
In NCSC’s study of virtual child welfare hearings, technological issues during virtual hearings were not as frequent as
anticipated.  Still, there are steps judges and court staff can take to reduce interruptions due to technology. 

Ensure parents and youth have any

necessary language interpretation or

accommodation for visual or hearing

impairment.

Parents, youth, service providers, & social supports may
not have the technology or connectivity needed to fully
participate in the hearing
Individuals who join a virtual hearing by audio-only may
miss out on key contextual information
Platforms may look different on a cell phone compared
to laptop or desktop, so people who join by cell phone
may have a different experience than others
Movement of the screen when joining a virtual hearing

Parents & youth may not be able to communicate with
their attorney as easily
Potential for technology issues to interrupt the hearing
Evaluating witness testimony and physical evidence may
be more difficult in a virtual hearing

by cell phone may have implications for implicit bias

Reduced travel time & expenses for parents & court

professionals

Individuals can take less time off work or schools to

attend hearings

Eliminates time spent in courthouse waiting for

hearings to begin

Parents & youth can participate in a more 

 comfortable setting & have access to coping

mechanisms they may not have in the courtroom 

Court professionals have more time outside of the

courtroom to meet with parents & children & prepare

for hearings

Court professionals can appear in hearings in different

jurisdictions on the same day

       STUDY OF VIRTUAL CHILD WELFARE HEARINGS 

VIRTUAL HEARINGS TIP SHEET

Check audio at the beginning of the hearing to confirm
all parties can hear. 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, child welfare courts introduced virtual hearings to balance the urgency of serving children and
families while adhering to social distancing requirements.  As vaccination rates increase and in-person interactions resume,
courts are considering how to incorporate virtual hearings into daily operations.  The National Center for State Courts offers the
following considerations for child welfare courts as they navigate this decision.   

Several courts conduct hybrid

hearings where some parties

appear in-person in the

courtroom and others appear

virtually.  This option supports

the convenience of virtual

hearings, allows social

supports and service providers

to more easily attend, and

considers other barriers to

attending in-person such as

transportation and illness.

Many courts will continue to use virtual hearings

for some case events. Some types of hearings are

more challenging to conduct virtually because

they tend to be longer, contested, and/or have

more extensive witness testimony and physical

evidence to present.

These considerations stem from a study of virtual child welfare hearings in which NCSC staff conducted interviews, administered surveys, and observed over 300 virtual hearings.

Look for more findings from NCSC’s study of virtual child welfare hearings here: https://www.ncsc.org/services-and-experts/areas-of-expertise/children-and-families/study-of-

virtual-child-welfare-hearings.

TERMINATION OF PARENTAL 
RIGHTS

TRIALS

Perceived Benefits of Virtual Hearings Perceived Difficulties of Virtual Hearings

SHELTER HEARINGS

Establish technological infrastructure in

the courtroom to enable all participants

to see each other.

Provide clear instructions of how to log-

in to the hearing and use the

technology.
Communicate clear expectations about who

should be speaking and when they should

speak, and be deliberate in giving parents and

youth the opportunity to meaningfully

participate in the hearing.

If a party is joining the virtual hearing from a

public location or their workplace, confirm that

they have the level of privacy they feel

comfortable with to discuss potentially

sensitive information.

Encourage parties to mute themselves when they are not
speaking. 

Good candidates for virtual
hearings include:

Ensure those appearing remotely have the same access to justice as those attending 
in-person by taking the following steps:
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Hearings that are more
challenging to hold virtually:

REVIEW HEARINGS

PRE-TRIAL CONFERENCES

PERMANENCY PLANNING 
HEARINGS

https://www.ncsc.org/services-and-experts/areas-of-expertise/children-and-families/study-of-virtual-child-welfare-hearings

