PAGE  
1

Supreme Court Dissolution Task Force

Sub-Committee on Evaluators: Parenting & Specialized
November 14, 2007, Tele-conference
Present:  Leslie Owen (sub-committee chair), Janet Skreen, and Jean Cotton.

Guests:  Greg Howe, Jennifer Strus, Grace Huang (State Domestic Violence Coalition for Margaret Hobart), and JoAnna Arlow (Policy Counsel, Washington State Senate, Democratic Caucus). 

Next Meeting:
 December 3, 2007, 3 p.m. (telephone conference)

Action Item:
The sub-committee will look at the guidelines for evaluators found in the Washington Administrative Code (WAC), the Department of Health’s Child Custody Evaluation Guidelines, the local court rules, the American Psychologist Association guidelines for parenting evaluators, and the state rules.

Decisions:
1. The October 30, 2007 sub-committee minutes will be reviewed and approved at the next meeting.
2. This sub-committee will determine consistent standards for parenting evaluators.  This is the sub-committee’s primary charge.
3. This sub-committee will also investigate and determine the need for specialized evaluators in dissolution cases.

4. This sub-committee will not address the standards for GALs.
Minutes:

Commenced: 
Approximately 10:00 a.m.

The October 30, 2007 sub-committee minutes will be reviewed and approved at the next meeting.

At the first sub-committee meeting the sub-committee attempted to determine what is meant by the term “parenting evaluators”.
At the first meeting the sub-committee also discussed whether the language of 5470 that mentioned developing standards for parenting evaluators also referred to developing standards for Guardian ad Litems (GALs).

A sub-committee member expressed that parenting evaluators are specialized in a field; they are like psychologists with specialized training and knowledge. 
A guest mentioned that evaluators are not regulated by statute or guidelines.  They are like expert witnesses hired by the parties. This is a bigger issue in the Puget Sound area than it is in other parts of the state.  There is no accountability for this group, they do not participate in uniform training, there are no caps on their fees, there are no rules when evaluators’ reports are to be submitted, and whether what an evaluator assesses is relevant to the case.  The only guidelines are concerning psychologists, but it is sparse as compared to GALs.

The roles that evaluators play in dissolution cases range from expert witnesses to a GALs.
A sub-committee member provided that evaluators are usually appointed by the court at the request of the parties or the GAL.  The evaluator may evaluate only one party or sometimes both parties. In some cases they evaluate the parties without meeting with the children.  When both sides agree on hiring the evaluator, the evaluator is more neutral, but this does not happen often.

There is concern regarding what an evaluator’s role is, and what standards they are following.

A sub-committee member mentioned that she knows of an instance in which an evaluator was used like a GAL, but the evaluator’s focus was on the parents and not on the child.

The judges need to be informed because some judges believe if there is an evaluator there is no need for a GAL.

A guest discussed how, although the guest requested a GAL to be appointed in a case, the judge refused to appoint a GAL because Family Court Services was involved.

A sub-committee member asked: Assuming a parenting evaluator is a psychologist, should we investigate what their requirements are?  Do we want to limit evaluators to psychologists?

Another topic discussed by the sub-committee is whether the sub-committee has the authority to deal with some of the issues it is addressing for evaluators with GALs.
A sub-committee member stated that a GAL’s responsibility should be to issue spot and then refer the parties to a specialized evaluator in that area.  A guest agreed, but mentioned that this is not how it plays out in some counties.

The sub-committee decided that it should not deal with GALs and that the full Task Force should be informed of this and the Task Force should suggest that the Supreme Court convene another Task Force to address the GAL issues.  
The domestic violence training for GALs will be addressed by the Task Force’s training sub-committee.

This sub-committee will determine the consistent standards for parenting evaluators.  (primary charge)
It will also look at what is the need for specialized evaluators in dissolution cases.
The standards for the GAL are not for this sub-committee.

Additionally, the training sub-committee will determine what domestic violence training GALs may need. The Task Force should make a recommendation to AOC to investigate what additional training GALs may need. 

JoAnna Arlow informed the sub-committee that the original legislative language in 5470 section 306 that was subsequently removed from the passed legislation provided: “if there is a need for specialized evaluators in dissolution cases.”
The sub-committee should look at the guidelines for evaluators found in the Washington Administrative Code (WAC), also look at the Department of Health’s Child Custody Evaluation Guidelines, the local court rules, the American Psychologist Association guidelines for parenting evaluators, and the state rules.

Betty Mo of the Department of Health has dealt with Child Custody Evaluation Guidelines.  (WAC 246-924-445)
Adjourned:  Approximately 11:00 a.m.

