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PEER LEARNING COURT PROGRAM 
CHATHAM COUNTY DEPENDENCY TREATMENT COURT 

 

LEAD AGENCY 

Chatham County 

Dependency Treatment 

Court 

LOCATION 

Savannah, Georgia 

FIRST DATE OF 

OPERATION 

January 2008 

CAPACITY 

Adults: 79 

NUMBER OF GRADUATES 

TO DATE 

Adults: 114 

NUMBER SERVED 

Adults: 73 

Children: 158 

MODEL 

Integrated 

DEMOGRAPHICS1  

Population: 283,379 

Children under 18: 63,193 

Persons below poverty 

level: 130,525 

PROGRAM OVERVIEW AND BACKGROUND 

Chatham County encompasses 426 square miles and 

incorporates seven cities: Bloomingdale, Garden City, 

Pooler, Port Wentworth, Savannah, Thunderbolt, and 

Tybee Island.  The economic and cultural composition of 

these cities range from rural to suburban to inner city to 

revitalized urban. 

The Chatham County Family Dependency Treatment Court 

(FDTC) has served this area since 2008 with the primary 

mission of achieving safety and permanency for families by 

addressing the deprivation that can result from substance 

abuse of a parent or caregiver.  

This mission is achieved by addressing the comprehensive 

needs of parents and children by using an integrated, 

court-based, and multi-disciplinary team approach that 

strives to achieve timely decisions, coordinated treatment 

and ancillary services, judicial oversight, and safe and 

permanent placements. 

Collaborative communication among team members is a 

critical component of the Chatham County FDTC and is 

enhanced through policy that requires relevant information 

to be disseminated immediately to all members via email.  

Team members who provide direct services create weekly 

reports to the team prior to staff meetings, where all team 

members are held as accountable as the participants.  The 

FDTC team acknowledges that being on the team means 

additional work, a high standard of professional conduct, 

and a demonstration of commitment to families that goes 

above and beyond.  

An Oversight Committee consists of the judge, the director 

of Division of Family and Children Services (DFCS), the 

director of Court Appointed Special Advocate (CASA), the 

administrator of the Juvenile Court, the FDTC Coordinator, 

and a community representative. 

                                           

1 United States Census Bureau.  (2013). State and County Quick Facts.  Retrieved from 

http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/13/13051.html  
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The purpose of the Oversight Committee is to 

discuss the state of the FDTC, obtain a better 

understanding of partner agencies, increase 

communication, and provide community education.  

The FDTC Steering Committee is comprised of 

senior staff and has decision-making authority.  It 

meets at least annually to discuss needed policy 

changes and to confirm goals set by the team. 

PROGRAM GOALS  

The primary goals of the Chatham FDTC are to: 

1. Address substance abuse and neglect in an 

attempt to break the multigenerational 

cycle 

2. Target permanency for children exposed to 

parental substance abuse and coordinate 

specialized services  

3. Facilitate timely entry into substance abuse 

treatment and retain families in treatment 

for a significant time 

4. Promote conscientious collaboration among 

community stakeholders.  

TARGET POPULATION 

Parents must be residents of Chatham County and 

be the legal and primary caretaker of a child who 

has been placed or is in danger of being placed 

into DFCS care outside of the parental home.  The 

parent must be facing dependency allegations 

arising from substance abuse or dependence and 

must voluntarily enter the program.  Exclusionary 

criteria include prior substantiated reports of child 

sexual abuse, a mental health or cognitive 

disability that prevents full participation in 

substance abuse treatment, chronic or terminal 

medical conditions requiring extensive treatment, 

previous convictions for violent crimes or felony 

child abuse, or removal of a child from the home 

by DFCS for deprivation on more than two 

occasions. 

  

 

PLC DESCRIPTION 

 

Children and Family Futures has 

identified best-practice models 

from across the nation and 

designated them as mentor sites 

called Peer Learning Courts.  

These exemplary programs are 

willing to help further education 

about Family Drug Courts 

through peer-to-peer technical 

assistance. 

Peer Learning Courts provide: 

 Consultation 

 Site Visits 

 Sharing of Program Policies 

& Procedures 

 Peer-to-Peer Virtual 

Learning Opportunities 

 Developing Technical 

Assistance Action Plans 

 Operational tune-ups 

 

 



 

 

Page 3 of 5 

CHATHAM COUNTY 

PROGRAM SERVICES 

The FDTC uses many evidence-based practices.  

Two of the cornerstones of the program include 

Celebrating Families! and Strengthening Families, 

which provide substance abuse prevention and 

early intervention services for FDTC children and 

their parents.  Both programs are held at a local 

church that donates the use of their Sunday School 

building and provides dinner for the families.  

Programming is staffed by community volunteers 

who lead breakout sessions.  Developmentally 

appropriate material is presented to age-specific 

groups, after which, each family unit is reunited to 

discuss the overall topic.  All participants and their 

children are required to complete these programs 

in order to graduate from FDTC. 

Substance abuse treatment providers use A 

Woman’s Path to Recovery, Trauma-Informed 

Substance Abuse Treatment for Women, Brief 

Strategic Family Therapy, and the Matrix Model, 

based on the parents’ needs.  The FDTC team, 

including the judge, has been trained and uses 

Motivational Interviewing. 

In 2015, the FDTC began the evidence-based 

program, Thinking for a Change (T4C) to address 

criminogenic thinking in participants.  T4C is an 

integrated, cognitive behavioral change program 

for participants that includes cognitive 

restructuring, social skill development, and 

development of problem solving skills.  This 

program lasts 25 weeks.  

The FDTC team has received in-depth training on 

motivating behavior change and applies learned 

principles to accomplish behavior change through 

a system of incentives and responses to undesired 

behavior.  As part of transitional care, Phase III 

participants are required to attend monthly Alumni 

Advisory Board meetings in order to develop 

relationships in the recovery community, establish 

a “warm hand-off” after graduation, and reduce 

relapse episodes that sometimes occur shortly 

before graduation. 

OPERATIONS: HIGHLIGHTS   

Evidence Supported Practices 

 Celebrating Families! 

 Strengthening Families 

 A Woman’s Path to Recovery 

 Motivational Interviewing 

 SafeCare 

Services for Children 

 Individual Counseling 

 Theraplay 

 Speech Therapy 

 Court Appointed Special 

Advocates 

 Tutoring 

Substance Abuse Treatment for 

Parents 

 Matrix Model 

 Trauma-Informed Substance 

Abuse Treatment for Women  

 Thinking for a Change 

Screening and Assessment 

 LSI-R 

 UNCOPE 

 Biopsychosocial Evaluation 

 Nursing Assessment  

Highlights 

 Community Policing 

 Domestic Violence Services 

 Trauma Recovery and 

Empowerment Model 

 Money Management Assistance 
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Additionally, a Domestic Violence Prevention 

Specialist provides training, guidance, and 

education to the FDTC team and participants 

regarding domestic violence prevention, safety 

plans, and effects upon the family.  This trainer 

also aids in the investigation, facilitation and 

problem solving of FDTC cases involving domestic 

violence, facilitates the development of safety and 

treatment plans, and enhances the team approach 

in resolving issues of safety and reunification. 

KEY OUTCOMES 

The results of a 2009 evaluation of the Chatham 

County Family Dependency Treatment Court show 

that program participants view the strengths of the 

FDTC as being in several domains, including drug 

use, family life, and parenting ability.  

Additionally, Chatham County Family Dependency 

Treatment Court has had the following impact: 

 58% family reunification rate 

 15 infants not exposed to substances  

 20% of participants employed upon entry and 

85% upon exiting (successfully or 

unsuccessfully) 

 100% of graduates were successfully 

employed fulltime 

In 2014: 

 2,685 drug screens 

 98% of those were negative 

 99% of scheduled treatment hours were 

attended (vs 14% to 60% in national studies 

of non-drug court participants in treatment) 

 

 

 

KEY PARTNERS AND AGENCIES 

Child Welfare & Services for 

Children 

 Department of Family and 

Children’s Services 

 Court Appointed Special 

Advocates 

 YMCA of Coastal Empire 

Substance Abuse & Mental 

Health  

 The Recovery Place 

 Trauma Recovery and Recovery 

Model 

Courts 

 Chatham County Juvenile Court 

 Private Attorneys 

 Special Assistant Attorney 

General 

Other 

 Chatham County Sheriff’s 

Department 

 Judicial Citizen Review Panel 

 Safe Shelter, Inc. 

 Savannah-Chatham Homeless 

Authority 

 Casey Family Program  
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ARE YOU INTERESTED IN VISITING CHATHAM COUNTY FDTC? 

Day and Time of Court Hearings: 

Tuesday – 1:00 to 5:00 PM 

Hosting Availability: 

Twice a month 

Visitor Capacity: 

30 

Nearest Airport:  

Savannah/Hilton Head International Airport (SAV) 

 

 

This project is supported by Award No. 2013‐DC‐BX‐K002, awarded by the Office 

of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, Office of Justice Programs. 

CONTACT INFORMATION 

PROGRAM COORDINATOR JUDGE 

JONI STRANGE  

Chatham County Juvenile Court 

197 Carl Griffin Drive 

Savannah, GA 31405 

Phone: (912) 652-6915 

HONORABLE THOMAS L. COLE 

Chatham County Juvenile Court 

197 Carl Griffin Drive 

Savannah, GA 31405 

Phone: (912) 652-6707 

 


