same and what was being ónot-codedô the same. The percent agreement across the codes 

is within the standard accepted threshold of percent agreement (80% agreement on 95% of codes; 

OôConnor & Joffe, 2020). These results signaled to the coding team that the multiple coders were 

well trained and were coding in comparable ways that would yield consistent coding across 

interviews. While the inter-coder reliability yielded satisfactory results, the pilot coding also 

revealed ways that the coding scheme and nodes could be improved for easier coding by the coders. 

Thus, following the pilot coding, the researchers reorganized the existing codes in a streamlined 

way that would decrease coder error. 

The coding team coded the 30 completed interviews and had consistent check-in meetings 

throughout to check on the progress of the coding.  All the completed interviews were coded twice, 

had memos written across interviews, and were reviewed to determine which nodes would be 

especially important in answering the research question around litigant safety and sense of fairness 

with the court system.  
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Criminal Violations of Orders of Protection (RQ 2.2) 

Research Question and Study Population 

To further assess the role of procedural justice and the impact of FCEP initiatives on 

litigants, the following research question was asked: To what extent do FCEP activities reduce 

criminal violations of OPs up to 12 months later? This question examines the violation rates of 

OPs by respondents within one year of the granted OP by comparing respondent cases that were 

present at the court in 2015 and in 2017. The question is especially of interest regarding 

respondents who met and reached an agreement with the CRE in 2017 and how that interaction 

impacted their sense of procedural justice and how they followed their OP.  

Sample 

The cases used to assess differences in OP violation rates between pre-FCEP (2015) and 

post-FCEP (2017) all were required to have 1) children in common shared between litigants and 

2) one or more child-related remedies requested in the OP petition. All 2015 cases were selected 

from the population of cases utilized for RQ 1.1/1.2 limited to those where litigants had children 

in common and requested child-related remedies. The sample of cases was further filtered to those 

where an Emergency Order of Protection (EOP) or Plenary Order of Protection (POP) was granted, 

so that criminal violations of the OP could be levied.  All cases with denied OPs were removed 

from the sample of cases. All 2017 cases were selected from the population of cases that met with 

the CRE that had children in common and requested child-related remedies. These cases were 

provided by the CRE directly from her list of clients she met with when she first began her role at 

the end of 2016 into the full year of 2017. The main difference between the 2015 and 2017 cases 

is the involvement of the CRE in 2017 working with litigant parents to determine a parenting 

agreement. The intervention of FCEP and the CRE are the main determinants to assess regarding 
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whether additional court support for respondents would impact their likelihood of violating their 

OP. The final sample included 314 cases pre-FCEP (2015) and 218 cases post-FCEP (2017).  

Data Collection 

All the cases used to assess OP violation rates relied on administrative court data located 

on various civil and criminal online databases at the domestic violence (DV) courthouse. The OP 

case IDs were first verified on the online civil court database using Passport Software, and the 

following information was collected for each case: respondent first and last name, respondent date 

of birth, and the issuance dates for all granted EOPs and POPs.   

The Passport database at the court only had access to civil court cases which would not 

provide the data on the criminal charges associated with each OP case needed for this research. 

Due to our limited access, the Office of the Chief Judge (OCJ) and their research team agreed to 

assist us in acquiring all the criminal charges needed for our research. We provided an excel 

spreadsheet to the OCJ research team including the OP case ID numbers, respondent first and last 

names, respondent date of birth, and issuance dates for the EOPs and/or POPs for all 2015 and 

2017 cases. With this information, the OCJ found all the criminal charges that were associated 

with each case/respondent and sent us an updated excel spreadsheet including the criminal charges, 

charge types, and charge date filed for each case.   

Data Cleaning and Analysis 

The excel spreadsheet of information provided by the OCJ research team was then further 

cleaned to allow for ease of analysis that would later be completed using SPSS.   For all cases 

with criminal charges, we assessed all the types of criminal charges listed and distinguished 

which charges were related to DV and would violate the OP, charges that were not related to 

DV, and charges that were unclear in their association with the original OP.  Additionally, all 
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cases that had a DV-related charge were checked to assess whether the petitioner on the original 

OP was the same or different than the complaining witness on the criminal charge. Any other 

discrepancies found across the cases were also verified. Once all the cases and charges were 

identified and categorized, all the charges were collapsed under each respondent so that the data 

were organized by the original OP/respondent for all 2015 and 2017 cases.    

The finalized dataset included the year the case started (2015 or 2017), the OP case number, 

respondent last name, respondent first name, and respondent date of birth. For each cases, the 

number of criminal charges per case was tallied. The type of criminal charge, if any, was included 

and categorized as óno chargeô, óDV-related chargeô, or ónon-DV related chargeô. Domestic 

violence (DV)-related charges included violations of order of protection (VOOP), domestic 

battery, property damage, aggravated harassment or assault, or other charges that would violate an 

OP. Non-DV related charges often included drug possession, theft or burglary, weapon use, and 

other charges that would not violate specific stipulations of an OP. The dataset also collected the 

OP issuance dates and charge date filed to assess whether or not there was a violation of the OP.   

The first stage of analysis included assessing all cases with DV-related criminal charges 

and whether the criminal charge date was filed within one year of the issued EOP or POP to 

determine whether there was an OP Violation. If a DV-related criminal charge occurred within 

one year of either or both OP dates, the case was coded as a ó1ô. For cases that had a DV-related 

criminal charge occur within one year of the OP but with a different complaining witness than the 

original petitioner on the OP, the case was coded as a ó2ô. All cases that had no criminal charge, 

had a non-DV related charge, or the DV-related charge occurred beyond one year of the OP, were 

coded as ó0ô.   
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Once all the data were coded in the excel spreadsheet, they were uploaded to SPSS to 

conduct quantitative statistical analysis. Descriptive frequencies were run for each of the following 

variables: Criminal Charge Type; Number of DV Charges; OP Violation; and Type of Criminal 

OP Violation. Each of these variables were then compared across 2015 and 2017 in a crosstab and 

Pearson chi-square tests were run to assess for statistically significant changes pre- and post-FCEP. 

An independent t-test was also conducted to examine the effect of pre- and post-FCEP years on 

the prevalence of OP violations within one year of a granted OP. Both chi-square and independent 

t-test were assessed for statistical significance at the .05 level.  A decrease in OP violations or 

criminal charges would further indicate the effectiveness of FCEP and the CREôs expediting 

process in increasing safe and appropriate child-related remedies in OPs. Statistically significant 

results from the chi-square and t-test would demonstrate a high probability that the findings were 

not due to chance alone. Any statistically significant decrease in criminal charges and OP 

violations might also suggest that respondents were well supported and informed during their 

session with the CRE, and their sense of procedural justice was influenced to the extent that it 

decreased their likelihood of violating their OP.   

Court Personnel Experience with Domestic Violence Court (RQ 3) 

Research Question and Study Population 

The Domestic Violence Division (DVD) judges at the DV court were an integral part of 

the planning and development of the FCEP project. Interviews and meetings were held with DVD 

judges to assess gaps in the court system and OP process and determine ways to increase safety 

options and outcomes for litigants with shared children. The DVD judges were also trained in the 

SAFeR curriculum when FCEP was first implemented at the court. DVD judges were interviewed 

to assess the impact of the training and FCEP on judicial decision-making and to answer the 
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following question: How did the FCEP training and stakeholder meetings, as well as the 

additional resources provided by the FCEP, affect judgesô decision-making processes on child-

related remedies for litigants? Judges were also interviewed to share their experiences working 

with the CRE and how the expediting process provided more child-related information to reach 

safer visitation agreements. Their reflections on the CRE stems from the following research 

question: What short-term impact did the FCEP-provided CRE have on increasing the safety and 

fairness of visitation arrangements for litigants? These questions together provide insights into 

the connections between the role of the CRE, the FCEP trainings, and quantitative results on 

judicial decision-making regarding children. 

There has been much turnover of judges at the court over the last few years, so most of the 

judges that were trained in FCEP in 2016 no longer work at the DV courthouse. Due to this 

limitation, it was decided to interview both former and current DVD civil judges to understand 

how FCEP was first impacting judges' practices when FCEP was initially implemented and how 

that has changed with the current DVD judges. It is worth noting that many of these judges have 

moved to different courthouses or have moved from civil to criminal calls at the DV court, but the 

questions we asked them primarily focused on their experiences in civil court with litigants with 

children in common.  

Recruitment and Scheduling Interviews  

Judges recruited for these interviews included both former and current DVD judges that 

were at the courthouse when FCEP was first implemented and those who are currently working at 

the court--most of whom were not FCEP trained. A list of former judges that were present at the 

court in 2016 and attended the FCEP training and all current civil judges was compiled by the 

research team. Due to transitions in the court, the research team also renewed the overall 
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permission to recruit and interview judges. Institutional cooperation and support from the former 

and current presiding judges were instrumental in providing contact information of the judges and 

encouraging the judges to accept our recruitment efforts and participate in an interview.   

A list of all 24 potential judges and their contact information was compiled. The project 

manager then reached out to all the judges via email and read a recruitment script explaining the 

FCEP project, the purpose of the interviews, the types of questions that would be asked during the 

interview, and a request for an interview with them. Ten judges agreed to participate in the 

interviews, including four former judges, five current judges, and one judge from the Domestic 

Relations Division. Once a date and time were confirmed, the participants were sent a private 

Zoom link, a document outlining an overview of FCEP, the informed consent script, and a 

document of the research findings from RQ 1.1-1.5. All judge interview materials are included in 

Appendix G. 

Developing Interview Materials and Conducting Interviews 

Various interview materials were utilized during the interviews with DVD judges. The 

research team developed two interview guides for former and current judges over several months. 

The interview questions were expanded from the original interview guides included in the proposal 

to consider the contextual differences between former and current judges. As with the litigant 

interview guides, the judge interview guides included an introductory script and notes throughout 

to guide the interviewer in when and how to ask certain questions. Both interview guides included 

questions focused on the judgesô experience with FCEP and their experience working with the 

CRE. The former judge interview guide had additional questions focused on their experience with 

the FCEP SAFeR training held in 2016 and their experience with various FCEP materials. These 

materials included a bench card that was created by the FCEP based on the SAFeR curriculum, a 
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document listing factual indicators for judges to refer litigants to the CRE, and the SAFeR practice 

guide. These documents were shared with the judges during the interview, and they were asked 

about their familiarity with and use of these FCEP resources. The current judge interview guide 

had additional questions about the impact of the COVID pandemic on the court and their court 

proceedings. All the interviews also ended with sharing with the judges the research findings from 

RQ 1.1-1.5 and having them react to the results. Unfortunately, this portion of the interview was 

often rushed and there was not sufficient time to have a rich conversation about these results. Many 

provided minimal feedback and mostly asked clarifying questions to better understand the 

findings. All judge interview materials are included in Appendix H. 

All ten interviews were conducted virtually over Zoom and were facilitated by one research 

team member. All interviews began with introductions, an informed consent process for 

participating in and audio recording of the interview, and recording of the formal interview. In 

addition, all the interview documents (Judge SAFeR Bench Card, CRE Factual Indicators, SAFeR 

Practice Guide, and FCEP Research Findings) were shared on the screen during the interview for 

the participants to react to. A follow-up email thanking the judges for their participation and their 

time was sent to each participant. The audio recording and transcript were downloaded from Zoom, 

were securely saved, and all interviews were transcribed by CURL research fellows using the 

Otter.ai transcription software.  

Coding and Analysis 

Once all interviews were transcribed and de-identified, all ten interviews were thematically 

coded and analyzed for major themes.  Because of the low number of interviews, we decided to 

not use any formal qualitative coding software. Coding began with research team members 

meeting to discuss how to thematically code the interviews. They used one of the interview 
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transcripts to decide which codes to include based on the interview questions. Once the general 

codes were discussed, one member of the research team spent time creating a set of a priori codes 

based on the interview questions and then open coded the interviews to add additional emergent 

codes. Once the list of codes was determined, this team member coded each of the ten interviews 

and organizing information and quotes under each code in three Word documents to more easily 

separate and organize the codes. Once all the interviews were coded, major themes from the codes 

were identified.  

Focus Groups with Attorneys and Advocates (RQ 3.2) 

Research Question and Study Population 

As with the DVD judges, attorneys and advocates that represent and support petitioners 

through their civil OP case were also pivotal to the development of the FCEP. Attorneys and 

advocates that worked with clients in the DV courthouse were trained in the SAFeR curriculum in 

2016 in preparation for the implementation of FCEP. In order to assess the impact of FCEP on 

their practice, we asked: How did FCEP training and stakeholder meetings and the 

availability/utilization of the CRE affect attorneysô and advocatesô interactions with petitioners 

and their subsequent decisions to help them to request the child-related remedies? Focus groups 

were conducted with one group of attorneys and two groups of advocates that included individuals 

who attended the FCEP training in 2016 and many of whom were still practicing with petitioners 

at the DV court.  

Recruitment and Scheduling Interviews 

All attorneys and advocates recruited were individuals who have worked at the DV court 

during the implementation of FCEP and those who currently work with petitioners. The original 

proposal indicated that attorneys would be recruited from all the agencies at the courthouse who 
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had sent representatives to the FCEP trainings, especially from the agencies that were involved in 

the Legal Services Committee for FCEP and the DVD General Stakeholders Group. Advocates 

would be recruited from current advocates working at the courthouse. When actively recruiting, 

the research team modified this plan due to court changes related to the pandemic, determining  

which agencies and individuals could be recruited, prioritizing those that were present for the 

FCEP training as well as those who were part of any committee or stakeholder groups. A list of 

attorneys and advocates and their contact information was compiled based on attendance sheets 

from the FCEP training as well as knowledge of individuals who had and currently practiced with 

the court. Both attorneys and advocates were recruited from agencies that had a presence with the 

court.  

A recruitment email including a recruitment script was sent to all listed attorneys and 

advocates. The recruitment script included background information on FCEP and the research 

currently conducted, and asked for their participation in a focus group regarding their experience 

with FCEP, FCEP trainings, working with the CRE, and their overall experience working at the 

court with petitioners. Based on the number of individuals who agreed to participate and their 

availability (determined through a doodle poll), one focus group for attorneys and two focus groups 

for advocates were planned. Once dates and times were confirmed for each focus group, the 

participants were sent a private Zoom link, a document outlining an overview of FCEP, the 

informed consent script, and the document of the research findings from RQ 1.1-1.5. 

Developing Materials and Conducting Focus Groups 

Focus groups materials were developed prior to conducting the focus groups by members 

of the research team. Interview guides were developed for each attorney and advocate focus groups 

to capture differences between attorney and advocate practices and experience with the court. The 



 

 

78 

focus group questions were informed by the proposed interview guides in the grant proposal as 

well as questions used for the judge interviews. Interview questions focused on the attorneysô and 

advocatesô experience and familiarity with FCEP and the CRE, their argumentation and advocating 

process with petitioners with children, and the impact of COVID on court practices with 

petitioners. As with the judge interviews, time was spent at the end of the focus groups to review 

the FCEP research findings from RQ 1.1-1.5 to have the attorneys and advocates react and share 

observation based on their experiences. Like the judge interviews, the presentation of research 

findings was rushed and did not result in as rich of a discussion as intended with the advocates and 

attorneys. All materials for the attorney and advocate focus groups are included in Appendix H. 

All three focus groups were conducted virtually over Zoom and were facilitated by various 

research team members. Some research fellows also joined the focus groups to take notes and 

observe the interactions of the focus group participants. Each focus group began with introductions 

of all participants (though many knew one another) and an informed consent process. Unique IDs 

were created for each participant, and the audio recording and formal interview questions began. 

During the focus groups, the FCEP Research Findings were shared on the shared Zoom screen for 

the participants to react to. A follow-up email thanking the attorneys and advocates for their 

participation and their time was sent to each participant. The audio recording and transcript were 

downloaded from Zoom and securely saved, and all focus groups were transcribed by CURL 

research fellows using the Otter.ai transcription software.  

Coding and Analysis 

Once all interviews were transcribed and de-identified, all three focus groups were 

thematically coded for major themes using Word documents in the same way the judge interviews 

were coded. Research team members met to discuss how to thematically code the focus groups. 
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They used one of the focus group transcripts to decide which codes to include based on the 

interview questions and the research question goals. Once the general codes were discussed, a 

research fellow spent time creating a set of a priori codes based on the interview questions and 

then open coded the interviews to add additional emergent codes. Once the list of codes was 

determined, the research fellow coded each of the focus group transcripts, organizing information 

and quotes under each code in a Word document to more easily organize the codes. Once all the 

interviews were coded, the major themes were further elaborated and organized in an outline. 

Coding results from the attorney and advocate focus groups were analyzed in tandem with other 

qualitative and quantitative data and included in various sections of the final written report. 

Child-Relief Expediter (3.3) 

Research Question and Study Population 

The Child-Relief Expediter role was a new role for the courthouse and it was imperative to 

track the progress and changes impacting the CRE role in the DV court since the creation of the 

role. As part of a larger research question focused on the implementation of FCEP, the following 

was asked: How did the CRE facilitate visitation agreements among petitioners and respondents? 

Broadly, the question focuses on the expediting process and the CREôs role in working with parent 

litigants to create parenting agreements focused on the needs of the shared children.  

Data Collection and Analysis 

To better understand the process and changes over the last few years, two interviews were 

conducted with the CRE. The first interview was an informative discussion of changes in the DV 

courthouse and adjustments to the expediting process during the pandemic. The discussion 

attempted to identify the impact of the pandemic on the functioning of the court and the expediting 

process. The interview questions focused on the current delivery of CRE services through remote 
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mediation; the court response to the COVID-19 pandemic; changes made to OPs and how they are 

shared with litigants; and the adjustment of court personnel (judges, attorneys, advocates) to the 

pandemic.  

The second interview with the CRE was conducted to delve into the full role of the CRE 

over the last few years since the inception of its role. The interview first focused on sharing the 

research findings focused on the CRE cases from 2016/2017 and having the CRE reflect on how 

her cases have changed over the last few years, especially with regards to the demographics of 

litigants, the types and path of referrals to the CRE, and child-related remedies. The interview then 

focused on discussing the expediting process, challenges faced, the process of working with and 

supporting litigants; creating parenting agreements; and how working with the judges, advocates, 

and attorneys has changed over time.  

Both interviews were conducted virtually over Zoom and followed a consent process to 

inform the CRE of the purpose of the interview. The interviews followed a casual conversation as 

the researchers have had a long-standing relationship with the CRE since the inception of FCEP. 

The interviews were audio recorded and were manually transcribed by a CURL fellow. The 

interviews were analyzed by organizing the information into specific thematic and categorical 

codes using Word documents to consolidate the data. The codes followed most of the interview 

questions and especially focused on comparing the CREôs responses and observations about the 

2016/2017 cases with the quantitative data. These interviews provided context and depth into the 

data collected and inform other aspects of the court process. The CRE interview guide is included 

in Appendix I.  
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Limitations and Challenges to Research 

An evaluation and research project of this size and capacity is not without its limitations. 

As the research process began, it was clear that the research would be impacted by the realities of 

the courthouse, the court personnel, and external factors that may affect the court and its 

procedures. 

A majority of information collected and analyzed throughout this project was through 

administrative courthouse data. In order to identify the samples for the review of Orders of 

Protections, the research team utilized data collected by the Help Desk to first identify case 

numbers of civil OP cases that filed and requested child-related remedies. This Help Desk database 

was utilized to track case information from petitioners filing their OP petition and their subsequent 

movement within their court case. While this data provided a consolidated list of civil OP cases, 

the data listed included inaccurate information as well as missing or inconsistent data. This 

database was not designed to be analyzed quantitatively, thus the research team was tasked with 

validating these cases with the courtôs online civil case database (Passport). The validation process 

required numerous rounds of verification of the sample requirements to account for human error 

that occurred from entering and collecting this administrative data.  

In addition, it became clear during the validation process that the Help Desk overestimated 

the number of cases that would require attorney representation. Instead, many of the cases that the 

Help Desk had originally triaged to attorneys were denied and were assigned an advocate, a law 

student, or remained pro se. As a result, there were far fewer number of attorney-represented cases 

whereas most cases were self-represented (pro se or advocate-assisted). To offset these limitations, 

the sample included cases that were represented by an attorney at some point during the case. This 

allowed the sample to be more flexible with cases that were not solely attorney-represented 
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throughout the entirety of the case. Additionally, more advocate-assisted, and pro se cases were 

included in the samples to ensure the overall sample numbers had enough statistical power to 

conduct statistical analysis. In this way, the sample was no longer a fully random probability 

sample, but the sample was more representative of the types of cases that enter the court. Namely, 

the sample represented the high number of individuals that are self-represented whereas many 

litigants are less able to have attorney representation.  

It became subsequently clear that the sampling design for the first research question was 

based on an erroneous estimate on the distribution of types of cases available for analysis. The 

sampling design assume that from the overall sample of OP cases, sub samples could be created 

for each subsequent research question. While the overall sample sizes were determined to 

maximize statistical power to assess significant differences, the resulting sub- samples of different 

helper groups were too small to determine to analyze for statistical significance, therefore we could 

not reach generalizable conclusions about the many of the sub- samples.  

While creating the samples themselves was a challenge to conducting this research, the 

petitions, written testimonies, and lengthy court hearing transcripts were equally difficult to code 

quantitatively. The coders had to familiarize themselves with the petition form, how they are filled 

out, and the legal jargon used throughout the case files in order to accurately code this qualitative 

information quantitatively. Despite having an-depth coding training, coders also had to accurately 

interpret how the petitioner intended to fill out their petition; this no doubt led to human error in 

the coding and data collection process. This also indicated to us the inaccessibility of filing a OP 

petition and appearing in front of a judge without legal representation. While these forms took 

years to be created in a manner that both met legal standards and included user-friendly language, 

it is unclear how these take into consideration the violence and trauma impacting individuals 
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seeking protection for themselves and their children. These forms also do not appear accessible to 

individuals who are not legally trained, who have varying levels of reading literacy, or who do not 

speak English fluently. Overall, the process of coding as well as interacting with the case materials 

revealed the barriers that can impact litigants as well as the analytic process. 

Additional limitations resulted in disruptions to the courthouse and the research process 

due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Primarily, all qualitative interviews and focus groups with court 

personnel and parent litigants were delayed and shifted from in-person to virtual interviews/focus 

groups over Zoom. While it took time to create the virtual protocol and ensure participant safety 

during the interviews, the remote interviews/focus groups were a viable and accessible option for 

participants. Unfortunately, by the time the research team was prepared to begin interviewing, 

many participants had to recall court experiences that occurred months or years prior to the 

interview. This often led to many participants not remembering certain experiences or details. 

Especially asking about certain FCEP or court experiences, many participants were conflating 

current experiences impacted by the pandemic and court practices that occurred prior to the 

pandemic that was influenced by FCEP. It became especially important to try to clarify timelines 

during the interviews as well as during the analysis process to distinguish between time before and 

during the pandemic. This was especially difficult for many judges, attorneys, and advocates since 

many of them interviewed engaged with FCEP in 2016, which was five or six years prior to when 

they were interviewed. Additionally, the court personnel was split between individuals who 

formerly were at the courthouse during FCEP and those who currently work at the courthouse. 

These factors complicated the analysis process especially as it was difficult to determine changes 

and impacts of FCEP initiatives on court personnel practices. In this way, any changes may be due 

to idiosyncrasies and unique court personnel experiences rather than due to FCEP particularly.  
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Chapter 3: Review of Order of Protection Petitions and Child-Related Remedies 

The goal for implementation of the Family Court Enhancement Program (FCEP) was to 

improve the domestic violence courtôs response to Order of Protection cases involving intimate 

partners who shared common children in order to increase safe, sustainable, and fair outcomes for 

these families. A major component of this intervention specifically targeted building awareness of 

the available types of legal remedies that were child-related and how to best request them when 

filing an OP petition. One measure of FCEP impact was its impact on the number of requested 

child-related OP remedies available in the domestic violence court division (i.e. physical care and 

possession, custody, and visitation remedies). Additionally, the evaluation sought to measure any 

changes in presentation and argumentation made by attorneys in court, probing/questioning by 

judges of litigants in court as part of decision-making, and the child-related remedies granted in 

OPs by the domestic violence court system. Below is a full list of child-related remedies analyzed 

to answer the following research questions.   

Table 5. Types of Child-Related Remedies Analyzed 

Remedy Type  
Minor Child(ren) named Protected Parties  
Exclusive Possession of Residence  
Stay Away  
             from Petitioner/Protected Parties  
            from Other Addresses  
Physical Care and Possession (PCP) of Minor Children  
           Return to/Non-Removal of Children from Petitioner  
Temporary Legal Custody  
Visitation  

Granted Visitation  
Restricted Visitation  
Reserved Visitation  
Denied Visitation  

Prohibited Removal from IL/Concealment of Children  
Respondent Further Enjoined  
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Requested Child-Related Remedies in OP Petitions 

Cases with children in common from 2015 and 2017 were analyzed to assess how many 

and which types of child-related remedies were requested pre- and post-FCEP. Cases were further 

analyzed across helper groups, attorney-represented, advocate-assisted, law student-assisted, or 

pro se cases.  

Overall, the results emphasized self-represented pro se petitioners increasingly requesting 

almost every type of child-related remedy post-FCEP as compared to other assisted petitioners. 

There was a statistically significant increase in the number of requests made for the exclusive 

possession of residence, 76.1% of cases pre-FCEP and 90% of cases post-FCEP. There was a 

statistically significant increase in requests made for stay away from petitioner from 77.1% pre-

FCEP to 91.2% post-FCEP. After the FCEP intervention, pro-se litigants increasingly made 

requests for respondent further enjoined for additional child-related protection not covered in the 

petition, 64.2% pre-FCEP and 92.5% post-FCEP. Pro se petitioners increasingly requested all 

remedies with the exception of child support. Child support declined from 24.8% pre-FCEP to 

12.2% post-FCEP and was statistically significant. Additionally, the average number of remedies 

requested in pro se cases pre-FCEP was 6.81 remedies and increased to 7.57 remedies post-FCEP, 

revealing a statistically significant increase through a t-test. All the results are reported in Table 6. 

For cases assisted by an advocate, overall, there were no statistically significant differences 

in the remedies requested pre- and post-FCEP cases aside from respondent further enjoined. There 

was a significant increase in petitioners requesting respondent further enjoined with 80.4% pre-

FCEP and 97% post-FCEP. Additionally, petitioners decreasingly requested child support 

between 19.6% pre-FCEP and 8.9% post-FCEP, and this difference was statistically significant. A 
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t-test further revealed that there was a slight increase in the average number of remedies requested 

pre-FCEP (7.87) and post-FCEP (8.12). 

For petitioners assisted by a law student, there was a statistically significant increase in 

petitioner requesting temporary legal custody of their children, 59.5% pre-FCEP and 85.1% post-

FCEP. Requests for child support also increased among litigants helped by law students, in 

contrast to litigants in the pro se or advocate helper groups. However, increased requests for child 

support was not statistically significant. On average, petitions assisted by law students had a high 

number of total remedies requested pre-FCEP (8.62) that increased post-FCEP (9.26) but not 

enough to detect statistical significance. 

For petitioners represented by an attorney, there were no statistical differences in child-

related remedies requested pre- and post-FCEP. Again, the percentage of cases where there were 

requests for child support did increase between pre- and post-FCEP but this increase was not 

statistically significant. Like with law student petitions, attorney-represented petitions had a high 

mean of remedies requested pre-FCEP (8.68) that increased slightly post-FCEP (8.94), but was 

not statistically significant. 

Table 6. Remedies Requested Pre- and Post-FCEP by Helper Group 

 Pro Se Advocate Law Student Attorney 

 Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post 

Cases (N) 109 147 102 101 37 74 87 64 

% Min or Child(ren) named 

Protected Parties 
98.2 98.0 98.0 99.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

% Exclusive Possession of 

Residence 
76.1 90.5** 96.1 89.1 100.0 98.6 97.7 96.9 

% Stay Away from Petitioner 77.1 91.2** 94.1 92.1 97.3 100.0 100.0 98.4 

% Stay Away from Other 

Addresses 
65.1 68.0 60.8 61.4 73.0 97.7 73.6 73.4 

% PCP of Minor Children  68.8 69.4 80.4 86.1 94.6 100.0 94.3 96.9 

% Return to/Non-Removal of 

Children from Petitioner  
56.9 68.0 81.4 85.1 91.1 98.6 89.7 90.6 

% Temporary Legal Custody 38.5 44.2 36.3 35.6 59.5 85.1** 63.2 75.0 

% Any Visitation  60.6 67.3 75.5 86.1 94.6 90.5 73.6 78.1 
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% Prohibited Removal from 

IL/Concealment of Children 
50.5 55.1 63.7 71.3 83.8 93.2 88.5 90.6 

% Child Support  24.8 12.2* 19.6 8.9* 40.5 58.1 41.4 53.1 

% Respondent Further Enjoined 64.2 92.5***  80.4 97.0***  27.0 21.6 46.0 40.6 

Mean Total Remedies 6.81 7.58** 7.87 8.12 8.62 9.26 8.68 8.94 

* p Ò 0.05  

** p Ò 0.01  

*** p Ò 0.001 

 

Attorney Presentation of Child-Related Issues   

Order of Protection case files and court hearings were assessed to examine how attorneys 

presented the alleged abuses and child-related issues in court hearings on behalf of petitioners. 

Specifically, petitions, case files, and court hearing transcripts were coded for the alleged abuses 

and impacts of abuse that were shared in petitions, affidavits, and during court hearings by 

attorney-represented petitioners. The types of abuses/impact of abuses that were assessed were 

adapted from the SAFeR curriculum and included the following categories: abuse by respondent 

to petitioner; abuse by petitioner to child; impact on abuse on child; impact of abuse on 

petitionerôs parenting, impact of abuse on daily life; and red flags/risk factors.   

There were few statistically significant differences pre- and post-FCEP and how attorneys 

argued/presented the alleged abuses on behalf of petitioners. While it appeared that attorneys 

reported most of the abuses and arguments in the petitions rather than in the hearings, there were 

few significant changes pre- and post-FCEP in their litigation practices. One exception worth 

noting is the increase from 72.7% to 81.9% of attorney-represented cases presenting red flags/risk 

factors during the court hearing. Of the various red flags/risk factors that petitioners can share, 

there were statistically significant increases in the following factors: respondent is unemployed 

and not seeking employment; abuse during pregnancy; and strangulation.   
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While no specific research question focused on the impact of FCEP on the argumentation 

on behalf of advocate-assisted and pro se petitioners due to not having legal representation, it 

seemed appropriate to assess how self-represented petitioners reported and presented the alleged 

abuses in their petitions and during their court hearings. Although petitioners assisted by advocates 

receive additional support when filing their OP and going through the court process, both advocate-

assisted and pro se petitioners testify before a judge as self-represented litigants during their court 

hearings.  These results further consider if the FCEP SAFeR trainings or initiatives led to changed 

court practices by advocate-assisted and self-represented petitioners. 

For advocate-assisted petitioners, there were not significant differences in how petitioners 

described the alleged abuses they experienced in their OP petition or during their court hearings 

pre- and post- FCEP. Due to the small sample size of 22 cases per time period, any differences 

pre- and post-FCEP reflect a difference of one or two cases. For example, there was an increase 

from 68.2% to 77.3% cases that mentioned abuse by respondent to child during the hearings. Or 

there was a decrease from 90.9% pre-FCEP to 81.8% in post-FCEP in terms of petitioners 

mentioning impact of abuse on daily life during court hearings. In both examples, there was only 

a difference of two cases between time periods thus making it difficult to interpret any significant 

impact of FCEP on how advocate-assisted petitioners argued their cases in their petitions and 

during their hearings. In terms of red flags/risk factors brought up by advocate-assisted petitioners, 

there were a handful of factors that were decreasingly reported by petitioners post-FCEP. For 

example, 22.7% to 9.1% of petitioners decreasingly reported excessive jealousy; 36.4% to 22.7% 

of petitioners reported avoidance of consequences; and 45.5% to 27.3% of petitioners reported 

strangulation pre- and post-FCEP. 
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Unlike with the attorney-represented and advocate-assisted petitioners, pro se petitioners 

saw significant changes in how alleged abuses and child-related issues were reported in their OP 

petitions and during their court hearings. There were a few statistically significant increases in the 

percentage of cases that mentioned child-related abuses and impacts. Specifically, abuse by 

respondent to child was increasingly mentioned from 59.1% pre-FCEP to 86.4% post-FCEP of 

pro se cases during their court hearings. Additionally, pro se petitioners increasingly reported 

impact of abuse on petitionerôs parenting in their petitions and during their hearings, from 36.4% 

pre-FCEP to 77.3% post-FCEP in their petitions and 13.6 pre-FCEP to 54.4% post-FCEP during 

their court hearings, both statistically significant. Pro se petitioners also increasingly mentioned 

red flags/risk factors in both their petitions (36.4% to 77.3%) and during their court hearings 

(13.6% to 54.5%) pre- and post-FCEP. However, pro se petitioners did increasingly mention 

abuserôs mental state during their court hearings revealing a statistically significant increase from 

4.5% to 31.8% between pre- and post-FCEP.  

See Table 7 for all types of abuses reported in the OP petition or mentioned during a court 

hearing pre- and post-FCEP across all helper groups. Table 8 reports all individual red flag/risk 

factors.  

Table 7. Alleged Abuses Mentioned in OP Petition or Court Hearing by Helper Group, Pre vs. 

Post 

  Attorney  Advocate  Pro Se  

   Pre  Post  Pre  Post  Pre  Post  

Cases %(n)  100 (88)  100 (83)  100 (22)  100 (22)  100 (22)  100 (22)  

Abuse by Respondent to 

Petitioner  
            

% Reported in Petition  100 (88)  100 (83)  100 (22)  100 (22)  100 (22)  100 (22)  

% Mentioned in Hearing  89.8 (79)  89.2 (74)  95.5 (21)  100 (22)  90.9 (20)  95.5 (21)  

Abuse by Respondent to 

Child   
            

% Reported in Petition  92.0 (81)  88 (73)  81.1 (18)  81.1 (18)  68.2 (15)  77.3 (17)  

% Mentioned in Hearing  50.0 (44)  61.4 (51)  68.2 (15)  77.3 (17)  59.1 (13)  86.4 (19)*  
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Impact of Abuse on Child              

% Reported in Petition  10.2 (9)  10.8 (9)  0 (0)  4.5 (1)  13.6 (3)  13.6 (3)  

% Mentioned in Hearing  3.4 (3)  3.6 (3)  0 (0)  0 (0)  0 (0)  13.6 (3)  

Impact of Abuse on 

Petitionerôs Parenting  
            

% Reported in Petition  98.9 (87)  100 (83)  54.5 (12)  50 (11)  36.4 (8)  77.3 (17)**  

% Mentioned in Hearing  60.2 (53)  61.4 (51)  31.8 (7)  36.4 (8)  13.6 (3)  54.5 (12)**  

Impact of Abuse on Daily 

Life   
            

% Reported in Petition  97.7 (86)  98.8 (82)  100 (22)  100 (22)  90.9 (20)  100 (22)  

% Mentioned in Hearing  71.6 (63)  68.7 (57)  90.9 (20)  81.8 (18)  86.4 (19)  81.6 (18)  

Red Flags/Risk Factors              

% Reported in Petition  100 (88)  100 (83)  95.5 (21)  90.9 (20)  63.6 (14)  81.8 (18)  

% Mentioned in Hearing  72.7 (64)  81.9 (68)  81.8 (18)  81.8 (18)  68.2 (15)  86.4 (19)  

 * p Ò 0.05 ** p Ò 0.01  
 

 

Table 8. Red Flags/Risk Factors Mentioned in OP Petition or Court Hearing by Helper Group, 

Pre vs. Post 

  Attorney  Advocate  Pro Se  

   Pre  Post  Pre  Post  Pre  Post  

Cases (n)  88  83  22  22  22  22  

Recent or current separation of the 

partyôs access to the petition(s)  
            

% Reported in Petition  50.0  60.2  9.1  22.7  13.6  9.1  

% Mentioned in Hearing  37.5  43.4  36.4  36.4  27.3  54.5  

Access to guns/weapons              

% Reported in Petition  20.5  28.9  9.1  9.1  13.6  22.7  

% Mentioned in Hearing  9.1  13.2  4.5  4.5  9.1  18.2  

Threats to use Weapons              

% Reported in Petition  22.7  27.7  9.1  13.6  18.2  27.3  

% Mentioned in Hearing  14.8  13.3  4.5  4.5  13.6  22.7  

Respondent is unemployed and not 

seeking employment  
            

% Reported in Petition  1.1  8.4*  0.0  0.0  0.0  0.0  

% Mentioned in Hearing  0.0  10.8**  0.0  4.5  4.5  9.1  

Rape              

% Reported in Petition  13.6  7.2  4.5  0.0  0.0  4.5  

% Mentioned in Hearing  2.3  0.0  4.5  0.0  0.0  4.5  

Abuse during pregnancy              

% Reported in Petition  18.2  31.3*  13.6  13.6  0.0  4.5  

% Mentioned in Hearing  5.7  13.3  13.6  9.1  4.5  9.1  

Respondent controlling all or most of 

petitionerôs daily activities  
            

% Reported in Petition  20.5  18.1  4.5  13.6  4.5  18.2  
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% Mentioned in Hearing  8.0  2.4  0.0  0.0  0.0  9.1  

Respondent threatened or tried to 

commit suicide  
            

% Reported in Petition  2.2  7.2  9.1  0.0  0.0  0.0  

% Mentioned in Hearing  1.1  4.8  0.0  0.0  0.0  4.5  

Petitioner believes respondent will re-

assault or attempt to kill the 

petitioner  

            

% Reported in Petition  52.3  44.6  18.2  9.1  22.7  27.3  

% Mentioned in Hearing  26.1  20.5  13.6  9.1  9.1  4.5  

Escalating violence over the past year              

% Reported in Petition  20.5  21.7  4.5  4.5  0.0  9.1  

% Mentioned in Hearing  10.2  9.6  9.1  0.0  0.0  9.1  

Excessive jealousy              

% Reported in Petition  39.8  37.3  22.7  9.1  13.6  27.3  

% Mentioned in Hearing  14.8  10.8  13.6  0.0  13.6  9.1  

Abuserôs mental state              

% Reported in Petition  36.4  49.4  18.2  22.7  9.1  22.7  

% Mentioned in Hearing  9.1  14.5  4.5  22.7  4.5  31.8*  

Avoidance of consequences              

% Reported in Petition  35.2  43.4  36.4  22.7  4.5  22.7  

% Mentioned in Hearing  11.4  18.1  13.6  27.3  22.7  13.6  

Threats to kill              

% Reported in Petition  40.9  43.4  31.8  22.7  31.8  13.6  

% Mentioned in Hearing  20.5  20.5  22.7  22.7  18.2  9.1  

Strangulation              

% Reported in Petition  38.6  56.6*  45.5  27.3  4.5  9.1  

% Mentioned in Hearing  18.2  20.5  36.4  13.6  0.0  9.1  

Animal Abuse              

% Reported in Petition  2.2  1.2  0.0  0.0  0.0  0.0  
% Mentioned in Hearing  5.7  1.2  0.0  0.0  0.0  0.0  

* p Ò 0.05 ** p Ò 0.01  

 

Judges Asking Child-Related Questions 

Court hearing transcripts were reviewed to assess whether judges changed the ways they 

interacted with petitioners, and particularly whether they asked more child-related questions after 

receiving SAFeR training and other FCEP materials. More specifically, the court hearing 

transcripts were examined for changes in questions asked by judges around abuse done to the 
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petitioner, exposure of children to abuse, impact of abuse on children, impact of abuse on 

parenting, impact on daily life, and red flags/risk factors.  

When assessing all the possible questions that judges could ask regarding children across 

helper groups, questions regarding childrenôs exposure to abuse and the impact of abuse on 

children increased a statistically significant amount in cases heard by judges post-FCEP. Cases 

where judges asked about childrenôs exposure to abuse increased from 27.3% in the pre- to 48.9% 

post-FCEP. The percentage of cases heard by judges and asked about impact of abuse on children 

increased from 2.3% pre- to 12.5% post-FCEP. The remaining questions did not follow any 

particular trends. When looking if the judge asked the petitioner or attorney one or more questions 

about the abuse of the petitioner, percentages increased from 83.0% to 86.4%. For the questions 

focused on the impact of the abuse on the petitioner, judges decreasingly asked these questions. 

Judges asked about the impact of abuse on the petitionerôs parenting 10.2% of the time pre-FCEP, 

and only 6.8% of the time post-FCEP. Similarly, questions about the impact of abuse on daily life 

also decreased from 37.5% pre-FCEP to 31.8% post-FCEP. Finally, when asked about potential 

red flags or risk factors, judges increasingly asked these questions pre-FCEP (58.0%) and post-

FCEP (68.2%). Table 9 reports frequency of questions asked by judges pre- and post-FCEP. 

Table 9. Percentage of Judges who Asked SAFeR-Related Questions during Court Hearings, Pre 

vs. Post 

  Pre  Post  

Cases %(n)  100(88)  100(88)  

Does the judge ask the petitioner/atty one or more 

questions about the abuse of the petitioner?  
83.0 (73)  86.4(76)  

Does the judge ask the petitioner/atty one or more 

questions about the exposure of children to abuse?  
27.3(24)  48.9(43)**  

Does the judge ask the petitioner/atty one or more 

questions about the꜡impact of the abuse on children?  
2.3(2)  12.5(11)**  

Does the judge ask the petitioner/atty one or more 

questions about the꜡impact of abuse of the petitionerôs 

abilities to care for/protect their children or control 

their own parenting?  

10.2(9)  6.8(6)  
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Does the judge ask the petitioner/atty one or more 

questions about the꜡impact of abuse on daily life?  
37.5(33)  31.8(27)  

Does the judge ask the petitioner/atty one or more 

questions about the꜡red flags/risk factors?  
58.0(51)  68.2(60)  

* p Ò 0.05, ** p Ò 0.01  

 

The data was further analyzed across the various helper groups, particularly comparing 

petitioners with legal representation (attorney-represented) or self-represented petitioners 

(advocate-assisted and pro se) and whether there were differences between these two groupings 

pre- and post-FCEP. For questions related to exposure of children to abuse, judges increasingly 

asked these questions from pre-FCEP (20.5%) to post-FCEP (52.3%) for self-represented cases at 

a statistically significant rate. No other measure was statistically significant, but questions 

regarding the impact of abuse tended to decrease in the frequency of times asked post-FCEP in 

both legal and self-represented cases. These results are listed in Table 10.  

Table 10. Percentage of Judges who Asked SAFeR-Related Question during Court Hearings 

Comparing Legal or Self-Representation, Pre vs. Post꜡ 

  Attorney  Advocate/Pro Se  

  Pre  Post  Pre  Post  

Cases n(%)  44(100)  44(100)  44(100)  44(100)  

Does the judge ask the petitioner/atty one or more 

questions about the abuse of the petitioner?  
79.5(35)  81.8(36)  86.4(38)  90.9(40)  

Does the judge ask the petitioner/atty one or more 

questions about the exposure of children to abuse?  
34.1(15)  45.5(20)  20.5(11)  52.3(23)**  

Does the judge ask the petitioner/atty one or more 

questions about the꜡impact of the abuse on children?  
4.5(2)  15.9(7)  0.0(0)  9.1(4)  

Does the judge ask the petitioner/atty one or more 

questions about the꜡impact of abuse of the petitionerôs 

abilities to care for/protect their children or control their 

own parenting?  

11.4(5)  11.4(5)  9.1(4)  2.3(1)  

Does the judge ask the petitioner/atty one or more 

questions about the꜡impact of abuse on daily life?  
34.1(15)  27.3(12)  40.9(18)  36.4(16)  

Does the judge ask the petitioner/atty one or more 

questions about the꜡red flags/risk factors?  
63.6(28)  70.5(31)  52.3(23)  65.9(29)  

* p Ò 0.05, ** p Ò 0.01  

 

Overall, judges asked at least one of the child-related questions based on SAFeR elements 

pre- and post-FCEP. Attorney-represented cases showed a statistically significant increase in 
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judges asking any SAFeR-related question when compared to self-represented cases. Specifically, 

judges increasingly asked SAFeR-related questions in 86.4% to 100% of attorney-represented 

cases pre- and post-FCEP, respectively. All data is reported in Table 11 below. 

Table 11. Percentage of Judges who Asked Any SAFeR-Related Question during Court Hearings 

Comparing Legal or Self-Representation, Pre vs. Post꜡ 

  Attorney  Advocate/Pro Se  

   Pre  Post  Pre  Post  

Cases %(n)  100(44)  100(44)  100(44)  100(44)  

SAFeR Questions  86.4(38)  100(44)*  90.9(40)  97.7(43)  

* p Ò 0.05  

 

Analyses were then conducted for the questions overtly asking about children:  

¶ Does the judge ask the petitioner/attorney one or more questions about the exposure of 

children to abuse? 

¶  Does the judge ask the petitioner/ attorney one or more questions about the impact of the 

abuse on children? 

¶ Does the judge ask the petitioner/ attorney one or more questions about the impact of abuse 

of the petitionerôs abilities to care for/protect their children or control their own 

parenting? 

When these questions were isolated and analyzed without separating helper groups, there was 

a statistically significant increase in cases where judges asked child-related questions. As seen in 

Table 12, judges increased from asking any of the above-mentioned child-related questions 27.2% 

of the time pre-FCEP to 62.8% of cases post-FCEP. Separating this analysis into legal and self-

representation in Table 13, there was a greater increase in these questions asked in self-represented 

cases, with any question about children asked in 54.5% of the cases, as opposed to only 25% of 

the cases before FCEP. For the legal representation cases, there was only about a 16% increase 

that was not statistically significant.   
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Table 12. Percentage of Judges who Asked Any Child-Related Question during Court Hearings, 

Pre vs. Post 

   Pre  Post  

Cases %(n)  100(88)  100(88)  

Child-Related Questions  27.2(29)  62.8(49)**  

** p Ò 0.01  

  

 

Table 13. Percentage of Judges who Asked Any Child-Related Question during Court Hearings 

Comparing Legal or Self-Representation, Pre vs. Post꜡ 

  Attorney  Advocate/Pro Se  

   Pre  Post  Pre  Post  

Cases %(n)  100(44)  100(44)  100(44)  100(44)  

Child-Related Questions  40.9(18)  56.8(25)  25.0(11)  54.5(24)**  

* p Ò 0.01  

  

Granted Child-Related Remedies in OP Petitions  

Granted Orders of Protection were examined to assess the frequency and type of child-

related remedies granted in final orders as compared to the remedies requested in the original 

petition and whether any changes in granted remedies were due to FCEP implementation. Data 

tables reporting overall frequencies of granted OPs are included in Appendix J. The data was first 

analyzed for individual child-related remedies granted in any kind of OP and changes due to FCEP 

implementation. Overall, there were few statistically significant changes in child-related remedies 

granted between pre-and post-FCEP. Specifically, advocate-assisted cases revealed a statistically 

significant increase in respondent further enjoined granted in OPs, revealing only 47.1% of cases 

pre-FCEP to 100% of cases post-FCEP granted this remedy. Petitioners are able to write specific 

stipulations under respondent further enjoined in which most cases wrote some iteration of ñno 

contact by any meansò for complete protection against the respondent.  

While no other remedy showed statistically significant change, most of the pro se remedies 

were increasingly granted post-FCEP when compared to pre-FCEP. In terms of the visitation 



 

 

96 

remedies, it is difficult to track generalizable patterns, but reserved visitation was increasingly 

granted for attorney-represented and pro se cases. Overall, there were steady increases in granted 

visitation, restricted visitation, and child exchange post-FCEP. All results are reported in Table 14 

below. 

Table 14. Frequencies of Individual Remedies Granted in OP Across Helper Group 

  Attorney  Advocate  Pro Se  

   Pre  Post  Pre  Post  Pre  Post  

Granted OP n(%)  44(100)  44(100)  17(100)  18(100)  19(100)  20(100)  

Exclusive Possession of 

Residence  
43(97.7)  43(97.7)  17(100)  16(88.8)  18(94.7)  19(95)  

Stay Away from Petitioner   43(97.7)  44(100)  17(100)  17(94.4)  17(89.5)  20(100)  
Stay Away, Other  31(70.5)  32(72.7)  14(82.4)  13(72.2)  12(63.2)  15(75)  
Physical Care and Possession 

of Minor Children  
42(95.5)  43(97.7)  15(88.2)  16(88.8)  16(84.2)  19(95)  

Return/Non-Removal of 

Children from Petitioner  
40(90.9)  40(90.9)  15(88.2)  16(88.8)  16(84.2)  19(95)  

Temporary Legal Custody  11(25)  9(20.5)  1(5.9)  1(5.6)  0(0)  0(0)  
Granted Visitation  6(13.6)  7(15.9)  2(11.8)  2(11.1)  0(0)  1(5)  
Restricted Visitation  7(15.9)  6(13.6)  1(5.9)  3(16.7)  1(5.3)  0(0)  
Denied Visitation  4(9.1)  5(11.4)  4(23.5)  4(22.2)  6(31.6)  5(25)  
Reserved Visitation  31(70.5)  35(79.5)  12(70.6)  12(66.7)  11(57.9)  15(75)  
(Prohibited Removal from 

IL/Concealment of Children  
41(93.2)  42(95.5)  12(70.6)  15(83.3)  16(84.2)  18(90)  

Child Support  3(6.8)  2(4.5)  0(0)  1(5.6)  0(0)  1(5)  
Respondent Further Enjoined  25(56.8)  24(54.5)  8(47.1)  18(100)**  11(57.9)  16(80)  
* p Ò 0.05, ** p Ò 0.01  

 

Secondly, to assess the impact of FCEP on the complete process of receiving an Order of 

Protection, cases were examined in terms of the child-related remedies that were requested and 

whether they were granted or not in their terminal OP. While the previous observations examined 

the overall impact of FCEP on requested remedies and granted remedies on their own, the 

following analysis revealed the full path of the OP cases from their requested petition to their 

granted OP. Table 15 and Table 16 below display the total number of cases with a granted EOP or 

POP followed by the individual child-related remedies requested and granted across the various 

helper groups compared between pre- and post-FCEP. More specifically, each data point reveals 
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the percentage of remedies granted from the total number of cases that requested that individual 

remedy (n count in parentheses). For example, 100% of 22 cases requested exclusive possession 

of residence and were granted that remedy in the EOP.   

When examining the cases that ended with an EOP, overall there were not many 

statistically significant differences between the remedies requested and granted pre- and post-

FCEP. However, pro se cases that requested return/non-removal of children from petitioner did 

see both statistically significant increase in this remedy requested and higher percentage of cases 

having the remedy granted. Pre-FCEP, only 7 cases requested this remedy and 71.4% of those 

cases received the remedy, while 100% of the 16 cases requested were granted the remedy post-

FCEP. Additionally, advocate-assisted cases saw an increase in respondent further enjoined being 

requested and granted. Only 33.3% of the 9 requested remedy were granted pre-FCEP whereas 

100% of 13 cases requested and were granted this remedy post-FCEP. While more cases requested 

denied visitation post-FCEP, the percentage of cases that were granted denied visitation did not 

drastically change between pre- and post-FCEP. Attorney-represented cases continued to request 

and grant reserved visitation while pro se cases increasingly requested and were granted reserved 

visitation post-FCEP. While not represented in the tables below, cases that were granted remedies 

during a hearing that were not initially requested in their petition increasingly were granted 

reserved visitation post-FCEP across helper groups but especially for attorney-represented cases.   

Table 15. Remedies Requested and Granted in EOP Across Helper Groups 

  Attorney  Advocate  Pro Se  

   Pre  Post  Pre  Post  Pre  Post  

Granted OP Na  24  26  10  13  12  16  

Variable % b(nc)              

Exclusive Possession of 

Residence  
100 (22)  100 (25)  100 (10)  100 (11)  100 (7)  100 (15)  

Stay Away from Petitioner   100 (24)  100 (26)  100 (10)  100 (12)  100 (8)  100 (16)  
Stay Away, Other  100 (17)  100 (18)  100 (8)  87.5 (8)  85.7 (7)  84.6 (13)  
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Physical Care and Possession 

of Minor Children  
100 (22)  96 (25)  100 (7)  90.9 (11)  75 (8)  100 (16)  

Return/Non-Removal of 

Children from Petitioner  
95 (20)  100 (23)  100 (8)  91.7 (12)  71.4 (7)  100 (16)*  

Temporary Legal Custody  0 (0)  0 (0)  0 (0)  0 (0)  0 (0)  0 (0)  
Granted Visitation  50 (2)  100 (1)  100 (1)  0 (1)  100 (1)  0 (0)  
Restricted Visitation  50 (2)  100 (1)  0 (0)  100 (1)  33.3 (3)  0 (1)  
Denied Visitation  0 (0)  25 (8)  20 (5)  33.3 (12)  33.3 (6)  33.3 (12)  
Reserved Visitation  100 (11)  90 (10)  0 (0)  0 (0)  0 (0)  100 (4)  
(Prohibited Removal from 

IL/Concealment of Children  
95.5 (22)  95.7 (23)  100 (5)  100 (8)  100 (4)  100 (16)  

Child Support  0 (0)  0 (0)  0 (0)  0 (0)  0 (0)  0 (0)  
Respondent Further Enjoined  100 (9)  90.9 (11)  33.3 (9)  100 (13)*  57.1 (7)  75 (16)  
* p Ò 0.05, ** p Ò 0.01  
a Total number of cases that received a granted EOP as the terminal OP  
b Majority of data points had missing data; presented are percentages of remedies granted from the total 

remedies requested (n presented in parentheses)  
c Total number of cases that requested at least one child-relief remedy in the original EOP petition  
 

For cases that received a POP, overall, attorney-represented cases generally were granted 

a larger amount of remedies post-FCEP than pre-FCEP compared to the other helper groups as 

well. However, 9 cases requested reserved visitation in both pre- and post-FCEP time periods, yet 

0% of those 9 cases were granted visitation in post-FCEP (a statistically significant decrease). For 

both advocate-assisted and pro se cases, overall there were few cases with granted POPs and there 

were few differences in which remedies were requested or granted pre- and post-FCEP. There 

were no other statistically significant changes pre- and post-FCEP for POP cases. 

Table 16. Remedies Requested and Granted in POP Across Helper Group 

  Attorney  Advocate  Pro Se  

   Pre  Post  Pre  Post  Pre  Post  

Granted OP Na  20  18  7  5  7  4  

Variable % b(nc)              

Exclusive Possession of 

Residence  
85 (20)  88.9 (18)  100 (6)  100 (5)  66.7 (3)  75 (4)  

Stay Away from Petitioner   80 (20)  94.1 (17)  100 (7)  100 (5)  100 (4)  100 (4)  
Stay Away, Other  69.2 (13)  80 (15)  83.3 (6)  100 (4)  100 (2)  100 (3)  
Physical Care and Possession 

of Minor Children  
85 (20)  88.2 (17)  100 (7)  100 (4)  100 (5)  66.7 (3)  

Return/Non-Removal of 

Children from Petitioner  
80 (20)  87.5 (16)  85.7 (7)  100 (5)  100 (2)  100 (3)  

Temporary Legal Custody  76.9 (13)  81.8 (11)  0 (2)  0 (2)  0 (3)  0 (3)  
Granted Visitation  100 (3)  66.7 (3)  0 (1)  100 (2)  0 (0)  0 (1)  
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Restricted Visitation  33.3 (3)  50 (2)  0 (0)  100 (1)  0 (0)  0 (0)  
Denied Visitation  14.3 (7)  33.3 (6)  40 (5)  0 (4)  75 (4)  33.3 (3)  
Reserved Visitation  44.4 (9)  0 (9)*  0 (0)  0 (0)  100 (1)  0 (0)  
(Prohibited Removal from 

IL/Concealment of Children  
82.4 (17)  88.2 (17)  66.7 (6)  50 (4)  100 (1)  66.7 (3)  

Child Support  25 (12)  22.2 (9)  0 (0)  0 (0)  0 (1)  0 (1)  
Respondent Further Enjoined  66.7 (12)  80 (10)  71.4 (7)  100 (5)  100 (4)  100 (4)  
* p Ò 0.05, ** p Ò 0.01  
a Total number of cases that received a granted POP as the terminal OP  
b Majority of data points had missing data; presented are percentages of remedies granted from the total 

remedies requested (n presented in parentheses)  
c Total number of cases that requested at least one child-relief remedy in the original POP petition  

 

Discussion 

Overall, the clearest changes post-FCEP occurred for pro se petitioners in terms of the 

increased requests for a variety of child-related remedies, increased mention of child-related issues 

in their OP petitions, and small changes in remedies granted in their final OP. These changes for 

pro se petitioners are especially stark when compared to the minimal changes to petitioners 

supported by advocates, attorneys, or law students. Further discussion into why these changes 

around child-related relief occurred and how the culture of the court and court personnel (judges, 

attorneys, advocates, help desk employees) shifted during the implementation of FCEP are shared 

below. 

Requested Child-Related Remedies in OP Petitions 

 

Pro Se Cases Self-represented pro se petitioners increasingly requested child-related 

remedies post-FCEP and revealed the most statistically significant changes between pre- and post-

FCEP when compared with other types of petitioners and helper groups. While pro se petitioners 

are at a disadvantage due to not having the legal assistance or knowledge to more easily fill out 

their petition, these results indicate that the implementation of the FCEP informational Help Desk 

materials had an impact on how pro se petitioners requested remedies and filed their OP. Total 

mean remedies per helper group revealed that pro se petitioners only requested an average of 6.81 
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remedies pre-FCEP whereas they requested an average of 7.57 remedies post-FCEP. This 

statistically significant difference captures the impact of the FCEP-related activities, particularly 

the introduction of the help desk materials provided to pro se litigants. While this intervention 

initially seemed to be a small contribution from FCEP, these results reveal the importance of 

accessible information-sharing with litigants otherwise unfamiliar with legal jargon and the legal 

system.   

Prior to the implementation of FCEP at the court, petitioners entered the courthouse and 

received little information to guide their requests for child-related remedies in an OP petition. 

There were not detailed informational handouts provided to them, which would reflect the low 

number of child-related remedies requested pre-FCEP. However, the distribution of FCEP 

informational materials, such as the  Child Safety Information and FAQ Information Sheet, to 

petitioners guided them through questions to consider about their children safety and co-parenting 

and the corresponding remedy that could be requested. These materials focused heavily on child-

related remedies such as physical care and possession, child custody, and visitation, which were 

reflected in the substantial increases in post-FCEP requests for return to/non-removal of children 

from petitioner, temporary legal custody, and visitation. The addition of informational material, 

newly-added Spanish-speaking Help Desk employee, and more efficient triaging and tracking of 

petitioners all contributed to assisting petitioners in better understanding the OP petition and child-

related remedies available to them. For pro se petitioners that did not have additional assistance 

from advocates or attorneys, the informational materials and improved Help Desk facilitated by 

FCEP were pivotal in better informing petitioners of their options and ability to request safer relief.  

The most statistically significant differences for pro se petitions were increased requests 

for exclusive possession of a residence and a stay away order. It is unclear why there was a 

https://loyolauniversitychicago-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/r/personal/ykhayr_luc_edu/Documents/Family%20Court%20Enhancement%20Eval%20and%20Research%20Project/Other%20Interviews_Focus%20Groups/Help%20Desk%20Staff/Help%20Desk%20Materials/SRL%20Full%208%201-2%20x%2011%20Final.pdf?csf=1&web=1&e=Pu1bSH
https://loyolauniversitychicago-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/r/personal/ykhayr_luc_edu/Documents/Family%20Court%20Enhancement%20Eval%20and%20Research%20Project/Other%20Interviews_Focus%20Groups/Help%20Desk%20Staff/Help%20Desk%20Materials/FAQ%20stand%20alone.final.pdf?csf=1&web=1&e=I52rHv
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significant increase in requests for these remedies when the help desk materials do not specifically 

elaborate about exclusive possession of residence or stay away orders. These remedies are the most 

basic types of remedies requested and granted to litigants seeking immediate relief, but it is less 

obvious why these remedies were not requested pre-FCEP and more so post-FCEP. It may be 

possible that the clerks that reviewed the petitions before processing an OP would advise the 

petitioners to request those remedies.  

Advocate, Law Student, and Attorney Assisted Cases Among those petitioners assisted by 

legal advocates, law students, and attorneys, there was little change in how petitioners assisted by 

these helper groups were requesting child-related relief in their OP petitions. The average number 

of remedies requested by petitioners assisted by advocates, law students, and attorneys did not 

reveal any statistically nor substantially significant differences between pre- and post-FCEP cases 

(Table 8). Advocate, law student, and attorney cases already requested a higher number of total 

remedies pre-FCEP, a higher amount of remedies than those requested by pro se petitioners both 

pre- and post-FCEP. While the mean number of remedies requested increased between pre- and 

post-FCEP time periods for all three helper groups, the minimal change for advocate, law student, 

and attorney assisted cases suggests a ceiling effect. This ceiling effect suggests that the advocates, 

law students, and attorneys already were trained to advise petitioners to request child-related 

remedies prior to the implementation of FCEP. Thus, the FCEP training and materials would not 

have drastically changed their practices in any significant way.  

These results were reiterated in focus groups held with attorneys and advocates who noted 

that many were already familiar with the court system and child-related issues from separate legal 

training, advocacy training, and training around OPs and filing petitions. Attorneys and advocates 

that did remember the training felt that the training was a strong reinforcement for the skills they 
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were already implementing with their clients and the SAFeR materials were helpful resources as 

well.  While the FCEP trainings did not revolutionize their practices nor drastically impact the 

filing practices for petitioners assisted by attorneys and advocates, there were substantial increases 

in requesting child-related remedies that suggests a renewed intentionality and court culture to 

suggest child-related remedies in response to safety concerns brought up by the petitioners. Both 

attorneys and advocates shared that they nurtured a habit of collecting more information from 

petitioners in a ways that was normalized and became practice to ask petitioners about children 

and safety concerns that could be included in the petition. 

When diving deeper into the individual remedies requested by petitioners assisted by 

attorneys, advocates, and law students, there were substantial increases in the request for certain 

child-related remedies including: physical care and possession (including return to/non-removal 

of children from petitioner), any form of visitation (granted, restricted, reserved, or denied), and 

prohibited removal from IL/concealment of children (Table 7). It is difficult to claim that these 

slight increases were due to the FCEP trainings but perhaps due to a more focused culture among 

advocates and attorneys to center child-related issues and relief when working with petitioners. 

Many of the advocates and attorneys during the focus groups noted that they did not change their 

practices specifically due to the FCEP trainings, but there were practices enforced around 

requesting certain types of child-related relief.  

Specifically, there were clear changes in how legal custody and child support were 

requested by petitioners that suggest changes in how certain child-related relief was requested. 

Attorney-represented and law student-assisted cases increasingly requested legal custody between 

pre- and post-FCEP as well as pro se cases slightly increasing their requests for legal custody. 

Requests for child support was a little more divided between certain helper groups. Both advocate-
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assisted and pro se cases decreasingly requested child support while law student and attorney 

represented cases increasingly requested child support between pre- and post-FCEP. While the 

help desk materials do suggest to pro se petitioners to request child support to cover particular 

expenses, the FCEP training did not particularly focus on child support nor encouraged court 

personnel to emphasize to petitioners to request child support.  

The significant decrease in requests for child support by pro se and advocate-assisted 

petitioners reveal less of an impact due to FCEP and more of the changes in the practices held by 

attorneys and advocates at that time. Both interviewed attorneys and advocates shared their 

practice of requesting child support for their petitioners and the common practice for many law 

and advocate agencies to encourage requesting this remedy. However, they also noted that they 

were often faced by judges who would not grant child support for temporary OPs. Due to judge 

disapproval of granting child support, advocates specifically were more likely to decreasingly 

request this remedy. Attorneys were more able to assist their petitioners reach child support 

through the Child Support Enforcement Legal System. Having legal representation would make 

possible the ability to receive child support whereas this process would be inaccessible to pro se 

and advocate-assisted petitioners. It is also worth noting that there have been recent changes to 

statewide forms that encourage petitioners to address child support with the Domestic Relations 

Division because it would not be determined at an emergency order hearing. We see a myriad of 

factors that impact the request for child support that move beyond the role of FCEP, including the 

normalized practices of certain helper groups, the role of judicial decision-making, and statewide 

policy that impact these changes.  

Similarly for respondent further enjoined, there were differences in how petitioners overall 

requested this remedy across helper groups. Particularly, advocate-assisted and pro se cases 
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revealed statistically significant increases for this requested remedy pre and post FCEP, whereas 

law student and attorney-represented cases showed decreases in requests for injunctive relief. 

Interviewed advocates confirmed that there was a strong practice among advocates across different 

agencies to consistently request respondent further enjoined, even if it was repetitive and likely 

would be asked by judges to remove this requested remedy. This remedy was also included in the 

informational materials and law clerks also encouraged petitioners to include this remedy in their 

petition requests.  

It is worth noting that this remedy was not wholly meaningful nor ensured any additional 

safety precautions to petitioner. This remedy is often used by petitioners to include additional 

protections that they could not express elsewhere in the petition. While petitioners could include 

notes regarding communication around or other concerns regarding children, law enforcement 

assistance to return a child to the petitioner, or distribution of various forms of media, the majority 

of folks requested ñno contact/no unlawful contactò through this remedy. Therefore, we can only 

conclude that the significance of adding a ñno contact/no unlawful contactò request increased more 

so due to an established culture amongst advocates and the clerkôs office than due to FCEP-related 

advice.  

Attorney Argumentation 

Overall, there were little statistically significant changes in attorney argumentation made 

on behalf of petitioners during court hearings before and after the implementation of FCEP. 

However, there was an increase in types of red flags/risk factors that were raised in either petitions 

or during court hearings. These red flags/risk factors were particularly emphasized in the SAFeR 

curriculum and training offered to attorneys due to the severity of these factors can have on the 

physical, emotional, and daily safety of petitioners, children, and an entire family impacted by 
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domestic violence (Davis et al. 2018). While the attorneys continued their practice to argue on 

behalf of petitioners regarding their child-related issues, the results also reveal that attorneys were 

not bringing up issues related to the impact of the abuse on children, petitionerôs parenting, or 

daily life in either time period. The attorneys did not seem to incorporate any new information 

related to impacts of abuse from the SAFeR trainings to their litigation practices. This may be due 

to a hesitancy to share these vaguer impacts as forms of evidence and doubt that this information 

could lead to legal action or additional granted remedies.  

The advocate-assisted cases also reflect a similar pattern as the attorney-represented cases 

in terms of how petitioners filed their petitions and argued their case during their court hearings. 

More specifically, there was little change before and after FCEP in how advocates supported 

petitioners to share the alleged abuses and argue their cases in both petitions and court hearings. 

The advocate-assisted petitioners did not bring up any issues related to impact of abuse on children 

or petitionerôs parenting either in pre- or post-FCEP time periods. While advocates do provide 

legal and emotional support to petitioners filing for an OP, there is little evidence that advocate-

assisted petitioners saw any distinguishable change in their practices pre- and post-FCEP.  

While minimal changes occurred for attorney-represented and advocate-assisted cases, pro 

se petitioners revealed statistically significant increases in how they reported/argued their alleged 

abuses in their petitions and during court hearings due to FCEP, particularly for child-related issues 

such as abuse on children and impact on petitionerôs parenting as well as significant increases for 

various red flags/risk factors. The researchers can infer that the FCEP educational materials 

provided pro se petitioners more information on abuses they can bring up and especially the 

impacts these experiences have on themselves, their parenting, and their children. It is also likely 

that judges were more likely to ask petitioners questions about these incidences to ensure that 
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petitioners were eligible for an OP. In this case, judges were more likely to prompt pro se 

petitioners to share these experiences due to petitioners not having the legal knowledge or support 

to provide that information on their own or in their petitions. While this is a common reality for 

most self-represented petitioners, it is still important to recognize the significant changes in child-

related relief that resulted from both petitioners and judges having more focus on child-related 

issues due to FCEP initiatives whether that be educational materials or trainings for the judges. 

The strong increase in child-related remedies requests and argumentation of their abuses  by the 

pro-se petitioners with their receiving of the FCEP educational materials point to the empowering 

impact of providing litigants with even simple, but  accessible,  legal information.  

Judges Asking Child-Related Questions and Decision-Making 

Prior to the creation of FCEP, DVD judges were interviewed and identified gaps in their 

training regarding cases with children in common between litigants. They particularly felt like they 

lacked the necessary information needed to best assess and grant safety options in OP cases with 

shared children. The 2016 FCEP training provided an overview of the SAFeR curriculum, 

guidance for judges on how to ask child-related questions to petitioners during their court hearings, 

and skills to better inform their decision making around child-related relief. Through FCEP, judges 

were provided materials that would assist in asking and making decisions regarding children in 

OP cases: Judge SAFeR Bench Card and SAFeR Practice Guide. The bench card was a concise 

checklist that judges could refer to during their court hearings while the longer practice guide 

provided more SAFeR context and detailed decision-making skills.  

Interviews held with former and current DVD judges asked them to reflect on the FCEP 

trainings, the role of FCEP at the court, and any impacts the FCEP materials may have had on their 

decision-making process. While many of them were trained in FCEP during the 2016 training or 
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alternative FCEP orientations, most of the judges did not have clear memories of the 2016 training 

and the information that was shared during that training. However, a handful of the judges found 

the shared FCEP materials helpful in providing more information for their cases that ultimately 

assisted their decision-making. As one judge noted, ñI think [FCEP] gave me additional tools to 

elicit some information that would help in the long-runò (Judge FJ16POR). And this was 

confirmed by another judge who shared: ñWe were engaging in a careful analysis given the best 

information that we had available and we responded accordinglyò (Judge FJ10BET). This guide 

was provided to the judges to encourage them to ask more prompting questions about child-related 

abuse to better inform the types of child-related remedies they should grant to petitioners.  

While not all the judges engaged deeply with the SAFeR materials, many did share other 

supplemental sources of information that assisted their decision-making process. Many of the 

judges shared experiences with other judicial trainings, domestic violence trainings, and previous 

education that assisted their knowledge of domestic violence and child-related issues. And for 

many, it was important for them to constantly discuss with colleagues and other judges, read case 

law, and see how other courthouses were interacting with cases involving children. But as one 

judge shared, ñTo me thereôs no better way than to sit down and just start listening to litigants and 

figuring it out. And then the more you do more cases, the more you learnò (Judge CJ05PAT). All 

these types of information sharing show how important it is for the judges to have the necessary 

tools to inform their decisions with other judges and most importantly with the litigants. 

When specifically examining the questions that judges asked during OP civil hearings, 

judges significantly increased in asking questions about the exposure of children to abuse and the 

impact of abuse on children. These results suggest that the informational guide may have led to 

the increase in judges asking questions relating to child-related abuse during the hearings. 
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However, seeing the trend in decreasing questioning around the impact of abuse on the petitionerôs 

life showed that the training may have been lacking in information about signs that judges could 

look out for to prompt asking questions about the impact of the abuse. Judges interviewed were 

also surprised that judges were not asking more child-related questions overall during the OP cases. 

These results were especially surprising as all the interviewed judges shared their in-depth process 

of asking various questions to petitioners to share all the details of what is happening between the 

parents, the children, and how the OP could provide some safety options. The judges specifically 

shared that they asked a variety of questions regarding safety concerns, questions to determine 

which visitation type is best, whether paternity was established, which parent is the primary 

caretaker, experiences of physical abuse, and the exposure of children to the abuse. 

Overall, there is still room for improvement for the judges to continue to learn and 

incorporate new information into the questions they ask and how they assess cases including 

children. There also continues to be space for additional information and context that questioning 

may not fulfil during a short hearing. One judge shared their experience: 

So, you ask these question to get more of a rounded picture of what this personôs life and 

their experiences is like and what is happening inside their home and how theyôre 

experiencing this situationé And so sometimes it would be great if we had some people 

who trained in this area to assist informing us because our judges here feel like we are 

operating a little bit in the dark and a little bit without full information about the children 

in the home of domestic violence victims (FJ30THE). 

This judge both acknowledged the importance of asking questions as had most of the other 

judges, but also recognized that there remain gaps in information that require attention if some 

judges continue to feel under informed to make accurate and safe decisions for families.  
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Additional analysis was also conducted to assess differences in the amount and type of 

child-related questions asked to petitioners with distinct helper groups, particularly comparing 

petitioners with legal or self-representation. The only statistical significance increase occurred for 

questions asked about exposure of children to abuse to self-represented petitioners. Conversely, 

judges did not ask a significant amount of questions focused on the impact of abuse on children 

across all petitioners both pre- and post-FCEP. These results reveal small changes in how judges 

interacted with self-represented petitioner, but there does not seem to be a significant effect from 

the type of helper group on the kinds of questions asked by judges. When considering all the 

SAFeR-related questions that judges could ask, the attorney-represented cases overall saw a 

statistically significant increase in questions asked from 86.4%pre-FCEP to 100% post-FCEP. In 

comparison, the self-represented cases started with 90.9% of the judges asking questions in the 

pre-condition, so there was not as much room for change, and there may have been a ceiling effect 

in the practice of judges asking questions to self-represented petitioners.   

Of the six SAFeR-related questions, it seemed appropriate to focus the analysis primarily 

on the three child-related questions focused on exposure of abuse on child, impact of abuse on 

child, and impact on petitionerôs parenting of child. Because these concepts were the newest 

information shared from the SAFeR and FCEP trainings, it was important to explore this 

distinction to see whether there were significant differences in how judges approached child-

related abuse. There was a dramatic increase in the amount of child-related questions that the 

judges asked to all petitioners during their court hearings. This increase in child-related questions 

asked during court hearings suggests that the judges were using the provided SAFeR guides to 

their intended effect and implemented information from the SAFeR trainings into their practice. 

When examining particularly the difference between legal and self-representation, while there was 
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an increase for both groups, self-represented cases saw a greater and statistically significant 

increase in the judgesô questioning. While the attorneys may have known to bring up certain child-

related questions in the court hearings without probing, the advocate and pro se cases may have 

not, which could have prompted the judges to ask more questions in those cases.  

Granted Child-Related Remedies 

Overall, FCEP had little impact on the number of orders of protection granted. When 

examining deeper the particular child-related remedies granted, there were minimal changes 

between pre-and post-FCEP in both EOP and POP cases. However, there were a number of 

remedies granted in EOPs that revealed a substantial increase. In line with previously captured 

trends, significant changes in the remedies requested and granted were found for advocate and pro 

se cases whereas attorney-represented cases portrayed less change between pre- and post-FCEP. 

The granting of respondent further enjoined was the only child-related remedy that was 

significantly and increasingly granted post-FCEPðmoving from 47.1% granted pre-FCEP to 

100% of requests granted post-FCEP. This remedy allowed for petitioners to write-in additional 

remedies, and all requests for respondent further enjoined by advocate cases included some 

iteration of ñno contactò. These additional óno contactô remedies often act as a strategy of child-

relief as it can further block the respondent from accessing the petitioner and the children to 

supplement locations included in óstay awayô orders.  

Specifically for visitation remedies (granted, denied, restricted, reserved), overall, there 

were not many types of visitation remedies that were granted. For EOP cases, there were not many 

instances when visitation was granted. However, both attorney and pro se cases saw reserved 

visitation increasingly granted from pre- to post-FCEP. Petitioners were encouraged to request 

reserved visitation in the EOP stage as a strategy to address a detailed visitation plan at the POP 
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stage. As such, judges were not likely to establish a visitation plan at the emergency hearing since 

respondents were often not present at this initial hearing. However, this practice began to change 

with the added role of the CRE as they greatly assisted in creating visitation plans during EOP 

continuances. Interestingly, reserved visitation was decreasingly granted and statistically 

significant for attorney-represented POP orders between pre- and post-FCEP. Considering other 

visitation remedies granted in POP cases, few visitation orders were granted in 2017. While the 

added process led by the CRE began in 2017, the data does not signal dramatic changes to visitation 

remedies granted post-FCEP. Through anecdotal information, it can be inferred that the full effect 

of the CREôs practices were developed and encouraged by the judges more so in years following 

2017 as FCEP was more deeply implemented.   

Based on the increased requests for child-related remedies by petitioners, more granted 

remedies were anticipated. No clear patterns were revealed around the impact of FCEP and 

specifically the role of the judge trainings. While petitioners, especially pro se petitioners, utilized 

the FCEP materials to request more remedies post-FCEP, judges were still hesitant to grant child-

related remedies for emergency orders and they did not make any significant changes in their habits 

around granting child-related remedies in 2017. It is unclear what supports or information judges 

still need to offer granted remedies or whether there are other judicial or legal barriers that limit 

their ability to grant child-related remedies. These data reveal immediate short-term impacts of 

FCEP especially in the usefulness of the FCEP informational materials for petitioners as well as 

the benefits and remaining gaps in the SAFeR trainings provided to judges, attorneys, and 

advocates. Further research is still necessary to understand the long-term impacts of FCEP on 

granted remedies and on visitation remedies as influenced by the role of the CRE.   



 

 

112 

During the focus groups with attorneys and advocates, there were clear discussions focused 

on the difficulties that arose in having requested child-related remedies dismissed and not included 

in the final granted order. Attorneys and advocates described cases where requested remedies 

would be removed by the judge, regardless if the petitioner was entitled to this remedy under the 

Illinois Domestic Violence Act. Both attorneys and advocates shared that some judges were 

reluctant to issue orders to cases with children involved. Also, the attorneys and advocates shared 

various examples where in the their opinion the orders granted to litigants were restrictive and in 

many cases did not fit the safety needs of the litigants. The advocates and attorneys noted that each 

judge was different and this led to inconsistencies in how judges were granting certain child-related 

remedies. 

When the results were shared with the interviewed judges, some were surprised that there 

was not a lot of change in the number of child-related remedies granted pre- and post-FCEP. Judges 

were particularly concerned that the visitation remedies did not increase more drastically post-

FCEP, especially when there were clear conversations between judges on how to better grant these 

remedies. Judges felt that they were granting more child-related remedies and were observing first-

hand ways that FCEP was significantly supporting families and individuals with children. Many 

judges also noted that these results do not take into consideration that each case will have its own 

needs and the goals of each case will differ. One judge stated this notion clearly: 

ñHow I rule in a particular case, I could not necessarily connect to the program.  Say, more 

probably than not 51-49%, that any particular outcome was clearly related to FCEP. Thatôs 

because each case is going to be solely generous. Each case is going to rise or fall on its 

own merits, on the individual fact patterns that are presented by the applicants that come 

in.  But what this does do is, it shows elegantly, I use that word without hesitation. The 
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information is presented to the judges, and they ask questions because of the education that 

we have provided them and the training that we have given them as a result of the FCEP. 

And as a corollary, the unrepresented litigants are asking for relief, are taking positions, 

are stating their cases in a different, more expansive kind of way because of the information 

that we have provided, the education that we have given them. And thatôs a good thing, 

thatôs a very good thing. Now if anybody is looking for the result, that more orders of 

protection should be entered, I challenge that, I disagree. And I would defend against trying 

to say, well more orders of protection were issued because--I just reject thatò (Judge 

FJ10BET). 

This judge presented an important reminder that the judge does not determine the kinds 

of cases that are presented and instead can only make an informed decision on an individual 

case. The goal of the judge is not to grant more OPs but rather to make as informed a decision as 

possible. He detailed clearly the role of FCEP in providing judges and petitioners with as much 

information, especially regarding children, and skills to ask questions that will inform the best 

decisionðwhether that be a granted remedy or not. 
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Chapter 4: Impact of the Child Relief Expediter 

Context and Role of CRE 

The role of the Child Relief Expediter was created as part of the Family Court Enhancement 

Project (FCEP) to assist litigant parents reach a parenting agreement that would be incorporated 

into the granted Order of Protection (OP). Judges at the domestic violence division (DVD) would 

refer cases with shared children to the CRE and provide support around parental custody and 

visitation agreements as well as other information regarding navigating the court, resources, and 

referrals to services. As part of the evaluation of FCEP, various research questions were posed to 

assess the impact of the CRE on safety and fairness of parenting agreements for litigants and on 

the practice of judges, attorneys, and advocates working with litigant parents with children in 

common. The CRE in conjunction with the other FCEP initiatives aimed to empower litigant 

parents to create a safe parenting agreement and for litigants to gain a sense of fairness through a 

difficult court process.  

The DVD judges initially suggested the role of the CRE as a solution to their lack of 

information about the existence and consequences of abuse on survivors and their children during 

their civil OP cases involving child-related relief and remedies. Judges often do not have enough 

time during court hearings to understand the full scope of abuse impacting petitioners and their 

children. Simultaneously, petitioners are moving through intense trauma and crisis that impede 

their ability to fully articulate to judges their experience and needs in a manner that would allow 

judges to confidently determine necessary relief. Thus, the CRE role was created to support parent 

litigants identify child-related relief that addresses their safety concerns, facilitate parenting 

agreements between the petitioner and respondent parents, and determine specific communication, 

exchange, and visitation plans that would elicit greater safety between the parents and children.  
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The Child-Relief Expediter acted as a safety facilitator and was distinct from a traditional 

mediator. As detailed in, Defining Child-Related Relief in Civil Protection Orders to Enhance 

Safety: 

1. The safety facilitator assumes some responsibility for the substantive outcome of the 

negotiation and deciding whether it passes muster. 

a. The safety facilitator does not move forward with an agreement that is not 

workable, is not likely to be followed, is unsafe, or was created under duress. 

2. The safety facilitator is a substantive participant who offers ideas, troubleshoots 

proposals, and raises concerns not expressed by the parties. 

a. The safety facilitator is hypervigilant about introducing and confronting safety 

issues, as opposed to just responding to them. 

3. The safety facilitator is very active during the process, keeping tight control over what 

is discussed, how parties act, and how the process is structured. 

4. The safety facilitator reports safety concerns directly to the judge. 

The role of the CRE and the development of parenting agreements were also intended to 

ensure the physical and emotional safety of the children shared between parent litigants. The 

parenting agreements allow the parents to autonomously determine how they can safely engage 

with their children through safe communication, exchange, and visitation options. While the 

parenting plans are not created with the children present, these parenting determinations do 

undeniably impact the wellbeing and safety of the children. To better understand how children 

were interacting with the parenting plans, the research team interviewed the litigant parents and 

asked them to share their observations about their children interacting with the parenting plan. 

These reflections are obviously biased, but they do offer some insights into how the children are 
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experiencing the plan and how the parents navigate and make adjustments to the plan to ensure the 

safety and wellbeing of their children. 

The CRE entered the court when FCEP was first implemented at the end of 2016. During 

the first year of FCEP in 2017, the CRE met and reached agreements with litigant parents from 

approximately 255 OP civil cases. The following research question guided the research of this role 

in its first year: What short-term impact did the FCEP-provided CRE have on increasing the safety 

and fairness of visitation arrangements for litigants? An examination of those 255 cases facilitated 

by the CRE revealed the ways in which this role encouraged greater safety and court fairness to 

parent litigants. It was also imperative to track the progress and changes impacting the CRE role 

in the DV court since the creation of the role. As part of a larger research question focused on the 

implementation of FCEP, the following question was asked: How did the CRE facilitate visitation 

agreements among petitioners and respondents? Broadly, the question focuses on the expediting 

process and the CREôs role in working with parent litigants to create parenting agreements focused 

on the safety needs of the shared children and the petitioner.  

The Evolution of the Expediting Process  

Litigant Referral to CRE 

The CRE begins the expediting process through OP case referrals from a judge for cases 

that have children in common between the petitioner and respondent parents. There are various 

points at which litigant parents can be referred to the CRE based on the progress of their OP case. 

Litigants can be referred after a temporary EOP is established, during a POP hearing, after a POP 

hearing, or when a case is being modified in any way. If both parents are open to the option, they 

are scheduled to have a session with the CRE either the same day or at a later date. In 2017, most 

litigants were referred to the CRE at the point of receiving an issued POP order (23.1%) or when 
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a petitioner obtained an EOP temporary agreement (22.7%). This point of referral has changed 

over time with most referrals coming from cases that are only at the EOP stage with cases still 

being referred at the POP stage, but less frequently. The CRE shared that this shift may be due to 

the increased length of time that litigant parents must wait in between the emergency and plenary 

hearings. The CRE received few referrals from cases that had already obtained its POP agreed 

order, both in 2017 and onwards.  

In 2017, the majority of cases were referred once (88.2%) and most had one session 

(80.8%) with the CRE. A small number of litigants returned to the CRE to modify their previously 

agreed order  and parenting plan (7.8%). Overall, during 2016 and 2017, the CRE had 202 sessions 

(79.2%) that occurred, and the remaining sessions either did not occur (14.1%) or were terminated 

(6.7%) due to various logistic and safety reasons. Since 2017, CRE session termination rates have 

slightly increased with 6%-10% of case sessions resulting in termination. The CRE noted that 

termination is often the result of a safety concern, lack of information about the case, disagreement 

between litigant parents and/or the CRE, etc. The CRE estimated that they currently see an average 

of 10-12 cases per week, but this number fluctuates depending on several factors such as the 

quantity of judges available and their capacity, specific details that may make a case more or less 

complicated, and delays within the court system timeline and/or processing of a case. 

Sessions with Litigant Parents 

The CRE begins all initial meetings with litigant parents by reviewing information such as 

the policy statement, her neutral role and the goal of the sessions, confidentiality and exceptions, 

as well as the full range of parenting options available, particularly communication, exchange, 

visitation, and financial support. The CRE shared that throughout the entirety of FCEP and going 

forward, they have seen a much higher level of interest towards creating parenting plans amongst 
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litigant parents than was initially anticipated. The CRE has found that generally there is an overall 

lack of knowledge about parenting options amongst litigant parents, both petitioner and 

respondent, regardless of time period. However, FCEP has made education of such options and a 

trust in these options more widely accessible to parents. 

The process of meeting and working with litigant parents at the earlier stages of FCEP 

operated on a short-notice basis where litigant parents would meet with the CRE the same day as 

their court hearing. The CRE facilitates their session utilizing shuttle mediation, meaning the 

parents meet separately while the CRE moves between them to determine shared decisions about 

the parenting plan.  The CRE usually began with meeting with the petitioner in their office while 

the respondent waited in the lobby. Once the CRE was done meeting with the petitioner, they 

would meet with the respondent. The CRE would move between meeting both parents until a 

parenting plan was determined and agreed upon by both parents. While litigants had the option to 

meet together, this was very rare to occur. If either litigant has an advocate or attorney on their 

team, those individuals are free to be a part of the meeting, but not required. The session would 

last about two hours, in which the CRE and litigant parents worked out a ñless detailedò parenting 

plan. Then, the litigants would return to the judge with this established parenting plan. The CRE 

explained that because meetings with litigant parents were held on the same day as their hearings, 

emotions were often still quite high. Additionally, at this point of the FCEP project, many litigant 

parents were unaware of the project and thus not expecting, planning, nor aware of a staying at the 

courthouse all day to meet with the CRE.  

More recently and with the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, CRE sessions occur remotely 

through Zoom. Meetings are scheduled and held on a shuttle and staggered system where the 

petitioner and respondent are scheduled, generally, 90 minutes apart from each other in separate 
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Zoom rooms, and the CRE shuttles back and forth between the virtual rooms. There is an option 

for litigant parents to be in the same breakout room, but this does not happen most of the time. As 

before, litigants are welcome to have their attorneys or advocates join the CRE session with them. 

Currently this process has operated on a calendar system where litigants schedule a time to meet 

with the CRE, sometimes weeks in advance due to the CREôs packed schedule. However, this 

process allows litigant parents an improved experience. First, they can step back from the emotions 

of the hearing and be more prepared to create a parenting plan. Second, they can meet with the 

CRE for a longer time (noted as a three-hour period) with the option to schedule follow-up 

meetings with the CRE and utilize her as a point of contact throughout the process. Third, they can 

meet with their attorneys, advocates, and other supports to prepare for the meeting. Overall, this 

flexibility and preparation allows litigants to develop a more detailed and effective parenting plan. 

Types of Litigant Cases 

The CRE meets with a variety of parents during their first year in the role and continue to 

meet with diverse populations of individuals. In 2017, the majority of all litigant parents identified 

as BIPOC, specifically Hispanic/Latinx (petitioners 43.1%; respondents 37.7%) and Black/African 

American (petitioners 27.2%; respondents 26.4%). Since 2017, the majority of litigants who meet 

with the CRE are BIPOC and predominantly Black and Latine. Most of the petitioners identified 

as women (75.7%) while the majority of respondents identified as men (68.2%), this continues to 

be the trend over the last five or six years. The majority of both petitioners (63.8%) and respondents 

(62.8%) were and continue to be aged between 25 and 51 years old. About a third of petitioners 

(31.0%) and respondents (28.5%) completed high school or their GEDðthis has continued to be 

true for current litigants. In 2017, about half of all petitioners (54.8%) and respondents (49.4%) 
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were never married. This has changed over the years; the CRE estimates working with about one 

case per week that includes a previously married individual.  

Most cases were civil in 2017, but there was an increasing number of criminal cases since 

then. The CRE explained that the Legal Aid Society of Metropolitan Family Services, who has a 

great relationship with the CRE, was recently working on criminal cases as part of a grant-funded 

project, so they were referring many cases to her. There were also current criminal judges that 

have been in the courts for a long time, many of whom were previously appointed to the civil 

courts, were familiar with the referral process, and often utilized the CRE services. 

Regarding litigant legal representation and advocacy, the CRE shared that ñmore often than 

not, people donôt have lawyers.ò There were many cases in which neither litigant had any legal 

representation nor advocate assistance. If there was litigant assistance in a case, it was most 

common for the petitioner to be accompanied by an advocate. 

There has been a decrease in DCFS involvement during 2020 and 2021, speculated to be 

due to COVID, as kids were not interacting with individuals like teachers and coaches who 

historically are likely to report families to DCFS. Since coming out of pandemic isolation, DCFS 

involvement was slowly increasing again. 

Child-Related Remedies 

When litigants meet with the CRE, their priority is determining child-related remedies such 

as communication regarding children, visitation options, and exchange protocols for these visits. 

The majority of CRE sessions in 2017 reached agreement in at least one area of child-related relief 

(66.3%) after discussing various parenting options. The majority of sessions discussed and reached 

agreement (59.1%) for unsupervised visitation, and about a third of sessions discussed and reached 
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agreement for supervised visitation by a family member (38.8%) and for a supervised visitation 

center (30.3%) each. Like the 2017 cases revealed, unsupervised visitation remedies continued to 

be most frequently agreed upon and implemented over the last five years. This could be because 

supervised visitation requires more logistical planning as well as a third partyôs involvement, be it 

a family member or at an established visitation center. There have been major shifts in supervised 

visitation practices as supervised visitation centers have been largely inaccessible since the 

beginning of the pandemic. Cases with plans for supervised visitation are most often supervised 

by family members or options for unsupervised visitation in public areas are discussed, if 

determined to be safe. The CRE has seen an increase in restrictions on visitation, estimating that 

nearly all cases granted visitation have restrictions. 

Communication regarding children and the visitation plan was discussed (70.2%) and 

reached agreement (76.5%) in the majority of sessions. Neutral or safe exchange options are 

discussed with parents to determine how to best exchange children for the agreed visitation. In 

2017, many sessions discussed neutral exchange (45.1%) and supervised exchange by a family 

member (38.4%), with the majority of those cases reaching agreement for those types of exchange. 

A small percentage of cases discussed supervised exchange (11.8%) through a visitation center 

and an even smaller percent reached agreement (6.7%). Exchange agreements and communication 

practices have remained consistent since 2017. For parenting/safety plans that utilize unsupervised 

visitation, most determined visits via neutral communication. For parenting/safety plans that utilize 

supervised visitation, it was ideal for parents to figure out exchange via a third-party individual, 

but that was often not reliable nor realistic. Communication for neutral exchange between litigant 

parents has increasingly taken place via a mobile application such as Talking Parents. 
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Other issues discussed during sessions included: belongings/documents; financial matters; 

physical care custody; restrictions during visits; and others but they were not discussed in a 

majority of sessions. Overall, 92.3% of sessions that occurred that reached agreement in at least 

one remedy had their agreement incorporated into their granted OP in 2017. Notably, the CRE felt 

that the role has positively affected agreement outcomes. This was seen in the decrease of what 

they called, ñfrequent flyers,ò or litigant parents who return to the court: ñPreviously [to FCEP], it 

was just band-aiding the situation, and then the order is done and then you're back, and then you're 

back six months later... It feels like there are less people in that sort of situation and more people 

are actually getting solutions that are helping them move forward.ò 

Once agreed upon by both parents, the CRE guides them to have their parenting agreement 

incorporated into their final granted OP by a judge. The final OP and parenting agreement allow 

the parents to safely experience the parenting plan with their children. Depending on how well the 

plan is executed, the parents have the right to amend and modify their plans if needed. 

COVID Impacts 

During the pandemic, civil and criminal courtrooms moved fully to Zoom. Because of this, 

CRE sessions with litigants also shifted to Zoom, which allowed for more flexibility and 

accessibility for litigants to continue to access the CREôs services. Positively, with regards to 

physical safety and emotional wellbeing, the CRE found that petitioners were less stressed about 

seeing the respondent in the court as a result of conducting all proceedings over Zoom. However, 

there were still difficulties with regards to litigant safety, as sometimes they were not alone or were 

still at risk in their home environments during these proceedings. This made the facilitation of the 

meetings difficult for the CRE: ñI have to be really detailed with people about them guaranteeing 

that they're in a private space, that they're not recording this, they're not screenshotting it, they're 
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notðif their location changes, they need to tell me that.ò Additionally, if litigants are in the same 

Zoom room, there may be aspects of eitherôs environment that may be triggering for the other (ex. 

an old photo in the background, a litigantôs displayed name, etc.). 

Because of the shift to the online court environment as well as an increase in domestic 

violence during the pandemic, the court struggled with backlog of cases and capacity issues. For 

the CRE, this meant that they were consistently scheduling meetings anywhere between three 

weeks and two months in advance to meet demand. The CRE dealt with increased anger from 

respondent parents who had to wait months to see their children due to the hearing wait times and 

backlogs, leading to some violating orders or coming to the CRE with a lot of frustration. 

Regarding case load, the CRE notes that there was a period during the pandemic where judges 

were inadequately referring cases to them that they terminated early on because of how high risk 

they were. On top of this, communication between key court personnel that could provide 

assistance (judges, attorneys, advocates, etc.) was more difficult because they were no longer in 

one physical space at the court. When these factors compound over time, such as over the course 

of the pandemic, the trauma and stress of court personnel, CRE included, increases. Thus, the CRE 

noted that COVID brought people to their breaking points because of the high level of stress they 

were under and the chaotic environment within the court.  

All quantitative data for the 2017 CRE cases are reported in tables, found in Appendix K. 

Collaboration with Court Personnel 

Interactions between the CRE and advocates or attorneys were limited, but not infrequent, 

as the level of interaction is fully dependent on the specific case and a litigantôs ability to have 

legal representation. The CRE can request that the litigantôs assigned advocates or attorneys be a 

part of the parenting plan meeting, and/or follow up with a representing attorney or advocate 
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following a session with the parents. Additionally, the CRE may personally inform or train 

advocates and/or attorneys about her role, the process of handling cases where litigants have a 

child in common, the history and context of FCEP, child-related remedies/issues, etc. 

Interactions between the CRE and judges are more frequent. As with the advocates and 

attorneys, the CRE personally informs or trains judges about FCEP, the CRE role, and how to 

identify case characteristics fit for referral. All case referrals come directly from the judge 

themselves, and the CRE may meet with the judges to discuss current court practices or concerns. 

Additionally, sometimes judges will request information from the CRE about certain cases when 

there is an external agency involved that the CRE has an established relationship with. The CRE 

also noted that there has been recent communication between them and DCFS, as they are often 

involved in a case. The CRE also has external relationships and is in communication with other 

agencies and organizations like the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges, Center 

for Court Innovation, and Battered Womenôs Justice Project.  

Judge Experience with CRE 

The Domestic Violence Division Judges spoke highly of the CRE and their positive 

experiences in collaborating with the CRE at the courthouse. One judge summed up their feelings 

in this statement, to which multiple other judges agreed: ñ[The CRE is] completely and utterly 

invaluable. I donôt understand how the courthouse could have functioned without one before and 

itôs really depressing and saddening to think that it didnôt exist at some point...ò (Judge FJ11DEL). 

Throughout the interviews, judges brought up the need for more CREs in the courthouse, as well 

as across the nation. 
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CRE Referral to Litigants   

Almost all of the judges interviewed worked with the CRE and relied on the CREôs services 

heavily, making referrals to them daily at most, and weekly at the least. While many judges wanted 

to connect with the CRE for many of their cases, they also tried to be mindful of how often they 

utilized the CRE knowing that their schedule is full, at least two to four weeks in advance. The 

judges noted that the CREôs time is a valuable resource with limited time, so a referral to the CRE 

can cause a time lag in the court process. Thus, judges are mindful of not ñwastingò the CREôs 

time and energy on cases that are not appropriate for expediting services. However, in general, the 

judges would rather wait those multiple weeks to make a decision that is more informed with the 

CREôs help. 

For most judges, when they were working with cases at the emergency stage with any kind 

of issue surrounding shared children, it was common practice to refer them to the CRE. They 

would begin by asking if the litigants had children in common, and this alone was often enough 

for a referral to the CRE. However, some judges preferred to wait until they could identify that 

ñthe disputes that led to the petitions claiming violations of the Domestic Violence Act were rooted 

in the parentôs inability to come to an agreement for parenting of the kidsò (Judge CJ30MAR). 

Additionally, if there seemed to be issues around parenting and still a strong desire for the non-

custodial parent to have parenting time, the CRE would be brought up as a potential resource.  

If the CRE's services seemed applicable to the case, the judges would then share a bit of 

information about the CREôs process, highlighting that going through this process would help 

parents to ñcome to an agreement that [they] both reachò so that they ñdonôt fight about it anymoreò 

(Judge FJ11DEL). After sharing this information, one judge estimated that in about 98% of their 
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cases the litigants would accept the referral. Cases in which litigants would not accept the referral 

tended to be when one parent felt that the other parent was a danger to the children.  

CRE as a Source of Information 

A common theme from the interviews was the judges describing how they use the CRE as 

a source of information, or as one judge put it, the ñeyes and earsò of the judges (Judge FJ10BET). 

Firstly, the CRE has conversations with the litigants that they may not be comfortable having with 

the judges in a formal court setting. The benefit of the CRE is that they can share any safety 

concerns back to the judges without any breach of confidentiality, providing the judges with a 

ñguideò to both inform their practice personally, and continue the conversation with the litigants 

in the courtroom. Secondly, in these conversations, the CRE goes deeper in the individual 

situations than a judge can. While both the judges and the CRE have high caseloads, the judges 

felt that the CRE would learn more detailed information in her expediting sessions than what the 

judges would learn during their brief hearing times with litigants. Finally, the judges shared how 

the CRE makes extremely accurate recommendations because of the rich conversations she has 

with both litigants. One judge shared that they ñwould get feedback from the CRE on a pretty 

regular basis and certainly if she discovered something that seemed in any way inappropriate [for 

the case]ò (Judge FJ10BET). Many judges shared the importance of the CREôs ability to gather 

information about the safety concerns of a case to provide accurate recommendations to the judges 

and the positive outcomes this would have for the family. 

The CREôs Calming Disposition 

The judges reflected on their time with the CRE in a highly positive light. They described 

the CRE as an ñassetò and ñallyò to the judges who felt very ñfortunateò to have their expertise. 

As a person, the current CRE was described as ñthe perfect personò for the role: ñShe brings a 
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calming influence, she brings an insightful influence, she brings a caring influence, and sheôs just 

the perfect person for the jobò (Judge FJ10BET). The CRE holds a high level of regard from the 

judges for what the role provides for the court and for the litigants. Specifically, the judges spoke 

about the CREôs calming influence on the litigants and judges, specifically in the rigid and quick-

paced courtroom setting. Judges described how they would see a visible change in the litigantsô 

demeanor after meeting with the CRE, primarily appearing more calm. A calming presence and 

disposition, for themselves and the litigants, seemed to be a core value for the judges in an 

otherwise hectic court environment. 

Attorney and Advocate Experience with CRE 

Attorneys and advocates alike spoke highly of the CRE and their experiences with the role 

within the court setting. Key factors in creating these positive experiences were the CREôs ability 

to make litigants feel seen and heard, to mitigate issues with the judges, and to support attorneys 

and advocates in their respective roles assisting petitioners with their OPs.  

Frequency of Usage 

Both attorneys and advocates can utilize the CRE to assist their clients, though they do so 

at different frequencies. Attorney usage of the CRE seemed to vary, mostly because attorneys felt 

like they had similar skills and power to the CRE. Attorneys seemed to refer clients to the CRE if 

(1) there was no opposing counsel or (2) the case needed more time or attention than the attorneys 

could provide to the litigant. 

With advocates, there seemed to be some confusion over who needed to order or request 

the CREôs services, specifically if their client needed to ask the judge in court or if the judge 

needed to refer the client directly. This confusion seemed to stem from the variability between 

judges and courtrooms, showing a lack of clear protocol surrounding the request and usage of the 
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CRE. Nevertheless, it seemed that the advocates were much more eager to use the CRE than the 

attorneys. 

CRE Centering Litigant Needs  

A key theme raised by both advocates and attorneys was the way the CRE encouraged the 

litigants to be heard and seen within the court system.  Attorneys and advocates communicated 

how the CRE played an integral role in their clientsô lives due to the CREôs neutrality and trauma-

informed practices. The CRE centers neutral mediation and active listening to the needs and wants 

of her litigant clients. They further shared that their clients appreciated having someone present 

specifically for them, especially compared to judges, clerks, or other court personnel who donôt 

always show litigants the same kind of dignity and respect. Across the CREôs work, prioritizing 

the safety of the survivor and their children was always at the forefront of the process. Advocates 

and attorneys alike emphasized how their litigants came away from sessions with the CRE feeling 

validated and empowered. Especially when dealing with such personal trauma, the advocates 

specifically stressed how important the CRE is in humanizing the court process. 

Attorneys especially noted how their clients had better outcomes in their cases because of 

the collaboration between the CRE and themselves. They primarily thought this occurred because 

of the CREôs ability to balance out the emotions of litigants and garner direct responses in the 

courtroom. When clients are nervous or not responding well to the attorneys, often because of an 

unbalanced power dynamic, the CREôs presence can be beneficial in putting clients at ease. When 

the attorneys are stressed or overwhelmed, the CRE helps them to feel calmer and more level-

headed. Watching how the CRE went about this balancing act was ñinspiringò and made the 

attorneys consider changes to their own practices. 
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The resounding sentiment from advocates was that the CRE gives voice to the advocatesô 

work and ideas when the judges and other court personnel were not respecting the role of the 

advocate. When working with clients, the CRE gave the advocates peace of mind because they 

knew the CRE would prioritize their clientsô voice, experiences, and safety. Additionally, they 

shared that the CRE had gone beyond the role by providing helpful training and guidance to new 

advocates. Overall, the advocates were overwhelmingly positive about the introduction of the CRE 

to the courthouse, specifically voicing that they wanted to see more CREs in the building. 

Mitigating Issues with Judges 

Across the board, attorneys and advocates were very vocal about how the CRE assists them 

in mitigating issues with the judges. Notably, there seems to be a greater sense of respect and trust 

given to the CRE than is given to the advocates from the judges. Additionally, the thoughtful 

preparation of cases with the CREôs help was key for both attorneys and advocates, as they 

expressed that their clients were consistently receiving better outcomes in less time when the CRE 

was on the case, compared to a judge handling a case without the CREôs input. 

Judge education and knowledge about the domestic violence court and domestic violence 

in general was an issue primarily shared by attorneys but echoed by advocates. They felt like the 

judges were lacking education in child-related issues as a result of not having explicit experience 

and training with family law or domestic violence law. Once the CRE began, the attorneys 

specifically felt that the knowledge of the CRE compensated for the lack of judge education and 

information in a way that restored efficient litigation. While attorneys appreciated the effect of the 

CRE on judge knowledge, the attorneys felt that the CREós presence enabled the judges to over 

rely on the CRE and her knowledge rather than educating themselves. Thus, despite the overall 

benefit of having the CRE work with the judges to support the work of the attorneys and advocates, 
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there remains higher expectations for judge involvement in cases that encouraged a more efficient 

court process. 

Litigant Experience with CRE 

Overwhelmingly, litigants found value in their sessions with the Child Relief Expediter 

(CRE). When asked about their level of satisfaction in working with the CRE and creating a 

parenting agreement, 63.3% of parents were óvery satisfied.ô Though the session with the CRE 

was technically a facet of the court, litigants distinguished their experience with the CRE from 

their experience with judges. Litigants frequently expressed that they were not initially aware of 

what options were available to them for a parenting plan, however, the CRE then shared and 

explained their options ñnonjudgmentallyò to all the parents at the beginning of each session. The 

CRE was a warm presence in a predominantly ñcoldò court process. The CRE took time with the 

litigants, and this was particularly striking to litigants who felt that they were not given much time 

during their court hearings. Yvonne described that feeling, ñI think she was very patient; I didnôt 

feel rushed. You know how sometimes you work with people that are like okay okay, like they are 

just trying to get to the end, like get the arrangement done. I didnôt feel like she was rushing, I 

didnôt feel as though she, like, was concerned about how long it may take her, it flowed very well, 

Iôll say that.ò Yvonne noted how important it was that someone took time with her, especially 

when she did not experience that through the rest of the court process when filing for her OP. 

Litigants noted that the CRE genuinely listened to them even if they were unable to help 

the parents achieve all of the aspects of the plan they desired. The CRE validated the litigantsô 

emotions and did not use any ñlegal talk.ò Jazz noted how beneficial this validation was to her, 

ñShe had a capacity to work with me without appearing to be numb from having so much contact 

with people... it was a little bit shocking to me and just theðIðagain, the approach, I didn't feel 
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like I was talking to a lawyer, you know?ò This petitioner along with others shared similar 

validating and sensitive experience with the CRE that created an environment open to creating a 

parenting plan. 

The experience of the respondents with the CRE was noteworthy. Many noted feeling that 

the court system as a whole was biased against them, and their judges were not listening to them 

or providing them an opportunity to express concerns. However, they felt the CREôs neutrality and 

compassion with them in a way they did not experience otherwise in their court process. David 

described it as such, ñThereôs ways that I was going to get through this. There was a compassion 

that I hadnôt seen in especially with the judge that was originally assigned to the case.ò The CRE 

was cognizant of treating respondents with humanity rather than stigmatizing them in a way that 

invalidated their experiences and desires to reach safe parenting options for their children.  

Petitioners appreciated meeting with the CRE individually through shuttle mediation. 

Litigants were physically separated in distinct rooms, whether in person or virtually, and the CRE 

would meet each parent individually and shuttle between them to ensure litigant safety. Litigants 

expressed that they felt the CRE focused on and centered the children in their conversations, 

making it less adversarial and easier to come to a consensus about co-parenting decisions. 

Petitioners appreciated the ability to be candid with the CRE without the respondent present. 

Jessica said, ñI was like I didnôt want to see him; I didnôt want to have to talk to him. I very much 

liked and appreciated the fact that the meeting with the child expeditor and with the mediator, 

everything was separate.ò Overall, they expressed feeling emotionally safe and able to share their 

concerns candidly with the CRE.  

Despite generally positive sentiments about the CRE sessions, some litigants expressed 

frustration that the other parent did not compromise about certain aspects of the plan. Respondents 
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were likely to share examples of petitioners not compromising during the CRE session. 

Respondents reported feelings of resignation and ñnot having a choiceò regarding what the 

petitioner was requesting.  Tomas said, ñLike [the CRE] would just be able to talk to her and try 

to persuade the mother, but at the end of the day, it's the mother making all the choices.ò Similarly, 

David said, ñI told her that I donôt care what it takes, Iôll do whatever it takes to even just hear 

their voices. And so, thatôs pretty much it. It wasnôt a choice that I had. It was more of what she 

was going to let happen.ò These respondents expressed how limited they felt in being able to voice 

their own concerns or request alternative options in fear of the other parent further restricting 

access to their children. For many respondents, they would follow whatever plan was put in place 

but rarely felt like they could request or receive parenting options centering their needs. While 

some of these respondents did share these concerns with the CRE, they recognized that there were 

some decisions that would be out of their control.  

Discussion 

Overall, it is clear that the role of the CRE is integral to the courthouse and ensuring that 

litigants with children in common are supported and can receive safe parenting options for their 

family. As noted above, the feedback about the CRE is overwhelmingly positive and the use of the 

CRE by various court personnel and litigants exhibits a deep need for specific child-related 

services for litigants. The CREôs ability to neutrally meet with both petitioners and respondents 

allows them to gain additional case context and information that are integral for attorneys and 

advocates to support their clients and to judges when making judicial decisions regarding child-

related relief. Ultimately, the CRE provides an empathetic, trauma-informed, and humanizing 

experience for litigants that ensure improved safety outcomes and overall an improved sense of 

fairness for litigants moving through an otherwise chaotic, rigid, and often re-traumatizing court 
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experience. The CRE reiterated the importance of treating both petitioner and respondent parents 

with genuine concern, deep connection, and respect for all they have experienced and their desire 

to seek safety and safe parenting options.  

Additionally, there is a period of adjustment for new judges to get used to and comfortable 

with the referral process. This places extra responsibility on the CRE to train judges on the CRE 

role and referral process. When judges interact with the CRE, the CRE has noticed an air of 

judgement and stigma around the identities of both a petitioner (survivor of DV) and a respondent 

(allegations of causing harm to survivor) that complicates the healing process, conversation 

regarding litigants, and case decision-making. The CRE explained that there needs to be a deeper 

understanding and commitment to respect for all litigants as human and meeting them where they 

are at. 

It was clear across interviews and focus groups that the CRE as a person was unequivocally 

exceptional in their role. It becomes difficult then to distinguish between the impact of a specific 

CRE role created by FCEP and the impact of one individual on the court and cases involving 

children. It brings up various questions to consider: How much of these positive outcomes are due 

to the CRE role (structure, job description, role in the court, etc.) and how much is due to the 

disposition and skills of one individual in the role? This has implications on how to replicate this 

experience in other courtrooms. Would other people in the CRE role be as effective? What qualities 

or knowledge must someone in the role have? How can the structure of the role support these 

needs? Moving forward, these are questions that must be examined as the benefits of the CRE 

demand an expansion of the position and team.  

The CRE made suggestions for ways to improve the court and ways to further support 

parents with shared children. The CRE is often tasked with playing this crucial role all by 
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themselves for too large a caseload. The addition of a second CRE to help with workload would 

be beneficial, as well to provide some sort of workplace community/companionship for the current 

CRE. The hiring of type of DCFS liaison and/or intern could be an additional staffing support to 

ensure the court has all pertinent DCFS information on each case and its respective family. There 

also seems to be some gaps in the types of services that the CRE and court can offer to litigant 

parents, especially for respondents. The CRE shared that there was a lack of respondent services 

in civil court. The criminal courts have court-mandated respondent services, but civil court does 

not request nor provide services for respondents. Additional financial, social, and emotional 

services for respondent and petitioner parents, especially once they leave the court would be 

beneficial for parents. Further utilizing Zoom court and meetings as a means of increasing 

accessibility would be beneficial for the litigants as well as the CRE in their busy schedule. This 

would also increase their ability to collaborate with court staff and partners who may not be in-

house. Finally, creating more initiatives like FCEP and CRE-like roles in suburban Illinois 

courthouses is important to consider in the future to expand services beyond Cook County. 
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Chapter 5: Impact of Court Experiences of Parent Litigants on Safe Parenting 

Two research questions aimed on examining the long-term impacts of FCEP activities on 

litigant interactions with the court and behavior after receiving an Order of Protection and 

parenting plan. We asked, To what extent do petitioners and respondents perceive, after working 

with the CRE, that parenting arrangements in the OP are safe and fair three months after the OP 

is entered? This question aimed to understand how parent litigants (both petitioners and 

respondents) engaged with their parenting agreement, how they engaged and felt after their 

session(s) with the CRE, and their overall court experience with various court personnel. 

Additionally, we asked: To what extent do FCEP activities reduce criminal violations of OPs up 

to six months later? This question examined how respondents behaved one year after their OP and 

whether their parenting plan and interaction with the CRE impacted any differences pre- and post-

FCEP. 

Parent Litigant Experience with OP and Parenting Agreements 

 

In-depth qualitative interviews were conducted with a convenience sample of 30 litigant 

parents (15 petitioners and 15 respondents) who have children in common, who had met with the 

CRE, and reached a parenting agreement. The recruitment process allowed for participant self-

selection creating a sample while not generalizable captures a range of unique experiences that 

provide valuable preliminary insights into the experiences of litigants subsequent to their receiving 

Orders of Protections. 

Safety and Parenting Plan Implementation 

 

Each participants created a parenting agreement with the other parents and the CRE that 

outlined a safe parenting plan detailing communication, safe exchange, and visitation with the 

shared children. Each parenting plan shared by the parent litigants were different and unique to 
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each family. However, despite differences, there were overlapping patterns regarding how plans 

were or were not implemented and the challenges that faced various families with regard to how 

their plans were utilized at least three months after creation. 

Overall Safety and Comfort of Litigant Parents 

Parent litigants were all asked whether the parenting plan increased their overall sense of 

safety and comfort following their experience with the court. The majority of litigants, both 

petitioners and respondents, felt more safe and comfortable with the parenting plan. Most parents 

felt some level of safety because of going through the court process, with 26.7% of parents 

feeling ósomewhat safeô, 13.3% feeling ómoderately safeô, and 43.3% of parents ófeeling very 

safeô. Additionally, these parents also believed their children were feeling more safe and 

comfortable with the parenting plan.  

For petitioners specifically, the parenting plan allowed for increased safety due to no longer 

being in contact with the respondent. Petitioners also noted that limited interactions with the 

respondent also benefited their children from not having to witness a difficult  relationship between 

the petitioner and respondent. Both petitioners and respondents noted the importance of having the 

parenting plan and OP ordered by the court to provide both parents with legal protections and an 

established schedule determined by both parents that would limit one parentsô control over the 

other. These litigants also acknowledged the benefit of the planôs structure which petitioners 

especially noted as helpful for respondent parents to follow the plan and determine ways to 

improve their overall relationship with their children. Both petitioners and respondents noted the 

importance of the respondent parent having time to spend with their children and deeply 

contributed to the feelings of overall safety and comfort with the parenting plan. 
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However, some petitioners shared that they are still feeling unsafe despite having the OP 

and parenting plan in place. They shared that they have fear that the respondent will make 

unwanted contact with the petitioner or that the respondent will access their most frequented 

addresses (home, school, daycare, etc.). For some petitioners, respondents have already made 

unwanted contact while the OP was active thus actualizing their fears that the OP and parenting 

plan cannot fully keep them safe from the respondents. One petitioner, Samantha, shared, ñI donôt 

think Iôm gonna feel safeéI donôt think [the children] ever feel safe with [the respondent]éI donôt 

know if thatôs ever going to go away. For me, in particular, I donôt think thatôs ever going to go 

away.ò Samantha noted a common fear shared by other petitioners in that there will always be a 

fear that the respondent will find ways to make unlawful contact with the petitioners by various 

means, and that trauma will always be present for some petitioners.  

Many of the respondent participants also felt dissatisfied and uncomfortable with the 

parenting plan in how limiting it felt to their ability to spend time with their children. Respondents 

overwhelmingly wanted to spend more time with their children but felt limited by the number of 

visits or amount of time they could spend with their children that was determined by the plan. The 

parenting plan was often complicated by scheduling issues when determining parenting time for 

the respondent. For some respondents, it was difficult to compromise on a visiting schedule with 

the petitioner parent, with a family member that was supervising the visits, or with the supervised 

visitation centers. The respondent fathers noted how these scheduling issues often resulted in fewer 

amount of visits or canceled visits due to issues beyond their control. 

Plan Implementation by Type of Visitation 

Parenting plans were implemented well or faced challenges depending on the type of 

visitation or parenting time that was set up between a respondent father and their children. The 
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litigant parents had various experiences based on whether their parenting plans allowed 

unsupervised visitation, supervised visitation by a family member, or if they were utilizing a 

supervised visitation center. 

Unsupervised Visitation Unsupervised visitation is a visitation arrangement in which 

respondents able to spend time with their child or children for set times without supervision. 

Unsupervised visitation was the most common form of visitation utilized by the litigants we 

interviewed. Some petitioners were content with unsupervised visitation, satisfied that their 

children could maintain free contact with their fathers while the petitioners retained a safe physical 

and emotional distance. Jazz noted, ñI just was at work today, and she spent her day with him. And 

they were painting and he had her painting her own little board and sheôsðheôs painting his, you 

know? Sheôs really excited when I got to see her, so itôsðitôs just been wonderful.ò Jazz was 

happy that her daughter was able to maintain a positive relationship with the respondent, and Jazz 

remained at a physical distance. 

However, three petitioners expressed concerns that the respondent utilized unsupervised 

visits to manipulate the children. They shared that the unsupervised visits felt like a loss of control 

over their children and not having the power to mitigate any issues that may arise during the visits. 

For Yvonne, she could not shield her son from inappropriate conversations with the other parent: 

I even--I have recordings of--[the respondent] called my son on the phone, and he was 

talking about me, calling me all type of names and saying all this stuff to my son, and he 

communicates with my son as though my son is an adult and his friend, as opposed to his 

child. And he is talking and discussing adult-like matters with him. And so my son is 

carrying that burden, like, he doesn't know what to do. He feels like he needs to be his 

dadôs counselor, like he has no one else. 
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Yvonne illustrates the lack of control she has in limiting her son from being exposed to 

conversations the other parent should not be having with their child. These examples portray the 

way petitioners often feel a lack of control over their childrenôs safety during unsupervised visits 

while respondents may take advantage of the alone time with the children to regain control over 

the visits. For some petitioners, this power play may increase fears of leaving their children 

unsupervised with the other parent.  

Conversely, eight respondents expressed the feeling of freedom spending time with their 

children while unsupervised. They were able to plan outings with their children and spend time 

with their children on their terms. They felt a closeness to their children while with them 

unsupervised that they felt would be absent if they had another form of supervision. 

Supervised Visitation Supervised visitation is a visitation option in which respondents are 

able to visit with their child or children for set times under the supervision of a mutually agreed 

supervisor. This visitation can occur in a setting familiar to the respondent and/or the children, so 

long as the supervisor is present. All supervisors in the cases of the litigants we interviewed were 

family members of either the petitioner or the respondent. While supervised visitation was less 

common than unsupervised visitation, it proved a positive option for petitioners. Three petitioners 

expressed relief having a supervisor, specifically having a supervisor who was a family member 

and known to both parents and the child. In Jessicaôs case, she noted that she was grateful to have 

their family member present so both the respondent and her daughter felt more comfortable, while 

Jessica was assured of her daughterôs safety: 

Yes, so I for sure didnôt want, I donôt see anything wrong with a social worker being present 

or... I just didnôt want to do that to my daughter. I felt like had it been a stranger that would 

have to be there instead of someone that they both know, I feel like at that point [the 
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respondentôs] going to be a little, maybe uncomfortable, not want to act, like his true 

feelings. 

Jessica considered using a supervised visitation center, but ultimately decided to use 

supervised visitation to ensure her daughter was comfortable during visits. Meanwhile, Jessica 

maintained the feelings of safety knowing visitation was still monitored. 

Supervised visitation did present challenges for some parents. Specifically, litigants had to 

rely on the availability and commitment of their designated supervisor to ensure visits were safe 

and occurred as scheduled. In some instances, agreed supervisors proved to be unreliable, delaying 

visitation altogether. Tomas described his frustration: 

But I was able to see him. But the issue was that there's no... thereôs really no consequences 

for like example, one day her mom was an hour late, so my time was shortened. There's no 

consequence for that. Another time her sister couldn't be there, so I can't see him. Like I 

said, there's reallyï itôs not something that I would recommendï or something that I can 

say. It's something I can know because, like I said, she wrote the agreement. I can't really 

do other than just show up at the time that I'm supposed to and see my son [SON] my son. 

So, for me, it's been very difficult because I haven't had the bond that I wanted with my 

son, you know? 

While having a supervisor aids petitionersô feelings of safety and can be more comfortable 

than a supervised visitation center for respondents, Tomasô experience shows that unreliable 

supervisors can chip away at respondentsô visitation time with no recourse available. 

Supervised Visitation Centers Supervised visitation centers are neutral locations in which 

respondents can have visitation with their child or children under the supervision of a staff member, 
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like a social worker. There were mixed responses to the utilization of the supervised visitation 

centers (SVC). One petitioner and one respondent expressed comfort in the safety of using an SVC.  

Jay, a respondent, said, ñIt's a cool place ya know like they have toys and whatever, like I said it's 

a blessing so like the kids feel safe, I feel safe cause there's a lot of doors everywhere ya know.ò 

However, litigants indicated it took the supervised visitation centers a long time to schedule visits 

with the litigants. Even when the supervised visitation centers contacted litigants, there were 

months-long waitlists that resulted in significant delays for respondents to see their children. In 

one case, a respondent waited over a year to see his children. Eventually, litigants noted the CRE 

essentially stopped offering supervised visitation centers as a visitation option during plan 

negotiation. Specifically, during the COVID-19 pandemic, supervised visitation centers limited 

their services and were not accommodating in-person visits. In some cases, supervised visitation 

centers did not even contact litigants to schedule intake meetings. In one case where the respondent 

was able to successfully access supervised visitation, he expressed he felt awkwardness during his 

visit as there was a person unknown to him and his child present. 

Unsafe Communication for Petitioners  

Petitioners consistently were faced with challenges surrounding communication while 

implementing their parenting plans. Parents have the options of no communication (rare when 

visitation is ordered), communicating through a third party, or communicating via texting, calling, 

emailing, or Talking Parents. Talking Parents is an app used for communication between parents. 

There is a free version that litigants can access online or an app for a fee. For a fee, the record of 

communications can be printed and brought into court. While it does provide some assurance to 

litigants that they know a judge could eventually read those messages, Talking Parents is not 

monitored day to day. Some petitioners shared that respondents used Talking Parents to threaten, 
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harass, and otherwise interact with the petitioner outside of matters pertaining to the children and 

visits. Despite some respondents using the Talking Parents app to contact the petitioners about 

their children, some petitioners felt uncomfortable or unsafe communicating with the respondent, 

even through the designated communication channel. They did not want to talk to the respondent 

but felt required by the parenting plan to maintain communication about their children. In instances 

where respondents threatened, harassed, or otherwise misused the Talking Parents app, some 

petitioners reacted by completely cutting off the respondent, putting their parenting plan in 

jeopardy but maintaining their emotional safety. Petitioners also expressed concerns that because 

Talking Parents was not monitored, it became another method for respondents to have ñfree 

contactò with petitioners, no different than texting.  

Safe Parenting Considerations without Court Intervention 

Many litigants indicated that their parenting plan as ordered by the judge no longer aligned 

with their parenting and safety needs. Specifically, ten litigants explained that they made unofficial 

changes to their parenting plans without having them modified and ordered by the court. Litigants 

indicated a variety of reasons for the need to unofficially modify their plansðtheir plan was 

inconvenient for their lifestyle, their plan was no longer necessary, or going to the court to change 

the plan was too difficult to navigate. While some litigants expressed mutual shifts in the parenting 

plans, others shared how one-sided these parenting decisions were and potential risks it could have 

on either parent. 

Risks with Making Informal Plan Modifications These unofficial changes put some 

litigants in a difficult position, as they were aware that not following the ordered plan was violating 

their Order of Protection. One respondent, Michael, noted that the petitioner had abandoned the 

plan and felt conflicted over the decision to do so: 
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No ma'am, we don't follow the parenting plan. Not at all. I'm-I'm going to tell you the truth 

right now. We don't follow that. So, what happened was, at first, we were following it, and 

then now she uses it, in my opinion, for her best interest. If she wants some time, she'll 

allow me to keep him overnight. I asked her óCan I keep him overnight?ô She tells me no, 

but if she wants him to spend the night, she'll offer it to me. óOkay, you can keep him 

overnight, it's okay.ô Or, you know, she'll let me do it when she wants. So, like I said, it's 

one sided, very one sided. Even when it's like, óOkay, I gotta get him when I can. I gotta 

let him spend the night when I can.ô But even when we do that, Iôm putting myself in 

danger, you know... I'm not even being able to be around my son, because I want to be 

around. 

Michael was concerned that if he were to confront the petitioner about the unofficial 

changes the petitioner made to the parenting plan, he would not be able to see his child. He was in 

fear of violating the court order and of the petitioner using the situation to keep his son from him; 

therefore, Michael went along with the petitionersô changes to the plan. Michael and other litigants 

exemplify ways that one parent can continue to control the parenting plan, access to children, and 

how he plan can be modified in a way that compromises the autonomy and safety of the other 

parent.  

Autonomy in Making Parenting Decisions Among the litigants who made unofficial 

changes because the plan was no longer necessary, litigants indicated they were able to negotiate 

a new plan with each other outside of the court. Many litigants made changes to their visitation 

schedule, frequency of visits, or visitation type that no longer worked for the parents. For litigants 

who negotiated new times and days of visitation, these unofficial changed to the plan commonly 

proved to work well for families even without the courtôs involvement. While parenting plans 
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serve to empower litigants and return a sense of safety during parenting time, when that safety was 

established, litigants adjusted as necessary or desired without waiting for an official change from 

the court. After encouragement from the CRE, one petitioner, Sharon, felt empowered to allow 

small changes: 

[CRE] said I can expand it if I feel comfortable sometimes, I can give him like an extra 

hour. Like I can gradually move up the time. So sometimes on the parent app heôs like 

"Can I keep her for another hour or two?ò and you know, as the good person I am, sure, I 

want you to spend time. You know, I donôt mind you spending time. I just donôt want to 

be around. And yeah, yeah. So, I do let him do a little extra time sometimes. 

The changes Sharon made were within her control and only when she felt comfortable. 

Though these changes technically in violation of the order of protection, Sharon is demonstrating 

she has achieved safety and comfort as a result of the plan, and the stringency of the plan is no 

longer necessary. 

Impact of COVID on Safe Parenting Plans 

All litigant parents were asked about the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on their 

parenting plans. Most parents expressed that their parenting plans were not strongly affected by 

the pandemic. Specifically, 26.7% of parents felt that the pandemic did not impact their court 

experience at all, 20% considered slight impacts, and 23.3% felt ósomewhat of an impact from 

COVID on their court case process.  

For litigants that were interviewed earlier in 2021 and prior to the general access to the 

COVID-19 vaccine, these parents were more likely to follow safety protocols such as wearing 

masks to visits and quarantine if infected with the virus. These protocols were followed to ensure 
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safe visitation between the children and parent, and by extension the multiple families that would 

be exposed to one another. Additionally, some parents shared that visit often had to be canceled or 

adjusted in response to individuals being infected with the virus. And of the small number of 

individuals that used the supervised visitation centers, they expressed difficulties in scheduling 

visits with the centers and noting that many were understaffed, offering limited parenting time, 

and were unresponsive to scheduling needs during the pandemic.  

Children Wellbeing and Experience with Parenting Plan 

An integral part of the parenting plans was creating safe environments for the children to 

spend time with their parents and have safe child-parent relationships. Both petitioner and 

respondent parents reflected on how their children were reacting to the parenting plan and their 

experience with parenting time with the respondent parent. When asked about the impact of the 

OP and new parenting plan on their childrenôs wellbeing, a third of parents (33.3%) shared it had 

a óstrongly positiveô impact. It is important to note that the experience of children are not coming 

directly from the childrenôs perspective but are reported from the distinct experience of both 

petitioner and respondent.  However, there is weight to how each parent is utilizing the parenting 

plan to ensure safety in their relationship and care for their children.  

Petitioner Reflections on Children Experience with Parenting Plan 

For the petitioners, many were learning to foster trust with the respondents to be able to 

safely spend time with their shared children. Fortunately, many of the petitioners interviewed 

expressed that they have been developing closer relationships and spending more time with their 

children following their court experience as well as with the OP and parenting plan in place. Many 

petitioners noted that their children were more openly sharing details about their lives and feelings 

with them now that there was more one-on-one time available at home. For the petitioners, this 
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vulnerability and openness of the children seemed to signal their emotional safety that then 

strengthened the relationship between mother and children. The children are able to build a strong 

protective relationship with the petitioner after experiencing harm.  

These petitioner mothers prioritized the happiness, safety, and comfort of their children in 

a way that then allowed them to feel and embrace these same values for their own wellbeing. Many 

noted the balancing act that surfaced in how petitioners were parenting their children. While many 

expressed their parenting has not necessarily changed that much, there remained moments that 

required more firmness, kindness, or joy as a response to how the children were adapting to 

separated parents, a single parent household, and temporary visits with the other parent.  In a way, 

these mothers shared how they were learning new things about their children in their personalities, 

their emotional needs, and their changing relationship with their fathers. It allowed the mothers to 

more fully adapt to the needs of their children and advocate for their children. For example, 

petitioner Sofia was trying to decide whether her child would be safe having visits with his father, 

and ultimately made the decision based on her sonôs direct feelings and needs. Sofia expressed: 

I feel like this really has allowed me to defend my son and be an advocate to my son. Again, 

not trying to keep my son from his dad. My sonð his dad can see him any weekend that 

he wants if he wants to see him during the week.... But even though it allows me to feel 

safe for my son, and for my son to feel safe as well...It makes me feel a lot more comfortable 

knowing that I can secure him that he doesn't have to do anything that makes him feel 

uncomfortable. 

Ultimately, mothers like Sofia found that the parenting plans allowed them to adapt to the 

needs of their children as they were simultaneously developing a deeper understanding of their 
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childrenðallowing the children to voice their feelings and guide their relationships with their 

parents.  

Many of the petitioner mothers shared that they wanted their children to spend time with 

their respondent fathers and wanted to ensure the child and respondent could maintain a safe 

relationship together. As many mothers noted, it was important for their children to have the option 

to have access to and relationship with both parents. One mother, Julie, conveyed that when her 

daughter was not seeing her father, ñI felt a little sad cause I feel like every child needs both of- 

like should have both of their parents. So, when she was able to see him and the fact that sheôs 

seeing him in a safe environment, it made me happy and just seeing how she was reacting towards 

that made me happy.ò As Julie implied and as other mothers shared, it was not easy for some of 

the mothers to see their children struggle with separation from their fathers. It was especially 

difficult for the children who were not seeing their fathers and were coping with the loss of a 

paternal relationship. However, for mothers, like Julie, who could allow visits with the father, the 

joy and connection that children could share with their fathers was important for everyoneôs 

wellbeing. 

Childrenôs Refusal of Visits  

A handful of petitioners indicated challenges with their children refusing to engage in the 

scheduled visits with the respondent parent. Petitioners felt as though their childrenôs refusal of 

visits violated their court order. Some petitioners mentioned their children felt hurt by the 

respondentsô behaviors and did not want to spend time with that parent in fear it would lead to 

more harm. Other petitioners found themselves trying to encourage their children to visit the 

respondents by expressing the importance of visitation, but their children still refused.  
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Four petitioners also indicated challenges with inappropriate parenting by the respondent 

father during visits with the children. In these cases, older children shared that they did not want 

to visit the respondent father because the respondent was verbally abusive towards the children. 

This led to imbalanced visits where some children visited the respondent while others stayed with 

the petitionerðespecially with older children refusing to visit while the younger children attended 

visits. For others petitioners, their children refused to visit the respondent early during plan 

implementation but eased into attending visits over time. Overall, these petitioners became 

conflicted as they tried to navigate encouraging their children to visit the respondent fathers while 

also allowing their children to make their own choices and defend their own sense of safety.   

Respondent Parenting Time with Children 

Many of the respondent fathers expressed the limited time they had with their children, but 

they were still adamant about using that time to spend quality time with their children. This 

narrative was common among the fathers, and as respondent Cristian shared, ñI love my time that 

I spend with [my daughter] even if itôs limited. I make the best of it.ò These fathers want to make 

the best of their time and show up for their children with their full capacity as fathers. They 

expressed deep commitment to doing what they can to ensure they can be present for their children. 

Many of the respondent fathers, like David, ultimately wanted to be a good father to their children:  

We go back to a familiar space which is the time that we spent with each other together. 

Itôs just reassuring them that Iôm still their dad. Iôm here and that I just want to make them 

happy. I want to do fun stuff with them. I want to be here with them if theyôre going to cry 

or if they need to talk or whatever the case is. Even if they need a little bit of space. I just 

want to be a good father for my kids. 
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These genuine declarations from the fathers were heartening and indicative of the 

importance of having parenting plans permit the relationships between fathers and their children. 

However, these sentiments do not erase how much the fathers were grappling to appreciate the 

time they had with their children while also struggling with the limitations set at that time. Many 

of the fathers would share anecdotes of their children asking them why they could not spend more 

time together or why they could not stay overnight. In telling these stories, the fathers were visibly 

struggling emotionally to contend with the reality of those time limitations and the strain that they 

can have on themselves and their children. While not many of the fathers used supervised visitation 

centers, Jaime expressed how difficult it was to have even tighter time restraints at the visitation 

center. He shared, ñAnd it was like a crumbs kind of situation where I felt like Iôm trying to do all 

this to see my kids for half an hour, once a weekéLike, at the moment, I was like, ñYou know 

what, something is better than nothing,ò but that was me thinking about myself.ò Not only did 

Jaime illustrate how little time he had with his children and how he tried to justify that time with 

them, but he also expressed feelings of guilt for prioritizing himself and his desire to spend time 

with his children. He exemplified the burden that scheduling visits and restricted parenting time 

can have on the children.  

Overall, many of the litigants expressed the importance of the children having time with 

their children and time to foster and restore relationships with their children. However, the 

restraints on parenting time were emotionally difficult for the parents and children despite knowing 

these restraints were a means to ensuring safety for everyone. This did not diminish the love and 

care these parents have for their children in cultivating new ways to maintain safe relationships.  
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Fairness and Procedural Justice with Court System  

The interviews with litigant parents also aimed to examine how parents experienced 

procedural justice and a sense of fairness while going through the court system. It was important 

to understand how their experiences with the court procedures, their sessions with the CRE, and 

their interactions with the judges impacted their impressions of fairness at the court whether or not 

their legal outcomes were favorable. All litigant parents were asked to consider how fairly they 

felt treated during their court process, and the majority of parents felt some level of fairness: 26.7% 

ósomewhat fairô, 23.3% ómoderately fairô, and 43.3% óvery fairô. 

Petitioner Experience with Judicial Fairness 

For some of the petitioners, they felt a sense of fairness when the judges listened to their 

experiences and asked them questions to better understand their overall case and concerns. One 

petitioner, Yvonne, shared that she felt heard by the judge:  

I do feel like, after I was sitting there listening to all the ones they go through, to have to 

do that all day every day, and to still be able to use sound judgement per case, I thought 

that they were really good at that. Because I was like, coming down to the end, I was like, 

óOh they're gonna be like tired of hearing the same old stuff,ô but they paid attention and 

listened to the details of my specific case. 

Yvonne explained how she felt that the judge listened and noted the details of her case 

which for her reflected a ñsound judgement.ò Importantly, she was fearful of the judge not having 

the capacity to judge fairly due to the high number of cases that preceded hers. In this way, the 

petitioner felt a sense of fairness because she felt that the judge still took time to fully hear her case 

regardless of time constraints of the court. Other petitioners reiterated similar experiences where 
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they felt a sense of fairness when the judge appeared balanced, not rushed through their case, and 

confident in their decision-making.  

Other petitioners noted that they felt a sense of fairness when the judge listened and 

considered both litigants during the court hearing. The respect given to both litigants created a fair 

environment that ultimately led to better decision-making for their cases. Jazz expressed that this 

respect increased her sense of fairness with the court: ñThe fact that they were fair to me, they gave 

him the same level of respect, to me, plays a big part in how we move forward and whether or not 

thereôs a sense of resentment or a sense of anxiety and distrust because of feeling like a whole 

system will support you and not me.ò Jazz reflected on how common it was for litigants to feel 

distrustful of the court system or as if it was biased towards one party over the other. However, the 

judge she interacted with allowed for both litigants to be heard and both parties were considered 

when making a decision about their shared children. For Jazz, this fair interaction with the judge 

contributed to ease in moving forward with decisions that both parents were involved in making.   

Petitioner Experience of Unfairness 

Not Feeling Heard by Judges Most of the petitioner parents felt like they were not heard 

by the judges during their court hearings. Many petitioners had difficulty communicating with the 

judges, often expressing that they were not being listened to, were not acknowledged, and did not 

have enough time to share their experiences with the judges. A couple petitioners attempted to 

share their concerns with the judges around communication issues that arose with the respondent. 

Unfortunately, both petitioners shared that the judges were unresponsive, dismissive about the 

concerns, and frustrated to the point that they could not openly communicate with the petitioners. 

As one petitioner, Sharon, repeated, ñ[The judges] wouldnôt let me talk. They wouldnôt let me 

talk.ò The petitioners were frustrated that they could not fully express their situation and their 
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needs to the judges. Ultimately, this frustration led to petitioners feeling like they would not receive 

the support that was best for their families.  

Inability to Share Concerns with Judges Many petitioners especially noted how the judges 

relied fully on the information included in the OP petition and did not leave room or time for the 

litigants to share or elaborate on additional concerns they had. While judges do typically focus 

primarily on the information given in the petition and ask additional questions only if relevant, this 

process felt impersonal and rigid for the petitioners. Samantha shared her frustrations: 

If any judge in their right mind would just take five minutes, even just five minutes, and 

speak to the parents. I think that these cases would go a lot smoother and you would have 

a better understanding to where and how these children are getting shuffled. Because at the 

end of the day, my lawyerôs not here, the judge is not here, there is no CRE. Nobody else, 

just us. 

Samantha was adamant about the importance of having the judge listen and ask questions 

of the petitioners to make the decision-making process easier and to better understand the familial 

situation. As Samantha noted, the children were moving between parents and these details would 

be helpful for the judges to fully understand before granting an order.  Her last statement was 

especially indicative of how the petitioners are in need of solutions and parenting options that work 

for them and their family.  

Little Time with the Judges One of the most frequent litigant reflections about their court 

experience was not having enough time with the judges and feeling rushed to get through their 

cases as quickly as possible. Again, this left litigants feeling like they could not share their concerns 

or like their case was important enough to dedicate time to it. Julie shared that ñIt was so fast for 
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me, I didnôtðI wasnôt expecting it. And I felt likeéI donôt know how to explain it. It wasnôt a 

good experience to me because I felt like they just wanted to get it over with.ò Brittany also shared 

similar experiences that the judges were ñso incredibly backed up that [the judge] was just more 

concerned with getting [the case] moving.ò Both Julie and Brittany illustrated how congested the 

court was with cases that judges were not able to keep up. While the judges were doing what they 

could to keep cases moving, it unfortunately resulted in petitioners feeling rushed and unimportant.  

Respondent Experiences of Unfairness 

Many of the respondents also shared that they often were not given any space to share their 

concerns or their story with the judges. Many respondents did not even attempt to share their 

concerns with the judges as they anticipated that the judges would not want to listen to them. David 

was one respondent that attempted to share his concerns: 

I asked [the judge] if I could say a few words and he let me say what I had to say but thatôs 

when right afterwards he mocked me for trying to defend myself. And then from there, he 

set the next court hearing which is whereðhe was doing the same thing where he wasnôt 

letting me speak. But by the end of it, I had to say something because my kidðI couldnôt 

just sit there and just let someone else tell me that I couldnôt have any contact with my kids. 

Thatôs when I voiced my concern that [my kids] need meðthey need me in their life. 

David shared his deep frustrations for how the judge was mistreating him and discouraging 

his concerns over contact with his children. David and other litigants are noting ways in which 

poor treatment by the judges led to deeper struggles in having the court assist or control the 

outcomes for their families.  
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Overall, many of the respondents felt that the court was one-sided and especially biased 

against respondent fathers. Many of the respondents were adamant about how unfairly they were 

treated by the judges and the lack of support provided to men and fathers from the court. These 

fathers felt that the court would always side with the petitioner mothers and hold more weight for 

the mothersô statements. Therefore, the respondent fathers felt unfairly judged in court due to a 

bias towards the mother. As David expressed, ñI was never given a fair chance to defend myself 

or to explain or to be seen by anything other than what was presented to the judge by what she had 

written.ò In this way, David and other respondents felt like they were negatively characterized and 

perceived before having a chance to speak for themselves and their experiences. The fathers shared 

extensively in the interviews about the various ways men and fathers were stigmatized in the court. 

Luis noted clearly the various ways that fathers were disadvantaged in the court system: 

I was very disappointed in the way that the court took this case, and made it biased... They 

took everything at face value by what [the petitioner] said. They never took in consideration 

anything that I had to say or had to prove. They just took her story and ran with it before I 

could even have a chance to say my say. And that I think it needs to be changed in the state 

because fathers are always looked upon as just monetary, financial contribution to the 

family, but they don't understand that we also have feelings... With the court with the kids 

and everything, well now you're at the mercy of the ex, you're at the mercy of the judge, 

and you're at the mercy of everyone that wants to get a piece of you. And I think that that's 

totally unfair for fathers. 

Luis articulated that the judge did not hear nor consider his experiences during the court 

hearing leading to a deep sense of unfairness with the courts. He continued to share the stigma 

against fathers and their emotional needs especially in regard to their relationship with their 
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children. He recognized the way the court made decisions on behalf of fathers without a fair 

assessment of their needs and experiences. 

Litigant Experience with Court Procedures 

Experience with Zoom Court Most petitioners and respondents experienced their court 

hearings virtually over Zoom. While having court over Zoom was convenient for many and cut 

down on travel time and childcare, there were various challenges that occurred during Zoom court. 

The major concern for litigant parents was the hours-long wait time for each court hearing. 

Litigants had to stay in the breakout room waiting for their turn for many hours and had to stay on 

the Zoom call during that time to ensure they did not miss their turn or have their case dismissed. 

Many respondents shared issues such as not receiving the correct Zoom link to the hearing, having 

technical issues presenting evidence during the hearing, and one saying he was muted and removed 

from the Zoom call by the judge.  

Difficulties with the Zoom logistics were frequent, but there were also issues of discomfort 

and lack of privacy that came with Zoom court. Many petitioners especially expressed that they 

were uncomfortable with having the open court over Zoom. They explained that the Zoom hearings 

displayed all petitioners and respondents on the same call and each case was heard by all those 

witnessing. While open court in-person also allowed all litigants to be in the courtroom, the 

physical space allowed for some distance between the judgeôs bench and litigant seating. It 

especially made petitioners feel unsafe to share their information publicly without having control 

over who had access to that information. Yvonne described this Zoom court experience like many 

other petitioners: 

So Iôve never been in court, so I didnôt know what to expect. But when I talked to other 

people, I was like, óOh yeah thatôs how it is in person, like in an open court with other 
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people.ô I just felt as though I was going in with very personal, private situation and matter. 

And then to have to say that with everyone there, it just felt--that was a little bit like 

uncomfortable. But I knew like, why I was doing it and I needed to do it so I sucked it up 

and did it, but that piece of it was just weird to me. But Iôm guessing thatôs just how court 

is.   

Like many others, Yvonne assumed that the court arrangement was typical, but this did not 

make it any more comfortable for the petitioners. These unexpected experiences with the court 

only added to many feelings of nervousness, fear, and helplessness that many of the litigants named 

as feelings they felt entering their court hearings.   

Overall Experiences with Courthouse There unfortunately were pervasive negative 

feelings expressed with the overall court experience that left litigants feeling dismissed and 

unworthy of legal support. Both in-person encounters with court personnel and virtual interactions 

with the court procedure were already overwhelming for parents and grew more difficult by 

feelings of disrespect and lack of support within the court environment. A final experience shared 

by respondent, Mateo, encompassed the ways many litigants felt when interacting with the court, 

whether in-person or virtually: 

The experience that I have is me trying to file a court date because when you go there live 

in person, itôs... they donôt talk to you in a good way. Itôs like they talk to you like youôre 

nothing. Like youôre just there to waste their time and that feels bad. And I understand that 

a lot of people that go through that court are probably not already in the best state of mind 

because theyôre going through a lot of heavy things, but what I donôt like is how they talk 

to people that are already going through something like that, and they push them down 

even more. 
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Mateo emphasized clearly how dehumanizing it was to enter a courthouse and to be treated 

without respect from court employees. 

Discussion 

Overall, the majority of parents feel more safe and comfortable with the parenting plans 

months after they were initially put in place. Petitioners with unsupervised visitation are navigating 

allowing their children to spend time unsupervised with the respondent fathers while many 

respondent fathers are enjoying their ability to spend quality time with their children in a safe 

manner. Many parents with supervised visitation with a family member also are feeling more safe 

having their children spend time with the respondent fathers, however there continue to be issues 

with scheduling visits for some respondent fathers. More specifically, the unreliability of selected 

supervisors are often compromising a parentôs ability to see their children consistently and safely. 

These issues reveal a gap in training and information shared with chosen supervisors and how to 

responsibly supervise a visitation between a respondent parent and child. There have also been 

deep limits on the availability of supervised visitation centers that increased with the pandemic. 

Only a few litigants had experience with an SVC, but almost no one had any long-term experience 

with visits with an SVC due to understaffing, limited visitation time, and an inability to 

communicate with the centers.  

The issues that arise with chosen supervisors and the lack of supervised visitation center 

availability further limits the kind of visitation that can be offered to parents that need additional 

safety restrictions when unsupervised visits are not a safe option. It is especially frustrating for 

respondent fathers who are unable to see their children for long period of times despite having the 

right to visit their children as ordered in their parenting plan. These feelings are exacerbated for 

respondent fathers that already feel as if they have little time with their children as stipulated in 
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the parenting plan. Despite trying to enjoy the time they do have with their children, there are clear 

impacts on the ways the fathers can physically and emotionally strengthen their relationship with 

their children.  

While separating children from their parents is not ideal, many of the parents expressed an 

increased ability to spend quality time with their children and deepen their parent-child relationship 

without the hostility of both parents together. Petitioner mothers were grateful to be able to have 

their children safely spend time with their fathers without having to interact with the other parent. 

And respondent fathers were equally grateful to have dedicated time with their children and having 

the opportunity to show up for their children in ways they could not prior to the parenting plan. 

These were ideal experiences for families that could benefit from a parenting plan that centered 

the children, considered safety options, and nurtured healthier relationships between parents and 

children.  

However, there continued to be challenges with implementing parenting plans that 

compromised the safety and wellbeing of the parents and children. Unsafe communication between 

parents as well as between parent and children, children feeling unsafe to attend visits with a 

parent, and continued unsafe environments for children continue to be barriers for safe parenting 

time. Many of these issues were concerns that increased fear from petitioners to allow visitation 

and that often required petitioners to make safety decisions that were beyond the stipulations of 

the parenting plan. These safety concerns brought up questions around the ability for petitioners 

to adjust parenting arrangements in urgent or compromising situations without the need to modify 

or amend their parenting agreement in court. It also brought up for both petitioners and respondents 

a fear of violating their order by making changes to their plan without court intervention. Primarily, 

parents were unsure and uninformed of how flexible they could be with their parenting plan 
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especially when modifying a plan could take a long period of time to go into effect. These 

situations left parents conflicted in how to best ensure the safety of their children while also 

balancing the potential risks of violating their court-ordered plan.  

For other parents, making adjustments to the parenting plan was a result of both parents 

being able to compromise and adapt to better fit their familial needs and new situations without 

relying on the court. These parents were able to assess their safety needs, the shifts in the child-

parent relationship, and desires for more autonomous decision-making. In a way, these changes to 

the parenting plan indicate the parenting gaining the skills to collaborate and compromise on safe 

parenting options without a third party. It also suggests that the strategies for shared decision-

making modeled with the CRE sessions impacted how parents could practice those skills on their 

own as they grew comfortable with a parenting plan. These experiences reveal possibilities for 

families to consider the safety needs of each parent and child without losing the opportunity to 

restore healthy relationships between parents and children.  

While the parenting plans increased the safety of many parents, unfortunately many also 

did not feel supported nor a sense of fairness with the judges, the court procedures, or with the 

courthouse environment. Across both petitioner and respondent parents, many felt that they were 

not heard nor had a chance to share their concerns with the judges. Many also felt like the court 

hearings were rushed, impersonal, and structured to get through large amount of cases with little 

time dedicated to each case. Together, the court hearings felt stressful, formal, and centering legal 

procedure rather than litigant needs. Some litigants emphasized how dehumanizing it was to enter 

a courthouse and to be treated without respect from court employees. It is especially difficult when 

folks are holding difficult traumatic experiences and are expected to follow court procedures they 

are likely unfamiliar with.  
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Additionally, many respondents especially felt stigmatized by the judges and court system 

that led to frustration and lost trust between the respondent fathers and the court system. Many 

noted the false, harmful assumptions that the judges had against fathers without sharing their 

experiences or voicing their own parenting and safety concerns could have deep impacts on their 

treatment in court and outcomes in their cases. These deep feelings of unfairness were clear for 

many fathers that led to a hopelessness in the legal system leaving many with little options to 

restore a safe relationship with their children.  

While the court follows strict legal procedure, there is clear desire from the parents for 

legal services without compromising their traumatic experiences, their safety needs, and their 

voice. Additionally, these concerns acknowledge that the court system may not be the space that 

facilitates long-term safety options for parents with shared children. While the CRE role and ability 

to create a temporary parenting agreement was clearly beneficial to many parents, the long term 

challenges and barriers with the courthouse indicate a need to consider options beyond the court 

system that can facilitate safe parenting options for families who have experienced domestic 

violence. The parents also shared various experiences where they felt like they had little options 

beyond the court when situations changed, safety needs changed, and additional financial, social, 

and emotional services were desired. In this way, the parent litigants revealed needs beyond the 

courthouse that were unattainable for many parents with shared children.  

Criminal Violations of Orders of Protection 

Cases from 2015 and 2017 were compared to examine the frequency of respondent parents 

that criminally violated their OP within one year from the originally issued OP and assess the 

effects of the CRE on their likelihood of violating the order. Cases involving litigant parents with 
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children in common who utilized the CRE in 2017 (post-FCEP) were compared with cases that 

did not meet with the CRE in 2015 (pre-FCEP).  

According to anecdotal information from judges at the courthouse, respondent litigants 

have a high chance of violating their civil Order of Protection within the first six months to a year 

after the OP is granted. However, with the introduction of the Child-Relief Expediter (CRE), our 

hypothesis was that respondent litigants who meet with the CRE would be less likely to violate 

their OP due to receiving information and the necessary support from the CRE that were not 

present in 2015.  

When entering the DV courthouse, petitioners and respondents are sent to opposite sides 

of the courthouse to receive information on how to proceed with their case. Once respondents are 

served, they can enter the courthouse and receive further instruction on how they can respond to 

the OP. While they may receive basic information on their OP and the civil process, it is highly 

likely that this limited information does not set up respondents well for being able to follow their 

OP without risk of violation.  

The CRE works with respondents (and petitioners) to create an individualized parenting 

plan while also providing any necessary information that can assist the respondents with their court 

case. Due to this shared time and information, we infer that respondents would be less likely to 

violate their OP, especially a violation due to a lack of proper information on what actions are 

considered an OP violation. Through their interaction with the CRE, respondents may feel a sense 

of procedural justice for the information offered by the CRE. Regardless of the outcomes of their 

OP or parenting plan, their time with the CRE may impact their likelihood of following the 

stipulations of the OP. Thus, comparing respondentsô criminal behaviors in 2015 and 2017 should 
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allow us to see whether time spent with the CRE had an impact on their likelihood of violating 

their OP.  

OP Violations by Respondent Litigants 

The following data table compares respondent cases that met with the CRE in 2017 and 

comparable respondent cases from 2015 and their prevalence of criminal violations. The table 

reports the types of criminal charges filed, the total number of DV-related charges, and the rate 

and type of OP criminal violations within one year of the granted OP for 2015 and 2017 respondent 

cases. 

Table 17. Criminal OP Violations of Respondent Cases 

 NO. (%)   

 PRE- AND POST-FCEP   

 
PRE-FCEP 

(2015) 

POST-FCEP 

(2017)  
TOTAL P VALUE 

TYPE OF CRIMINAL CHARGES PER CASE LIFETIME 313 (58.8) 219 (41.2) 532 (100.0) 0.028* 

NO CRIMINAL CHARGE 182 (58.1) 136 (62.1) 318 (59.8) 0.360 

DV RELATED CHARGE 79 (25.2) 64 (29.2) 143 (26.9) 0.308 

NON-DV RELATED CHARGE 52 (16.6) 19 (8.7) 71 (13.3) 0.008*  

NUMBER OF DV CHARGES PER CASE LIFETIME 313 (58.8) 219 (41.2) 532 (100.0) 0.491 

0 DV CHARGES 233 (74.4) 154 (70.3) 387 (72.7) 0.293 

1 DV CHARGE 57 (18.2) 49 (22.4) 106 (19.9) 0.237 

2 OR MORE DV CHARGES 23 (7.3) 16 (7.3) 39 (7.3) 0.985 

OP CRIMINAL VIOLATION WITHIN 1 YEAR OF OP 313 (58.8) 219 (41.2) 532 (100.0) 0.957 

ANY CRIMINAL VIOLATION WITHIN 1 YEAR OF OP 52 (16.6) 36 (16.4) 88 (16.5) 0.957 

        CRIMINAL VIOLATION WITH SAME PETITIONER 46 (88.4) 33 (91.7) 80 (90.9) 0.905 

        CRIMINAL VIOLATION WITH DIFFERENT PETITIONERS 6 (11.5) 3 (8.3) 9 (10.2) 0.630 

NO CRIMINAL VIOLATION WITHIN 1 YEAR OF OP 261 (83.4) 183 (83.6) 444 (83.5) 0.957 

TYPE OF OP CRIMINAL VIOLATION WITHIN 1 YEAR OF OP 53 (59.6) 36 (40.4) 89 (100.0) 0.161 

VIOLATION OF ORDER OF PROTECTION (VOOP) 11 (20.8) 16 (44.4) 27 (30.3) 0.047* 

BATTERY/DOMESTIC BATTERY 28 52.8) 10 (27.8) 38 (42.7) 0.057 

PROPERTY DAMAGE 3 (5.7) 3 (8.3) 6 (6.7) 0.651 

HARASSMENT/ASSAULT 2 (3.8) 2 (5.6) 4 (4.5)  0.713 

OTHER 4 (7.5) 3 (8.3) 7 (7.9) 0.919 

MULTIPLE TYPES OF CRIMINAL CHARGES 5 (9.4) 2 (5.6) 7 (7.9) 0.502 

INDEPENDENT T-TEST FOR OP CRIMNAL VIOLATIONS     

MEAN OF OP VIOLATIONS PER YEAR 0.166 0.164  0.915 

* STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT AT p < 0.05 
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Analysis began by identifying the types of criminal charges (no charge, DV-related charge, 

non-DV related charge) filed for each 2015 and 2017 caseôs lifetime regardless of timeframe. Of 

the 313 pre-FCEP cases, 58.1% did not have any criminal charges, 25.2% had a DV-related charge, 

and 16.6% had a non-DV related charge. Of the 219 post-FCEP cases, 62.1% of cases had no 

criminal charges, 29.2% had a DV-related charge, and 8.7% had a non-DV related charge. A 

Pearson chi-square test revealed statistically significant differences (p-value of 0.028) in the kind 

of criminal charges filed pre- and post-FCEP. When assessing the individual types of criminal 

charges, there was a statistically significant decrease in the number of ónon-DV related chargesô 

(from 16.6% to 8.7%) between 2015 and 2017 while there were minimal changes for cases that 

had óno criminal chargeô or óDV related charge.ô It was common for many of the cases to have 

multiple criminal charges. While the majority of the cases did not have any DV related charges 

(74.4% in 2015 and 70.3% in 2017), 18.2% of cases in 2015 and 22.4% of 2017 had only one DV 

charge filed against them. A small percentage of both 2015 and 2017 cases, 7.3%, had 2 or more 

DV related charges filed against them. These results did not reveal any statistically significant 

differences between 2015 and 2017 cases. 

Cases were then analyzed to identify whether an OP had a criminal violation within 1 year 

of the final OP issuance date, which could be a single EOP or a finalized POP. Overall, 16.6% of 

2015 cases had a criminal violation while 16.4% of 2017 cases had a criminal OP violation within 

1 year after the original OP was issued. Of the cases that had a criminal violation, 88.4% of 2015 

cases and 91.7% of 2017 cases had a criminal charge against a complaining witness that was the 

same petitioner on the original OP. Most of these cases violated their OP due to a battery/domestic 

battery charge or a specific violation or order of protection (VOOP) charge.  Specifically for 2015 

cases, 20.8% of OP violations were charged with a VOOP and 52.8% had a battery/domestic 
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battery charge. For 2017 cases, 44.4% of cases had a VOOP charge and 27.8% had a 

battery/domestic battery charge violate their OP. There was a statistically significant increase of 

violation of order of protection (VOOP) charges between 2015 and 2017 (p-value of 0.047) while 

there was also a borderline relationship related to the percent of cases with battery/domestic battery 

charges violating their OPs (0.057). Overall, the mean average of OP violations occurring within 

one year of a granted OP did not reveal significant changes between 2015 cases and 2017 cases 

that met with the CRE. All specific data and results are reported in Table 13 above. 

Discussion  

Overall, when comparing the criminal violation rates of respondent litigants within one 

year of their civil OP, there was no statistically significant difference between pre- and post-FCEP 

cases. In this way, we cannot confidently attribute a clear impact of FCEP or the CRE on 

respondent behavior once they left the court with an OP and their likelihood of violating the OP. 

However, we can see some slight changes in the types of criminal charges that violated OPs 

between 2015 and 2017. In 2015, OP violations were mainly due to battery/domestic battery 

(52.8%) whereas in 2017, charges were mainly from violations of order of protection (VOOP) 

(44.4%).The decline in the percent of cases charged with battery/domestic battery had a borderline 

statistical significance also worth noting. This highlighted a shift in the type and severity of 

behaviors that were causing OP violations in 2017 and the cause of unsafe circumstances. Battery 

or property damage are charges that on their own are inherently unsafe, whereas VOOP charges 

have a broader range of situations that on their own may be safe but are unsafe due to the nature 

of the OP. A VOOP charge could be due to a respondent being in contact with a petitioner, not 

following the court ordered visitation, or physically harming the petitioner. In this way, the VOOP 

blurs the lines for what was considered safe or harmful based on the situation. This is all to say 
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that an increase in VOOP charges and decreases in more harmful charges could suggest that 

litigants may be in more safe situations post-FCEP and after meeting with the CRE than previously 

in 2015. Overall, these changes pre- and post-FCEP results can suggest to the court to consider 

additional support and information for respondents to gain more clarity in their OPs and avoid 

future violations and criminalization.  

There were shifts in the types of charges filed for these cases; primarily there was a 

statistically significant decrease in cases having non-DV related charges between 2015 (16.6%) 

and 2017 (8.7%). It seemed that the decreased non-DV related charges shifted into more cases 

with no criminal charges (62.1%) or DV related charges (29.2%) in 2017 although these changes 

did not result in statistical differences between 2015 and 2017. There were also slight and 

insignificant changes in the number of DV charges filed against cases in 2015 and 2017, with about 

a fifth of all cases having just one DV-related charge. While there were small shifts in the kinds of 

criminal charges and number of charges filed against respondents, these changes were still limited 

and the two groups did not differ much in many of the areas examined.  

The examination of OP criminal violations also aimed to understand the role of procedural 

justice on the behaviors of respondent litigants. Early hypotheses proposed that the support and 

information provided by the CRE to respondents would influence their positive view of the court 

and lower likelihood of the respondents violating their OPs. The slight decrease in OP violations 

overall between 2015 and 2017 is small and the change was not statistically significant, thus we 

cannot confidently say this reflected procedural justice. However, the increase in cases not having 

any criminal charges, the decreased frequency of charges per individual, and changes in the types 
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of criminal charges do reveal slow changes in the court that may be influenced by the role of the 

CRE and FCEP.  
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

Discussion of Main Evaluation Findings 

The findings from this study indicate that the changes made to the Cook County Domestic 

Violence court system through Family Court Enhancement Project (FCEP) allowed the court to 

better address the safety and wellbeing of families experiencing domestic violence through civil 

Orders of Protection (OPs). The study described how court personnel and court practices adapted 

to FCEP and how changes were made to judicial and legal practices in response to civil Order of 

Protection (OP) cases that involved children. Additionally, the evaluation examined how parent 

litigants with children in common experienced the court, how FCEP impacted their engagement 

with the OP process, how they engaged with their OP and parenting agreement, and over-all how 

they move through the court system.  

Impact of Changes to Court System on Child-Related Remedies and Court Practices 

 The review of Order of Protection petitions between 2015 and 2017 revealed measurable 

changes in the type and number of requests for child-related remedies before and after the 

implementation of FCEP. The most prominent findings were the statistically significant increases 

in child-related remedy requests made by self-represented pro se petitioners in 2017 as compared 

to 2015. We attribute these notable changes in requests by pro se petitioners due to the distribution 

of FCEP informational materials at the Help Desk.  The informational materials outlined the types 

of remedies available to petitioners and how to best request them.  

Impact on Pro Se Cases  

Access to Informational Materials For many pro se self-represented litigants, the 

standardized legal forms are complicated and full of unfamiliar legal jargon that is difficult to 

navigate without legal assistance or guidance. This often results in poorly written petitions that do 
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not fully express the context and lethality of their abusive experiences and petitions that are 

received poorly by judges as well (Ajmi, 2022). Unfortunately, these complex court procedures 

and paperwork often prevent survivors from accessing the court, filing petitions, and not fully 

understanding or taking advantage of the protections of granted orders (Ajmi, 2022). Although the 

Cook County DV Court did not expect petitioners to utilize the FCEP informational materials in a 

significantly impactful way, the handouts were pivotal to petitioners for requesting remedies 

unique to their families. The availability of concrete, accessible information that walked petitioners 

through questions to ask, details to include in the petition, and clear explanations of various legal 

terminology provided petitioners with information that aided their ability to request child-related 

remedies in 2017 more than in previous years.  

 Court Culture Prior to FCEP Prior to the introduction of the FCEP informational materials, 

the Help Desk did not provide any information regarding the Order of Protection, how to request 

remedies, nor specifics about child-related remedies and when to request them. In fact, prior to 

FCEP, there was little mention of child-related issues or remedies within the court by the judges, 

attorneys and advocates, or the Help Desk staff and clerks despite the inclusion of child-related 

remedies permissible under the Illinois Domestic Violence Act on the petition for the Order of 

Protection. Therefore, it was not practice for petitioners to request child-related remedies; in fact, 

attorneys and advocates often dissuaded from advising petitioners to make these requests; and 

judges rarely granted child-related remedies to petitioners. The court culture and practice deeply 

discouraged any consideration of child-related issues, abuses, or forms of relief until the 

development and implementation of FCEP. The creation of the FCEP informational materials not 

only provided concrete information about child safety to petitioners, but the materials were also a 
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physical representation and validation for petitioners to communicate and make decisions about 

child-related relief that was not present prior to FCEP.  

 Role of Court Personnel on Pro Se Petitioners The informational materials were definitely 

an integral resource for petitioners, especially for petitioners without assistance from advocates or 

attorneys. However, these materials only indicate one impact on how petitioners interacted with 

their OP petition. The courthouse experienced an overall shift in how court personnel were 

communicating about child-related issues and their child-centered practices. FCEP introduced the 

judges, advocates, attorneys, court clerks, and Help Desk staff to more consistent conversations 

around how to incorporate child-related issues within the petition. This included the Help Desk 

staff asking more screening questions about petitionersô children and their concerns about child 

safety as well as court clerks assisting petitioners to best request child-related remedies in their 

petitions. Attorneys and advocates communicated around best practices for assisting their 

petitioners to request certain child-related remedies. The judges also slowly considered child-

related questions to ask petitioners during court hearing to ensure children were included on their 

OPs. Overall, there was more information sharing between court personnel around child-related 

relief and safety. Court personnel did not immediately adopt communication and practices around 

child-related issues; however, they slowly became normalized and institutionalized in the practices 

of the court personnel allowing for more open conversations about litigants with children in 

common.  

Impact on Attorney and Advocate Cases 

While pro se petitioners drastically increased their requests for child-related relief, the 

change was not as significant for attorney-represented or advocate-assisted petitioners. Despite 

having received SAFeR training through FCEP, there were no clear indications that the training 
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made an impact on attorney and advocate behavior as they assisted their petitioners in requesting 

child-related relief. Based on the quantitative data, attorney and advocate assisted petitioners were 

requesting child-related remedies at high rates before (2015) and during (2017) the implementation 

of FCEP suggesting a ñceiling effect.ò Thus, the results did not capture any major changes among 

petitioners receiving legal assistance. Instead, the data revealed a consistency in attorney-

represented and advocate-assisted petitioners requesting child-related remedies well before the 

courthouse officially implemented FCEP.  

Attorney and Advocate Practice Prior to FCEP In support of this finding, the advocate and 

attorney focus groups as well as anecdotal information during FCEPôs development stage reveal 

an earlier impact on attorney and advocate practices regarding child-related issues and requests for 

child-related remedies. Specifically, there was an 18-month development process prior to 2017 to 

build FCEP programming in collaboration with the judges, attorneys, advocates, and other court 

stakeholders to consider various approaches to child-related issues and relief. During this time, 

court attorneys and advocates were involved in meetings that introduced new approaches to 

requesting child-related remedies on OP petitions. Additionally, many of these attorneys and 

advocates had experience practicing at the Domestic Relations Court, which regularly encouraged 

requests for child-related remedies. Therefore, many attorneys and advocates already had the 

practice and skills to request child-related remedies with their petitioners.  

As conversations around child-related relief increased, attorneys and advocates began 

requesting child-related remedies once it was permissible within the Domestic Violence Court to 

do so. Moreover, once the court implemented FCEP, an FCEP-funded specialized attorney 

received FCEP-referred cases and supervised many of the attorneys at the court representing 

petitioners with shared children. This attorney provided guidance to the court attorneys in a way 
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that encouraged consistent practices around child-related relief that permeated child-related 

practices among other attorneys as well as advocates at the court. Once the court fully implemented 

FCEP, most of the court attorneys and advocates were well versed in requesting child-related 

remedies for their petitioners. Therefore, this did not change as much after 2015.  

Impact on Judge Practices 

 Domestic Violence Division judges were also present for many of the FCEP stakeholder 

meetings prior to FCEPôs implementation and they received FCEP SAFeR training in 2016. While 

there were modest increases in judges asking about child-related issues in 2017 after FCEP 

implementation, there were no clear changes to child-related remedies granted in OPs by judges. 

The SAFeR training in 2016 provided judges with ample information and tools to center child-

related issues in their decision-making practices, including SAFeR materials to reference while on 

the bench. Interviews with DV judges revealed that judges in 2017 did utilize these materials to 

assist them in child-related questioning during hearings and, over time, they adopted child-

centered screening questions in their practices. However, this was only true for judges present in 

2017 and not for judges who were assigned to the Domestic Violence Court subsequent to 2016 

and therefore did not attend this training. 

Judicial SAFeR Trainings Based on anecdotal observations from our court partners during 

FCEP development, many judges were hesitant to shift towards a focus on child safety and relief 

for temporary Orders of Protection. Many judges were unsure how useful the SAFeR training and 

FCEP would be within the context of the court and their own decision-making practices. However, 

a subsequent SAFeR training was held in 2022 with some of the same judges as in 2016 as well as 

new judges; the judges were substantially more committed to the training and the focus on child-

related relief and safety practices. This informal comparison between 2016 and 2022 indicates 
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longer-term changes in judge understanding and adopting of SAFeR skills and child-related 

practices that were not fully realized in 2016 or 2017 when FCEP was first implemented. During 

interviews with DV judges, it was clear that they frequently receive information from national 

trainings, from other judges, from the Child Relief Expeditor (CRE), etc. that may further influence 

changes to the types of child-related questions they ask and how they grant child-related relief as 

well. Consequently, it is difficult to claim that FCEP training or materials were the sole impact on 

how each judge responded to child-related safety issues. 

These reflections on the SAFeR trainings point to further discussion about the impact and 

implications of training on direct decision-making practices for judges. Perhaps the training did 

not have an impact on judge practices immediately, but rather the training, the availability of 

resources, and changes in overall court discussions around child-related relief together brought 

about longer-term impacts. While more consistent training for judges may be an option, it begs the 

question of whether training is the best form of information sharing and skill building for judges 

that already have limited time off the bench.   

Additional Factors Impacting Judge Practices It is also important to note that there are 

various other factors that could affect judge decision-making practices beyond SAFeR training 

and FCEP resources that would also be difficult to capture in a measurable way. Mainly, each 

judge will undoubtedly respond to each OP case and make decisions differently than the next 

judge. While there are obvious statutes each judge must abide by, each judge will still have their 

own practices and biases that influence how they interact with litigants, how they ask questions 

about children, the remedies they grant for each case, and the types of cases they hear while on the 

bench.  
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Additionally, the constant turnover of judges within the court has affected the consistency 

of FCEP resources and information shared among judges thus impacting how each judge addresses 

child-related safety and relief. Throughout the time period on which this research focused, judges 

have left, shifted roles, and new judges have been appointed to the court. Thus, it is difficult to 

conduct an accurate comparison pre- and post-FCEP when the judges have been different. 

However, this is also a real reflection of how common judge turnover is within a court and the 

need to have a model sustainable enough to withstand changes among judges and their practices. 

The goal then is to create a strong and flexible model that can be adopted by new judges in a way 

that will not completely alter the progress of the model within the court environment. With FCEP, 

this looked like engaging new judges by holding a modified, informal SAFeR training, sharing 

FCEP resources, and having consistent communication with the CRE about child-related issues 

and cases. While the current court environment may not reflect the original goals as anticipated by 

FCEP, the court and judges have concretely engaged child-related safety and relief in ways that 

were not present pre-FCEP.   

Impact of Child-Relief Expediter (CRE) on Court Processes 

 The Child-Relief Expediter was a pivotal role introduced into the Domestic Violence Court 

through FCEP. Across interviews with judges and focus groups with attorneys and advocates, there 

was resounding high praise for the CRE and her role navigating cases with children in common 

between litigant parents. For many of these court personnel, the CRE developed parenting plans 

with parents and centered the safety needs of litigants in ways that judges, attorneys, and advocates 

were unable to do within the limits of their own practices. The CRE also played a role in sustaining 

the goals of FCEP by sharing information and guidance around child-related relief to various court 

personnel. In a way, her consistency throughout the time of FCEP and beyond allowed for child-
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centered approaches to withstand any drastic changes to the court (e.g., the pandemic, judge 

turnover, etc.). The judges saw her as a resource for providing additional case context that directly 

informed their decision-making around safety concerns and child-related relief. Advocates and 

attorneys also found the CRE to be a representative for litigant needs around child safety in ways 

that they were not always able or allowed to be in court. Overall, the CRE has brought cohesion 

between the various court personnel in a way that centered litigants and their safety. 

 Judge Experience with CRE While the judges have benefited from having the CRE present 

in the court, the judge interviews revealed slight inconsistencies in how judges were/are referring 

cases to the CRE. Some judges asked a series of child-related questions to determine which cases 

to refer, some judges automatically referred any child-involved case, and others still struggled to 

refer appropriate cases to the CRE. Although an FCEP resource that outlines the CRE referral 

process for cases with children was distributed, some judges remember receiving the resource and 

utilizing it while others did not really engage with the resource. It was especially likely for the 

newer judges to refer all child-involved cases; however, the CRE noted that this can lead to many 

cases that are inappropriate for expediting. While many judges are asking various screening and 

risk-assessment questions, there is still inconsistencies across judges in how and to what extent 

they are referring cases to the CRE that may need to be addressed. Particularly, updating the CRE 

referral protocol to ensure all judges are aware of which cases warrant referral and best practices 

for when to refer cases to the CRE. This is especially important as new judges often enter the court 

and as the CRE process shifts over the years. 

 Overall Litigant Experience with CRE The CRE has also been a strong resource for the 

litigant parents that move through the expediting process. The majority of the interviewed litigant 

parents were very satisfied with their experience creating a parenting plan with the CRE. The 
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litigants consistently shared that they felt heard and listened to by the CRE in a way that was very 

distinct from their experiences with the judges and other court personnel. Many litigants shared 

that the CREôs compassion and warmth were especially reassuring for them as they moved through 

very difficult court processes. The CRE sessions provided a space for litigants with shared children 

to navigate their relationship in a way that shifted power dynamics and empowered both parents 

to seek safe contact with their children. The goals of the CRE sessions around safety and child-

centered care reflect an overarching path towards litigant empowerment that focuses on 

meaningful parenting goals, self-efficacy around co-parenting, and shifting towards equitable 

power dynamics, especially for the survivor parent (Cattaneo et al., 2016). 

CRE Safety Considerations While both petitioners and respondents shared these 

reflections, the respondents still expressed feeling like they did not have much choice and had to 

compromise their wants and needs during sessions. While the CRE is quite intentional about 

listening to both petitioners and respondents and trying to incorporate both parentsô needs, it is 

also important to note the CREôs distinct role in prioritizing safety concerns rather than trying to 

appease both parents. We can infer that the respondent fathers had to compromise child-related 

remedies often due to safety concerns that needed to be addressed, even if the plan was not ideal 

for one of the parents. The CREôs prioritization of safety reflects a clear distinction between the 

CRE process and traditional mediation. Traditional mediation focuses on reaching agreement 

between parents and compromising on their wants. While the CRE is listening to the needs and 

concerns of both parents, the CRE is primarily committed to and responsible for the safety of all 

parties during the session and the safety of the plan. The CRE is actively confronting, offering, 

and responding to safety concerns for the parents and children that may arise with the parenting 

agreement (Defining Child-Related Relief in Civil Protection Orders to Enhance Safety). Thus, 
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the expediting process is both litigant and child-centered in a way that reassures parents that risk 

and safety considerations are also litigant needs even if it may feel like there is less choice or 

ability to compromise equally in a session. 

Impact of Court Experiences of Parent Litigants on Safe Parenting  

 Overall, the majority of interviewed parent litigants felt more safe and comfortable with 

their parenting plans in place after meeting with the CRE. A key highlight from the interviews was 

seeing each parent litigant center their children in their discussion of the parenting plans and goals. 

Whether a petitioner or respondent, many of the parents appreciated the parenting plans and having 

opportunities to spend quality time with their children. For many, the parenting plan and separation 

from the other parent created an opportunity for each parent to foster their own relationship with 

their children. Researchers have noted the importance of having the OP court process as a strategy 

to better navigate a relationship between a petitioner and respondent parent, especially when there 

is continued contact between litigants with shared children (Cattaneo et al., 2016). Both the OP 

and the additional parenting plan thus encourage parents to build co-parenting skills as well as 

sustainable relationships with their children and the other parent as a means towards safer parent-

child relationships. Petitioners especially noted that knowing that their children could have safe 

visits and a personal relationship with the respondent parent was a source of safety for themselves 

as well.  

 Informal Modifications to Parenting Agreements While many litigant parents benefited 

from their parenting plans, many also made informal modifications to their parenting plans without 

involving the court or legal procedures. These modifications were primarily made to increase 

visitation times and access for the respondent parent in contexts where parenting time was going 

well. Many noted that these informal modifications were primarily due to not knowing how to 
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proceed with legal modifications through the court, avoiding the inefficiency and time constraints 

of the court, or simply not wanting to return to the court to make parenting decisions.  The decision 

not to involve the court suggests both frustrations with the court process as well as a desire to 

determine parenting decisions between parents without the need for a third-party. In any case, the 

modifications made to parenting plans also signified limitations to the usage of plans when plans 

required modifications as needs changed and as parents became comfortable determining plans for 

themselves and their children. Parentsô engagement with the plans and comfort in changing 

parenting goals reveals a progress and autonomy in co-parenting skills that empower both parents 

to seek long-term positive parenting goals (Cattaneo et al., 2016). However, these informal 

modifications also brought on anxieties about potential risk for violation for both parents. These 

concerns reflect a clear confusion by litigants around how the OP and parenting plan function as 

well as who has responsibility or ability to change the OP. This confusion requires more clear 

guidance and language from judges about legal obligations surrounding the granted OP and 

parenting agreement. 

 Litigant Experiences with Courthouse Unfortunately, many litigants also expressed deep 

frustrations and poor experiences with court personnel, especially with the judges, that influenced 

their sense of procedural justice. Many shared that they were not feeling heard by the judges during 

their court hearing, they were not treated respectfully by court staff during their various court 

procedures, and both petitioners and respondents felt stigmatized and stereotyped by court 

personnel based on their gender, their race, or their perceived behaviors. The pandemic and 

subsequent changes to the court deeply exacerbated these experiences, including limited time in 

court with judges, limited litigant-facing staff in the courthouse to assist litigants, and overall 

issues with Zoom court that disrupted communication between litigants and the court. While it is 
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understandable that these changes to the court were unprecedented, it does not diminish the 

insensitivity felt by litigants moving through an unfamiliar courthouse and legal system while also 

holding difficult and traumatizing experiences that ñcould negatively impact their ability to make 

appropriate choice in their legal mattersò (Ajmi, 2022).  

It is important for judges and other court personnel to recognize that litigants are interacting 

with a courthouse that ñthey are not necessarily prepared for or have the experience to handleò 

(Ajmi, 2022) and these challenging court interactions directly impact their perceptions of the court 

and legal systems. These types of harmful experiences also often discourage individuals from 

returning to the court or utilizing legal services to address their safety concerns (Mazzotta et al., 

2021). Ultimately, these difficult experiences influence how individuals view the role and 

effectiveness of the court and whether it is safe to seek out legal responses to harmful and abusive 

situations. While many of the litigants interviewed highly appreciated the role of the CRE and 

receiving a parenting plan, their experiences with other court personnel weakened their 

expectations and view of the court system and sense of procedural justice.  

Impact of FCEP on OP Violations  

The examination of OP criminal violations also aimed to understand the role of procedural 

justice on the behaviors of respondent litigants. Early hypotheses proposed that the support and 

information provided by the CRE to respondents would influence their positive view of the court 

and lower likelihood of the respondents violating their OPs. The slight decrease in OP violations 

overall between 2015 and 2017 is small and the change was not statistically significant, thus we 

cannot confidently say this reflected procedural justice. However, the increase in cases not having 

any criminal charges, the decreased frequency of charges per individual, and changes in the types 
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of criminal charges do reveal slow changes in the court that may be influenced by the role of the 

CRE and FCEP.  

Culture Shift in the Courthouse and Court System 

 The Domestic Violence Courthouse saw a culture shift in the courthouse and court system 

as a result of the Family Court Enhancement Project. There have been increased discussions of 

child-related issues, requests for child-related remedies, and approaches to decision-making and 

advocacy that have slowly become a universal practice in the court among judges, attorneys, 

advocates, court staff, and litigants.  While the research and evaluation present impacts associated 

with the FCEP model, the court experienced other transformations that were immeasurable and 

spanned beyond FCEP implementation in 2017. The model included the SAFeR trainings, the 

CRE, and informational materials, but the impact of the development, implementation, and 

sustainability of the FCEP model cannot be fully captured just in these three elements nor within 

the short timeframe of its first year in the courthouse.  

 Long-Term Development of FCEP The process of developing the FCEP model included 

much time spent holding conversations, stakeholder and management meetings, interviews/focus 

groups with court personnel, and technical assistance that all contributed greatly to the slow shifts 

that occurred within the court. These conversations considered current practices and policies 

around child-related relief as well as identifying needs within the court that would improve 

information sharing and deliberation of child-related issues. The FCEP planning began in 2013 

and continued until its implementation in 2016/2017, so judges, advocates, and attorneys were 

primed to start considering child-related issues and relief well before FCEP was finally 

implemented within the courthouse. While the comparison of OP petitions and court hearings 

between 2015 and 2017 did not fully capture the change in attorneys, advocates, and judge 
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engagement with child-related relief, recognizing the impact of the FCEP development phase 

clarifies why many of the indicators we used to consider change in practices between 2015 and 

2017 were not statistically significant. Rather, we can infer that the change in knowledge and 

practice around child-related relief began earlier than 2015 since there was a time in which 

attorneys and advocates were not requesting child-related relief, and judges were not asking nor 

granting child-related remedies. Therefore, the changes within the court with regard to considering 

child safety, having petitioners request child-related relief, and having judges ask child-related 

questions occurred over a longer period of time and became institutionalized once FCEP was fully 

implemented at the court. The culture change within the court environment and acceptance of 

child-related considerations in court policies were nurtured over the larger span of FCEP 

development and subsequent implementation in the court.  

 Impact of Pandemic on Courthouse It is important to also state the disruptions that occurred 

within the courthouse during the COVID-19 pandemic.  At the start of the pandemic in 2020, the 

court shifted to limited capacity within the courthouse and shifted most court hearings to virtual 

Zoom hearings. Court hearings were backed up for months, especially POP hearings, and many 

EOP orders and parenting plans were extended consistently for months with occasional status 

hearings. Due to these major delays as well as increases in domestic violence during the pandemic, 

the judges as well as the CRE were overwhelmed with cases beyond their capacity. Delayed court 

hearings limited litigant time with judges, and various CRE sessions scheduled in advance 

presented a burden of work that was not sustainable for court personnel at the time. However, these 

changes also brought about changes to protocol, including the expediting process for the CRE. A 

clear shift for the CRE was setting up sessions with litigants during their EOP hearing, often weeks 

in advance, and having multiple CRE sessions over the course of their case rather than one short 
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session often after the POP hearing. While the procedures may have changed, it is important to 

recognize the flexibility of the CRE services to adapt to the differing needs that arose during the 

pandemic while still ensuring the objectives of the CRE did not change and child safety continued 

to be centered. 

 Shifts in Court Personnel Additionally, it was during the pandemic that the court 

experienced a transformation as the Presiding Judge changed and there was a turnover of judges 

and court personnel as well. The shift of judges and hiring of new judges required particular 

attention to ensure that judges were versed in FCEP and were knowledgeable about child-related 

relief. Fortunately, the new Presiding Judge was familiar with FCEP and enthusiastic about 

sustaining the policies and practices developed through FCEP, including holding a SAFeR training 

again in 2022. Together the new Presiding Judge, present and new judges, and the CREs are 

working to adapt and sustain the learnings from FCEP as the court continues to adapt with hybrid 

court hearings and always changing judicial and legal procedure. One of the most difficult shifts 

with the court during the pandemic was a drastic decrease in litigant-facing court personnel, 

attorneys, and advocates. It is clear from the interviews with litigants that the limitations that come 

with Zoom courtðpoor connection, little information-sharing and minimal privacyðaffect 

overall court experiences. For many litigants, the limitations and safety precautions instilled during 

the pandemic drastically impeded safe access to OPs and other legal resources that often were 

already difficult to access or insufficient for their needs (Ajmi, 2022; Weisz, 2020). Whether it be 

the present role of the CRE, the physical informational materials, or physical presence of court 

employees, it is important and beneficial to offer physical support and accessible resources for 

litigants that often face compounded barriers to legal services. 
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Sustainability of FCEP 

After reflecting on the research and evaluation of the Family Court Enhancement Project, 

it is important to consider elements of the FCEP to sustain within the Domestic Violence Court.  

SAFeR Curriculum The SAFeR curriculum is at the crux of the FCEP model and molds 

the child-related practices implemented throughout the court. While the original model included 

training for court personnel and physical resources to utilize in the courtrooms, many of the court 

personnel had trouble remembering the training or only utilized the training materials for short 

periods of time. It was clear that judges, attorneys, and advocates gained new skills and practices 

over longer periods of time and through engaged discussions with other court personnel rather than 

strictly from one training. On the one hand, there is value to having the SAFeR training and 

materials available and accessible for court personnel to refer to beyond the one-day training. On 

the other hand, consistent discussions among judges, attorneys, and advocates over longer periods 

of time seemed to have a greater impact on streamlined practices in the court around child-related 

relief and approaches. 

 Informational Materials The surprising impact of the informational materials on 

petitioners, especially pro se petitioners, revealed the strength of physical reminders and sources 

of information for individuals unfamiliar with the court. Maintaining the presence of the 

informational materials will be integral for the sustainability of FCEP and will provide petitioners 

with avenues towards child-related relief. However, there can be improvements such as creating 

additional materials in various languages and considering more accessible language for folks who 

may have lower literacy levels. The research also revealed the importance of having court staff 

physically present to assist petitioners in addition to the informational materials. Whether it be 

Help Desk staff, court clerks, or advocates, it is integral to have both written and verbal explanation 
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for how to fill out an OP petition to increase accessibility and understanding among petitioners 

completing an otherwise daunting and hard-to-understand legal form. 

 Child Relief Expediter The most beneficial and powerful aspect of the FCEP model was 

creating the role of the Child Relief Expediter (CRE). The CRE provides a neutral yet empathetic 

space for parents to develop a safe parenting plan for their children with ease. The CRE also models 

conflict resolution and co-parenting skills with parents during their sessions in a way that 

encourages parents to engage in safe parenting and empowers them to compromise on parenting 

decisions beyond the court and legal processes. The high volume of cases and clients that move 

through the expediting process are overwhelming, thus an additional CRE was hired and ideas for 

suburban CREs are moving forward as well. The CRE has been especially impactful through their 

communication with judges, attorneys, and advocates that encourages discussion around child-

related issues, offers information about SAFeR approaches, and practices litigant and child-

centered skills within the court.  

 Replication of FCEP The sustainability of the FCEP model is also related to its ability to 

be replicated in other settings and other courthouses. An important reflection on the FCEP model 

in the Cook County Domestic Violence court is the long-term investment in developing and 

implementing the program. While FCEP technically was a pilot program funded for one year, the 

model spanned various years of technical assistance; stakeholder meetings with various court 

personnel, legal and advocacy agencies, and other DV networks; development of FCEP roles and 

policies; implementation within the court system; and research and evaluation of the program with 

court personnel and community members. This means that successful replication requires a model 

that is collaborative and adaptable to changes that occur within the court and court personnel, to 

litigants, and to external changes, such as the pandemic. The pandemic allowed the court to adapt 
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to virtual modes of civil OP litigation and parenting agreements; however it revealed the 

importance of litigant-facing staff that support litigants as they move through an unfamiliar legal 

process. Any replication of FCEP should consider ways to best support litigants during and after 

OP procedures through physical resources and staff, sources of information, and referrals for post-

court services and resources. The model is also deeply committed to child safety as well as safe 

parenting options for both petitioners and respondents, and the sustainability of these values are 

engrained in how judges, attorneys, advocates, Child-relief Expediters, and other court personnel 

incorporate these values within their practices and in their work directly with litigants and their 

children. Any ongoing model must also take this into account. Finally, having structures for 

research and evaluation of the model will allow for long-term methods of assessing and improving 

the model as the court, legal policies, and litigant needs change over time. Overall, to replicate the 

FCEP model is to engage various stakeholders, to have the flexibility to adapt to ongoing changes 

in the court, a commitment to the child-centered values of FCEP, and a long-term investment in 

maintaining and evolving the model. 

Recommendations for the Court 

 While the presence of FCEP has majorly improved the Domestic Violence Court and its 

civil OP procedures, there are still recommendations for the court based on the research and 

evaluation. It is also important to note that these recommendations may require additional funding, 

partnerships, or court infrastructure that may not be present currently within the court.  

Increase Court Capacity The primary recommendation for the court is to increase and build 

capacity among court personnel. It is clear from the review of court hearing transcripts, interviews 

with judges, and interviews with parent litigants, that there are an overwhelming number of cases 

coming through the court each day and not enough staff present to offer quality service. Appointing 
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additional judges could increase capacity for judges to dedicate more time to litigants during court 

hearings and in turn improve the quality of time spent with litigants to ensure they are respected, 

heard, and receiving their needed remedies. It would be equally important to appoint new judges 

that specialize in domestic violence and risk assessment to better engage with parents experiencing 

domestic violence as well as to center child safety and values aligned with SAFeR approaches.  

The court could build capacity by including additional litigant-centered staff within the 

courthouse that support  safe parenting options as well as additional resources, legal and otherwise. 

The research clearly illustrated the pivotal role and impact of the CRE on the court since FCEPôs 

implementation. Fortunately, the courthouse has already hired an additional CRE and could benefit 

from additional CREs in other county courts as well to accommodate the high volume of litigant 

cases with children in common that seek safe parenting agreements. It would also be of great 

benefit to have more clerks, Help Desk staff, and advocates physically present within the 

courthouse to assist petitioners filing their OP petitions. There has been a massive decrease of in-

person supports and direct information shared with litigants since the pandemic, thus increasing 

the in-person, litigant-centered staff available to provide support and accessible information within 

the legal system would alleviate barriers for litigants struggling to understand and move through 

their court procedures. It may also be beneficial to take advantage of technological options that aid 

litigants through their petition filing. For example, having a litigant-facing kiosk or other digital 

options to walk petitioners through their OP petitions could offer litigants additional support. 

These self-guided interviews could walk litigants through various questions and explanations 

directly related to the OP petition and generate a properly filled out form ready for their court 

procedures (Ajmi, 2022). These are all options that could more accessibly engage litigants with 

the information they need to successfully move through their court case.   
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Referral System for Litigants Many litigant parents noted a lack of information and 

resources around their OP, their legal options, and post-court support. Thus, the court could 

develop a more robust system of referrals and resources for litigant parents moving through the 

civil court process and beyond their court procedures. Many litigants interviewed shared their 

needs and desires for additional resources such as financial support, housing options, legal 

resources, counseling, parenting groups, and childcare after going through their OP process. Many 

of the litigants were struggling with meeting their basic needs and required social and emotional 

support to manage the trauma from their personal and legal circumstances. Many did not know 

how to best proceed legally or personally once they had their OP and parenting plan. 

Unfortunately, it is common for litigants, especially self-represented litigants, to lack the financial 

resources or the knowledge to navigate ñhousing [options], child support, medical care, or other 

resources necessary to ensure their ability to free themselves of [their abusive] relationshipsò that 

are also accessible (Ajmi, 2022; Weisz, 2020). Therefore, it would be beneficial for the court to 

have a system for litigants to receive information not only on their OP, their parenting plan, and 

any subsequent legal options but also on local partner service providers and advocacy agencies 

that could assist litigants beyond their legal needs. Ideally, placing a social worker in the courts 

could facilitate this process. Studies have shown that litigant experiences are enhanced when civil 

justice systems work collaboratively with advocacy or social service agencies to provide additional 

avenues of assistance, individualized care, and options for safety planning that ultimately empower 

litigants facing abuse (Messing et al., 2017). 

 Training for Visitation Supervisors In addition to a broad referral system, it would be 

helpful to have resources for parents who have opted for visitation supervised by a family member. 

During the litigant interviews, many shared their concerns about supervised visits with family 
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members who were not informed of how to properly supervise a parental visit nor the legal 

requirements of the visits. We would recommend having the required training, meeting, or 

discussion between the court and the family members supervising visits to ensure that they are 

aware of the responsibilities required for supervising a court-ordered visitation time. This would 

provide both the visiting parent and supervising member all the necessary information to ensure 

the visits can occur within the legal stipulations of the OP and parenting agreement while also 

having a resource to refer to if any future issues came up once visits have begun. 

 Consistent Communication among Court Personnel The court went through various 

changes for the duration of the research and evaluation of FCEP, whether internally related to 

judge turnover or externally related to the onset of the pandemic. Given that changes continue to 

be likely, we recommend that there be mechanisms for consistent communication, reflection, and 

education among court personnel. This could include instilling consistent meetings among judges, 

attorneys, advocates, CREs, and Help Desk staff that consider how FCEP and child-related issues 

are addressed with litigants. The meetings could be modeled from interprofessional education that 

seeks to engage different professionals to improve collaboration and the quality of work done 

within the courthouse (Guraya & Barr, 2018). This model encourages different learning strategies, 

ñproblem-based, exchange-based, simulation-based, observation-based, and practice-based,ò that 

court personnel could utilize to increase team-based approaches to engaged learning, skill 

acquisition, and relationship-building (Guraya & Barr, 2018). These meetings could be a space for 

all court personnel to reflect on child-related issues, consider new court policies and procedures, 

share best practices when working with litigants, and problem-solve issues that arise in court when 

considering child-related relief. The goal would be to create a communal space for court personnel 
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to learn and adapt their court practices together as well as having consistent and streamlined 

sources of information that align with SAFeR curriculum.  

Judge Education and Feedback Further education could also look like requiring judges to 

engage in yearly DV training to provide current knowledge about domestic violence issues and 

resources to refer to during their decision-making process. It may also be helpful to create 

structures for judges to reflect and receive feedback on their practices and engagement with 

litigants. Many litigants were struggling to appear in front of judges, and it negatively affected 

their experience and perception of the court. While many structural factors may influence how a 

judge is moving through numerous court cases, holding the judges accountable for their actions 

and having them reflect on their engagement with litigants will ultimately improve the court 

experience for litigants experiencing domestic violence.  

Evaluation of Court Practices Finally, it is important that the court continue to invest in 

and instill systems for consistent evaluation of the FCEP model and subsequent structures put in 

place as a result of FCEP. This may look like opportunities for litigants to offer their feedback on 

their experiences in the court, specifically related to filing their petition, and in front of the judge 

during their court hearings. Additional evaluation practices can be continued through the CRE to 

identify litigant need as well as gaps across various advocacy agencies, visitation centers, and 

partnering social service agencies. Evaluation measures, such as pre-post surveys, could also be 

implemented for any trainings or consistent meetings used to share information or learn new skills 

related to child-related procedures and practices. Overall, there should at least be yearly reviews 

among the court personnel to collaboratively reflect on how the court is functioning, how cases 

with children in common are addressed, and remaining gaps or challenges that impede any court 

process or litigant-centered service. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: FCEP Informational Materials  
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Frequently Asked Questions: When the OP is Against the Other Parent 
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Victim Information Packet 

 

VICTIM INFORMATION  

Welcome to the Circuit Court of Cook County Domestic Violence Division  

This court is a safe space where people who may have been abused by an intimate partner, 

family or household member can get help, including:  

¶  Seeking criminal charges against the person who committed the abuse and/or 

¶ Requesting an Order of Protection, a court order that orders the person who may be 

abusing you (the    abuser) to do or stop doing certain acts.  

You can get an Order of Protection in criminal or civil court. Both courts are located in this 

building.   

Check in with the Help Desk   

I f you have a  police report you may be able to file criminal charges and get an Order of Protection.  

The Help Desk will send you to the Stateôs Attorneyôs Office for a decision if a criminal charge will be filed 

today. 

¶ If criminal charges are filed, the court will issue a warrant or summon s for the abuser. The 

Stateôs Attorneyôs Office will help you ask for the Order of Protection in criminal court.  

¶ If no criminal charges are filed, return to the Help Desk if you want to ask for an Order of 

Protection.  

If you do not have a police report or no criminal case has been filed  and you want an Order of 

Protection, the Help Desk staff will ask you more questions so that you can be linked for further help .  

When you are linked for help, you can more fully discuss your needs and complete the steps to ask for an 

Order of Protection. 

 

1.  Complete the Petition  

To complete the paperwork (a Petition) for an Order of Protection , the Help Desk will link you to one of 

the following:  

¶ a free lawyer, 

¶ a law student or advocate who will help you with your paperwork , or 

¶ the Clerkôs office, where you will receive information about filling out the papers yourself. 

2.  File the Petition  

¶ Once your paperwork is completed the Clerkôs Office will assign you to a courtroom. 

¶ Go to that courtroom immediately. 

If you have children  with you  they will not be allowed in the courtroom. There is a free Childrenôs 

Room on the first floor  where your children can be safe while you are in court.  
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3.  Hearing   

¶ Go into the assigned courtroom, and check-in quietly with the Clerk at the front of th e courtroom 

(even if the judge is hearing a case), then take a seat.   

¶ When your case is called, go up to the judgeôs bench and answer the judgeôs questions about 

your situation.   If the judge grants you  an Emergency Order of Protection, wait until you get a 

copy before you leave the courtroom.  The Clerk will call your name again and you will get the 

copy. 

¶ After court, the Sheriff will try to give (ñserveò) the abuser a copy of the Order of Protection and 

the Petition at the address you provided.  Once the abuser is served, he/she must obey the order 

of protection or he/she could be arrested. 

 

 

Who can request  an Order of Protection?  

You can ask the court for an Order of Protection if you are being abused by someone: 

¶ You are or were married to;  
¶ You are or were dating; 
¶ You have a child with; 
¶ Who is your adult child;  
¶ Who is your parent;  or, 
¶ Who is your sibling; 

 

¶ Who is your ñstepò parent, adult child, or 
sibling; 

¶ With whom you share a blood relationship 
through a child; 

¶ With whom you are or were related 
through marriage; 

¶ You live with now or in the past ; or,  
¶ Who is your caretaker, if you are disabled. 

  

What is an Emergency Order of Protection?  

An EMERGENCY ORDER OF PROTECTION is an order the court gives without  first telling the abuser that 

you are asking the court for protection. To get an E mergency Order of Protection, you must be in an 

emergency situation.  

¶ I f you are afraid and/or  you think the abuser might harm you or prevent you from getting the 

Order of Protection if he/she knew you were trying to get i t, tell the judge.   

¶ If there has been a delay in getting to the court , explain why your need for protection remains a 

current         

      emergency.   

¶ If there has been more than one incident , make sure your petition includes that information.  

 In an E mergency Order of Protection you can ask the court for the following  orders :  

¶ Prohibit abuseðincludes physical abuse, harassment, stalking, and interference with personal 

liberty, intimidation of a dependent or willful deprivation  

¶ Grant of exclusive possession of a residence to you 

¶ Stay away order 
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¶ Physical care and possession of a minor child given to you  

¶ Prohibit removal or concealment of a minor child from you  

¶ Order the person who is abusing you to appear in court alone or with  a minor child 

¶ Protect property--prohibit transferring, damaging or concealing property  

¶ Protect pets 

¶ Prohibit entry in residence by the person abusing you while under the influence  

¶ Prohibit access to records related to a child 

¶ Other injunctive reliefðsuch as no unlawful contact or no contact of any kind 

An Emergency Order of Protection lasts up to 21 days . During that time, the Sheriff will try 

to give (ñserveò) abuser the petition you filed and the Order of Protection.  You must give a specific 

address where this person can be located so the Sheriff can serve the papers. 

 

What is a Plenary Order of Protection?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Plenary Order of Protection lasts longer than an Emergency Order of Protection, 

and has more protections. A Plenary Order of Protection can last up to 2 years, covers more issues 

and gives more protections.  In addition to the protections available in the Emergency Order, the Plenary 

Order can also contain the following:  

¶ Counseling for abuser 
¶ Temporary legal custody 
¶ Child Visitation   
¶ Possession of personal property 

 

¶ Payment of support  
¶ Payment of losses  
¶ Prohibit firearm possession 
¶ Payment for shelter services 

 

How do I get a Plenary Order of Protection?  

¶ The abuser must be served for you to get a Plenary Order of Protection. If the Sheriff cannot 

serve the abuser at the address you gave them on your first court date, the judge will ask you for 

a different address for the abuser.  This is called an ñalias summons.ò  The Emergency Order of 

Protection can be continued for another 21 days.  

¶ If you do not return, even if you know the abuser has not been served, your order will end.   

¶ If you are late for court your case could be dismissed.  

If the judge decides that you do not  have an emergency, he or she will not give you an Emergency Order of 

Protection but may still give  you a court date to return to decide if you should receive a longer (final) 

Plenary Order of Protection. After the hearing today, the Sheriff will try to give the abuser a copy of the 

petition you filed.   

If you are afraid that you m ight be harmed if your abuser learns that you are asking the court for help and 

you decide you donôt want an Order of Protection at this time, you must ask to withdraw  your petition 

immediately before leaving the courtroom.    
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¶ When the abuser has been served, the judge may have a hearing.  The hearing is your chance to 

tell why you need an Order of Protection, the abuser tells his/her side of the story, and the judge 

decides whether to grant a Plenary Order of Protection.  

How do I enforce the Order of Protection?  

Keep your order of protection with you at all times.   If your children are also protected on the 

Order, make copies for their schools, day care center, babysitters, etc.  The Clerkôs Office can also notify 

your childôs school that the Order is in place if you complete an additional form. 

If the abuser harms or harasses you or any protected person, comes to a protected address 

or contacts you in any way, call 911  / the police immediately . The police will have a record of 

your Order of Protection and whether it has been served.  The abuser must be served with the Order for 

it to be enforceable. 

¶ If the abuser i s present  when the police arrive, he or she will be arrested for a criminal charge 

of violation of Order of Protection (VOOP). 

¶ If the person has fled, the police should complete a police report.  Bring the police report (or the 

report number) to court the next working day or as soon as possible, and the Stateôs Attorney 

will review the facts to determine if criminal charges will be filed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

OTHER SUPPORT 
Do you need to talk to someone for more information or support?  

¶ City of Chicago Domestic Violence H elp Line  

The Help Line operates 24 hours, 7 days a week.  Your conversation with the Help Line 

Advocate is confidential. The advocate will give you information and support and/or link you to 

shelter, counseling, supervised child visitation services, legal services and other free 

community-based sources of assistance.  The toll free number is 1 -877 -863 -6338.  A 

direct line to this Help Line is available for use while you are at the courthouse.  The 

Help Desk can tell you where it is.    

¶ Cook County Stateôs Attorneyôs Office Domestic Violence Resource Center  

The Resource Center is located in Room 1600 on the first floor. The Center can identify and 

link victims with needed services, including help with education or employment.  

This information is provided for educational purposes only and does not confer any legal rights or remedies.  
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Do you need help understanding y our options? Would you like help with the court 

proceedings or with planning for your safety?  

¶ Domestic Violence Legal Advocates   

Non-lawyer Legal Advocates are available to explain court proceedings, assist you in dealing 

with court personnel and support y ou during the court case.  The Help Line (see above) can 

refer you this service or you can seek the assistance of advocates in suite 1500 on the first 

floor or Metropolitan Family Services or Family Rescue Legal Advocates, who have offices on 

the second floor at the courthouse. 

¶ Senior Service Legal Advocate  

The City of Chicago offers support to those victims who are 60 years of age or older and are 

Chicago residents.  The Help Desk can direct you to this service. 

 

Have you lost money as a result of being a crime victim?  

¶ Crime Victim Compensation  

You may be eligible for financial assistance through the Illinois Attorney Generalôs Office for 

expenses incurred as a result of being a victim of a crime. For more information call 1 -800-228-

3368. 

 

Do you and the ab user have children together?  

¶ Supervised Child Visitation and Safe Exchange  

If you and the abuser have children, he or she may be granted visitation.  If you are afraid that 

you or your child would be in danger during the visitation or exchange, the judge may order 

supervised visitation or exchange.  The Help Line can link you to free supervised visitation 

centers so that you can determine if this might be a resource that the court might consider in 

your case.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Danger Assessment Tool  The attached tool may help you evaluate the danger that you are in so that you 

might seek necessary support and protection.   If, after completing the assessment, you have questions or additional 

concerns about your safety, contact the Help Line for support or ask to speak to an advocate.   
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Ways to Feel Safer about the Kids  
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Child Relief Expediter Program 
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Supervised Visitation Center Liaison 
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Appendix B: Review of OP Coding Tool (RQ 1)
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