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Numerous outstanding individuals have served on the 
Children’s Commission as well as its committees and 
collaborative council bringing with them experience, 
innovation, and inspiration to drive our work forward with 
enthusiasm for what can be accomplished when we put our 
minds–and our hearts–together. Although intangible, a major 
accomplishment every year is uniting interested stakeholders 
from across the child welfare spectrum and forging lasting 
collaborative relationships that span years and withstand 
ever-changing circumstances. We owe the children of Texas 
nothing less than unceasing effort and constant vigilance, 
which means our work is never done. I am grateful for 
the opportunity to chair the Children’s Commission and 
privileged to work with our dedicated collaborators. Leading 
the effort on the judiciary’s behalf has been an honor.

Hon. Eva M. Guzman, Chair; Hon. Harriet O’Neill, Chair 
Emeritus; Hon. Rob Hofmann, Vice Chair; Hon. JoAnn Battise; 
Paula Bibbs-Samuels; Allison Billodeau, ex officio; Kristene 
Blackstone; Hon. Jean Boyd; Hon. Darlene Byrne; Hon. Gary 
Coley; Sheila Craig; Hon. Helen Giddings, ex officio; Dr. 
Andy Keller; Hon. Lawrence Lujan; Dr. Octavio Martinez; 
Hon. Michael Massengale; Hon. Piper McCraw; Hon. Mary 
Murphy; Cindy Patrick; Hon. Ronald Pope; Hon. Frank Rynd; 
Hon. Peter Sakai; Hon. Michael Schneider; Luanne Southern; 
Vicki Spriggs; Terry Tottenham; Hon. Carlos Villalon; Lt. Col. 
Travis Walters; Hon. Judy Warne; Hon. Royce West, ex officio

Front Row: Jamie Bernstein, Staff Attorney; Monica Mahoney, 
Administrative Assistant; Jessica Arguijo, Communications 
Manager; Dylan Moench, Staff Attorney; Second Row: Tina 
Amberboy, Executive Director;  Milbrey Raney, Staff Attorney; 
Andrea Vicencio, Administrative Assistant; Back Row: Patrick 
Passmore, Grant Administrator; Kristi Taylor, Assistant 
Director. Not Pictured: Hon. Dean Rucker, Jurist in Residence

From the Chair

Children’s Commission Staff

Children’s Commission  
Commissioners 2016 - 2017In September 2017, we 

celebrated the Children’s 
Commission’s ten year 
anniversary. That milestone 
also marked a new fiscal 
year and cause to express 
our heartfelt gratitude to the 
Supreme Court of Texas, the 

Texas Legislature, and our commissioners, committee 
members, collaborative council, and child welfare partners. 
None of our accomplishments would be possible without 
the Legislature’s financial backing and the Supreme 
Court’s support and confidence, which has not only given 
the Commission a place to call home, but has provided 
unwavering support from day one. 



judges trained at the  
Child Welfare Judges Conference

80+

The Judicial 
Workgroup Addressing 
Disproportionality (JWD)  
was instrumental in the success 
of the Texas Supreme Court 
and Court of Criminal Appeals 
Beyond the Bench: Law, Justice 
and Communities Summit held 
in December 2016. 

Noteworthy
Numbers&

Texas Higher  
Education  
Foster Care Liaisons 
Information and 
Reference Guides 
distributed statewide

395

1.5
hours MCLE content

Courts44
19

94 Placement  
Facilities

CASA  
Programs

Number of  
video-enabled participants

notifications sent
5,743
3,614

hearings involved

Notice and Engagement 

60 Judges  
and Attorney  
Resource Letters sent

1,247 
attorneys received MCLE credit in 
CPS-related courses provided by the 
State Bar of Texas Online library

attorneys viewed  
the live webcast on 
the 84th Legislative 
Update provided by 
Children’s Commission 
staff totaling 

12%
increase in  
website traffic 
based upon the 
number of users 
and sessions 

250+



Year in Review

Foster Care & Education

Training
	 The Training Committee is tasked with 
facilitating and producing high-quality and easily 
accessible education and training resources for judges 
and attorneys on best practices when conducting CPS 
hearings and providing legal representation. This 
includes hosting and supporting regional and local 
training and conferences; providing the hands-on Trial 
Skills Training program; developing online Minimum 
Continuing Legal Education (MCLE) training; and 
providing scholarships and financial support to state 
and national conferences and training events. 

•	Commission staff hosted two Trial Skills Trainings 
with 17 faculty members to train 42 less-experienced 
attorneys. The three-day programs included 126 
videotaped practice sessions used to provide hands-on, 
one-on-one coaching to participants.

•	The Commission awarded 119 attorney scholarships 
to the 2017 Annual Child Abuse and Neglect Workshop 
held during the 43rd State Bar of Texas (SBoT) Annual 
Advanced Family Law Course and two attorney 
scholarships to the American Bar Association’s (ABA) 
5th National Parent Attorney Conference and the 17th 
National Conference on Children and the Law. 

•	The Children’s Commission also provided funding to 
train 100 Regional Attorneys at the annual DFPS  
Conference.

•	The Children’s Commission Jurist in Residence and 
Commission staff provided a CPS-related Legislative 
Update from the 85th Legislative Session. The 1.5 
hour MCLE program was produced live at the SBoT 
studio and drew nearly 400 viewers from across the 
state.

•	Five judicial scholarships were awarded to attend 
the 81st Annual National Association of Family and 
Juvenile Court Judges Conference. 

•	The Commission’s 10th Annual Child Welfare 
Judges Conference was attended by 80 judges who 
received education on topics such as trauma-informed 
courts; weighted caseload study results; improving 
permanency outcomes; CPS case law update; medically 
fragile children; and a DFPS update from top-level staff.

•	At least twice a month, Commission staff produced 
Jurist in Residence Letters and Attorney Resource 
Letters on relevant and timely announcements, 
scholarships, trainings, child welfare law, and best 
practices updates, which were distributed to over 3400 
judges and attorneys across the state.

Data & Technology
	 The Data and Technology Committee projects 
include the Child Protection Court Management System, 
Notice and Engagement, and Video Conferencing. 

•	In December 2016, information about the Notice & 
Engagement tool, links to the registration page, and 
setup instructions were distributed to over 1,000 judges 
and 3,000 attorneys. From December 2016 to October 
2017, the number of registered users increased by 
70% bringing the total to 725. In July 2017, a survey 
to assess the system’s usefulness, effectiveness, and 
accuracy was sent to all registered users. A total of 267 
users responded to the survey with 57% being “very” or 
“extremely satisfied” with the system.

•	Starting in FY17, the Video Conferencing system 
was offered to local Texas Court Appointed Special 
Advocate (CASA) programs to allow volunteers and staff 
to meet with youth remotely. In April 2017, the Office 
of Court Administration (OCA) developed a webpage 
as a resource to improve communications between 
collaborative participants. Resources available on the 
webpage include a list of courts, placement facilities, 
and local CASA program offices that are video enabled 
as well as their location and contact information

•	The Child Protection Court Management System 
(CPCMS) Advisory Council conducted two meetings 
in 2017. Ongoing discussion includes identifying 
performance measures that will be most useful to 
judges and court staff. Once essential performance 
measures are determined, OCA and Commission staff 
will provide a report to judges biannually as a resource 
to identify trends and focus training priorities prior to 
associate judge reviews. 

•	System availability in FY17: 99.9%
•	System enhancements released in FY17: 25

	 The Foster Care and Education Committee was 
established in 2015 to continue the implementation 
of the Texas Blueprint recommendations, issued in 
2012. The goal of the committee and its Data, Special 
Education, Local Collaboration, Postsecondary, and 
School Discipline Workgroups is to improve education 
outcomes for children and youth in foster care. 

•	The Data and Special Education Workgroups created 
a guide entitled Information Sharing between 
Child Welfare and Schools: Maintaining Privacy 
and Promoting Educational Success. The guide 
addresses confidentiality requirements in both the 
child welfare and education systems and clarifies how 
teachers, caseworkers, caregivers, advocates, and others 
can share and receive information about children and 
youth in foster care while maintaining and respecting 
privacy. 

•	The Special Education Workgroup developed the 
Transition Planning Guide for Students in Foster 
Care Receiving Special Education Services which 
compares the transition planning processes in the 
child welfare and special education systems. The guide 
also includes best practices and recommendations 
for improved coordination between systems to better 
support students with disabilities who are in the foster 
care system during the transition to adulthood. 

•	The Special Education Workgroup gathered 
recommendations from experts across the state to 
identify challenges in decision-making related to 
special education and improve surrogate parent 
appointments. The Texas Legislature adopted many 
of the recommendations during the 85th Legislative 
Session into House Bill 1556. 

•	The Postsecondary Workgroup developed the 
Texas Higher Education Foster Care Liaisons 
Information and Reference Guide from the multiple 
perspectives involved in encouraging enrollment, 
persistence, and success in higher education for youth 
and young adults formerly in foster care. The workgroup 
also created a video to highlight the need for higher 
education foster care liaisons. 

•	The Local Collaboration Workgroup produced a 
statewide survey yielding over 540 responses from 
caregivers, courts, child welfare staff, educators, 
and others. The survey captured strengths in local 
collaboration, as well as areas for improvement. 

•	The School Discipline Workgroup was established in 
2017 to identify strategies to better address behavioral 
health needs of students in foster care. 

•	Members of the Foster Care and Education Committee 
and workgroups gave panel presentations at several 
multi-disciplinary conferences, meetings, and 
events, including P-16 Statewide Professional 
Development Conference, TCASE Interactive, and the 
Foster Youth Transition Centers Partner Conference. 

Court Improvement Projects
	 The Basic Committee oversees a variety of 
projects that promote the safety, permanency, and well-
being of the children and youth in foster care. Projects 
include: human trafficking prevention, addressing 
disproportionality and disparities, legal representation, 
mediation in child protection cases, parent resources, 
trauma-informed care, and tribal / state collaboration. 

•	In January 2017, the Parent Resource Workgroup 
announced that it had completed a Spanish-language 
version of the Parent Resource Guide. The guide 
is available online on the Children’s Commission 
website and is widely used by families who access the  
Family Helpline.

•	In the Fall of 2016, the Texas Legal Services Center’s 
application was granted to establish a Family 
Helpline which receives funding from the Children’s 
Commission, Access to Justice, and The Children’s 
Justice Act. Following its opening in January 2017, the 
Family Helpline steadily increased call volume and as of 
September 30, 2017, has received 1,026 unique callers 
across 140 counties with issues affecting 1,871 children 
and 3,096 family members, relatives, and fictive kin.

•	In February 2017, the Texas Board of Legal 
Specialists (TBLS) officially recognized Child Welfare 
Law as the 21st area of certified legal specialization. 
TBLS also approved the membership of both the 
Child Welfare Law Advisory Commission and the 
Child Welfare Law Exam Commission. The Advisory 
Commission will consider applications to become board 
certified in child welfare law and will have authority 
to review and suggest changes in standards going 
forward. The Exam Commission will write and grade 
the exam. TBLS will begin accepting applications for 
certification in February 2018 and will conduct the first 
exam in October 2018.

•	In May 2017, the Legal Representation Committee 
established a Legal Representation Study 
subcommittee to oversee the design, implementation, 
review, and publication of a comprehensive study 
about the representation of parents and children 
in child welfare cases. The subcommittee held 
its first meeting on July 21, 2017 to develop the 
study’s purpose, goals, and timeline, and to review 
initial drafts of survey tools. When the study is 
complete, the subcommittee will analyze the data 
and report on its findings to the Texas Legislature in  
September 2018.

•	In July 2017, the Children’s Commission launched the 
Statewide Collaborative on Trauma Informed 
Care (SCTIC) to work on developing and implementing 
trauma-informed policy in Texas’s child welfare system. 
The SCTIC’s goal is to develop a statewide strategy 
to support system reform, organizational leadership, 
cross-systems collaboration, and community-led efforts 
with data-informed initiatives.

•	The Child Protection Bench Book was amended to 
include binding regulations and advisory guidelines 
to the Indian Child Welfare Act. The Commission’s 
Tribal/State Collaborative Workgroup held monthly 
calls and joined many local jurisdictions to celebrate 
Texas’s American Indian Heritage Day in September 
2017.

•	The Commission continues to collaborate with the 
Department of Family and Protective Services 
and child welfare stakeholders to help advance 
Commission strategies through Commission meetings, 
bi-weekly calls, and numerous regular subcommittee 
and workgroup meetings. The Commission also 
collaborated with DFPS to develop its Program 
Improvement Plan, which was the result of the 2016 
Child and Family Services Review.




