
T
he legal community
and public often ask,
“What does ‘civil
Gideon’ mean?” We
all remember in
Gideon v. Wainwright,
372 U.S. 335 (1963),

our U.S. Supreme Court held that indi-
gent defendants have a constitutional
right to free legal representation in state
criminal cases. The term “civil Gideon”
refers to the national movement to
explore strategies to provide free legal
counsel to low-income persons in civil
legal proceedings where basic human
needs are at stake.

A recent U.S. Supreme Court decision,
Turner v. Rogers, 131 S. Ct. 2507, 180 L.
Ed. 2d 452 (U.S.S.C. 2011), held that
although a state is under no obligation to
provide free counsel automatically to all
indigent defendants in child support civil
contempt hearings, due process requires
procedural safeguards to ensure funda-
mental fairness and a fair determination
of the issues.

I believe Turner v. Rogers supports the
civil Gideon movement, reaffirming the
important obligation on all of us to 
provide fundamental fairness to self-
represented parties in all similar adversari-
al civil proceedings. Bar associations, in

collaboration with the bench, must devel-
op and implement strategies to reach that
goal. The methods are not simply advo-
cating for increased pro bono volunteer
efforts by lawyers and seeking additional
funding for legal services programs. The
effort must also include educating the
parties about the legal process and educat-
ing them about the critical legal issues
involved in their proceeding.

Today most people seek answers to their
daily inquiries by going to Internet web-
sites. A recent Pew Research Center study
revealed that YouTube is the favorite news
spot for 71 percent of Americans, up
from 66 percent in 2010. Twenty-eight
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percent visit YouTube daily. Netcraft, a
British research service, reports that
YouTube is the third most popular online
destination after Google and Facebook. 

Millions use their computers for basic
education, not including post-secondary
education. The National Center for Edu-
cation Statistics expects that by 2013 more
than 18 million students will be enrolled
in distance education courses. Fifty-five
percent of two- and four-year institutions
now offer college-level, credit-granting dis-
tance learning courses at the undergradu-
ate and graduate levels, with the number
of these schools expected to increase dra-
matically over the new few years. 

Therefore, when I was among a group of
family-law lawyers, judges and others who
met to discuss the total lack of informa-
tion or training being provided to families
involved with supervised visitation, we
agreed that the best approach was to cre-
ate an educational video and a website
with information and access to other rep-
utable websites with additional education-
al information on the topic.

Court orders, custody agreements or par-
enting plans often include a provision
that a family member or friend supervise
the custodial interaction between the
child and a parent, yet generally, no one
explains to the parents or the person
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Generally, no one explains to

the parents or the person

named as supervisor what

“supervised visitation” is or

offers any specific guidelines. 



named as supervisor what “supervised vis-
itation” is or offers any specific guidelines
for the supervisor to enforce. Accordingly,
Aunt Matilda or Grandpa face a difficult
situation, ripe with emotional stress, with-
out any guidance or suggested strategies
on how to handle this difficult and
extremely important assignment. 

To answer this need, our group, working
as the Pennsylvania Supervised Visitation
Task Force, produced an educational
DVD for parents and nonprofessional vis-
itation/supervised physical custody super-
visors. The task force included Lancaster
County Judge David Workman; PBA
Family Law Section members Lynne
Gold-Bikin, Sandra Meilton, Margaret
Simok and Cheryl Young; Jenny Lesher,
supervisor of the Visitation Center of the
YWCA of Greater Harrisburg; Marisa
McClellan and Sarina Bishop of Dauphin
County Children & Youth Services;
Ashley Turgeon Milspaw, a doctoral can-
didate in psychology; and me.

The former producer of the “Mister
Rogers’ Neighborhood” television show,
Margy Whitmer, agreed to produce the
DVD. We enlisted lawyers and friends to
serve as “actors” in the various vignettes
demonstrating typical issues that may

arise during supervised visitations. The
Pennsylvania Bar Institute, through its
executive director, Dick McCoy, agreed to
film the vignettes. We obtained the servic-
es of Harrisburg TV newscaster Valerie
Pritchett from WHTM-TV as our mod-
erator. 

Through donations from the Pennsyl-
vania Bar Association Trust, the Dauphin
County Bar Foundation and the Dauphin
County Bar Association’s Family Law
Section, we completed the production 
of this DVD on a shoestring budget.
Hundreds of hours of time and expertise
were contributed by many wonderful vol-
unteers. Jennifer Ellis provided incredible
assistance in editing the DVD and creat-
ing our website. Many volunteers showed
up for long hours of filming, meetings
and editing. 

We completed the 16-minute “Supervised
Visitation” DVD, along with an accom-
panying booklet that contains general
advice for visit supervisors, custodial par-
ents and visiting noncustodial parents.
The five vignettes in the DVD depict sev-

eral typical scenarios, showing problems
and how such situations can be better
handled. These scenarios provide strate-
gies for the supervisor to be a positive
influence in difficult situations and to
alleviate unnecessary stress for the child,
thereby promoting the safety, well-being
and best interests of the child. Although
we used nonprofessional, volunteer actors,
the DVD provides good, basic teaching
moments for everyone. We also share
Internet sites that provide additional
information about supervised visitation.

You are invited to view the DVD, down-
load the booklet and find a link to super-
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Home page of the Pennsylvania
Supervised Visitation Task Force 
website, http://supervisedvisit.
wordpress.com

The Pennsylvania Supervised

Visitation Task Force pro-

duced an educational DVD
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vised visitation centers at our Pennsylvan-
ia Supervised Visitation Task Force web-
site, http://supervisedvisit.wordpress.com.

We have received requests for copies of
the DVD from judges and lawyers from
as far away as New Zealand and from
other states, including  New Hampshire,
Massachusetts, California and Florida.

The Dauphin County Bar Association
Public Service Committee is now explor-
ing plans to create another educational
video on child support proceedings,
including, for example, what documents
to bring to a domestic relations confer-
ence, how child support is calculated,
how to present a case in appeals court 
and what constitutes contempt before the
court. While many court and domestic
relations office websites provide a great
deal of information, many people do not

access these sites or read the information
provided and appear at their child sup-
port conference, custody conciliations 
and even at their court hearings totally
unprepared. F
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If you would like to
comment on this

article for publication in our next issue,
please email us at editor@pabar.org.
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