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Good afternoon. My name is Alice Pritchard and I am the Executive Director of the 
CT Women's Education and Legal Fund (CWEALF) and I submit testimony today in 
favor of Raised Bill 5258. 

CWEALF is a statewide non-profit organization dedicated to empowering women, 
girls and their families to achieve equal opportunities in their personal and 
professional lives. We work to improve laws and policies that affect women, girls and 
their families by educating individuals about their legal rights, identifyjng critical 
issues through research and client contact, focusing public attention on those issues, 
and recommending, advocating and implementing reforms. 

Through our experiences we hear from women who experience difficulty navigating 
the legal system. CWEALF has an Information & Referral (I&R) line through which 
we receive calls daily from individuals who are frustrated with their efforts to navigate 
the legal process. Yearly CWEALF receives over 1500 calls regarding family, 
employment, education and civil rights law. Many women cannot afford an attorney 
and therefore must navigate the court process alone, which can be extremely difficult 
for anyone. Women navigating the court process without attorney representation often 
are not given the opportunity to present evidence or testimony relevant to their case; 
and many are denied the chance to question their opponent ("Justice in the Domestic," 
2003). In Connecticut, litigants in 70% of family law cases represent themselves. 
While services for legal assistance do exist in Connecticut, staff within the courts may 
not be doing everything they can to assist women. Often women are not advised of 
organizations that provide legal assistance, court service centers, and fee waiver 
applications. 

CWEALF is proposing a project called Court Watch: An Anai'ysis of Women's 
Experiences in Connecticut Famii'y Courts to document challenges to utilizing the 

t legal system forpro se litigants and research discrimination and biases against women 
in the family law courts of Connecticut. 

Profound, life-changing decisions are handed down in family courts, which greatly 
affect women and consequently their children. When an individual gets to court there 
are multiple stresses, particularly in family court. The individual should not have to 
worry that they are going to be evaluated based on their race, class, andlor gender or 
on the fact they are representing themselves. The cultural and gender driven 
stereotypes of a woman's role in marriage and in society warp the application of the 
law. Based on findings in other states, gender bias in court rooms is problematic. 
Through this research project, CWEALF hopes to pinpoint areas in Connecticut courts 
where discrimination and biases are occurring and make recommendations on how to 
remedy these problems, therefore improving the treatment of women in the family 
courts. 



There is currently no recent data specific to Connecticut courts. Given the fact that gender biases 
have been well documented in other states, we anticipate finding similar issues in Connecticut. 
However, in order to make recommendations and suggestions on the next steps for Connecticut 
courts, it is important to understand the specific biases in the state's family courts. We hope to 
discover where, as well as by whom, these biases are occurring. The activities will provide us 
with rates of incidence, prevalence, and the severity of occurrence. Then we can properly make 
recommendations to the court process that will improve women's experiences in family law 
cases. We believe that the research and remedies to be put into place as a result of the Court 
Watch: An Analysis of Women's Experiences in Connecticut Family Courts project will allow 
women to navigate the court process with increased knowledge, while at the same time improving 
upon the court's treatment of women. 

The success of this study is impacted greatly by access to court records. The sealing of files, 
particularly financial affidavits, hides the details of court proceedings. Without this information, 
we cannot document the court process and determine whether individuals are being treated 
equitably. In addition, without access to this information, we can't properly prepare individuals 
for the pro se process and assure them that they can represent themselves. 

It is often helpful, and indeed totally appropriate, for a family litigant to have access to the prior 
sworn financial statements of her opposing party. For example, a father with children by different 
mothers should be required to file the same financial statement in each child support case. If they 
are sealed there is an incentive for him to mislead one mother (and the court), and no way to learn 
of the deceit. 

The automatic sealing of court files lends itself to a disjointed kind of privacy that does not help 
most women and affirmatively harms others. Our experience advocating for women leads us to 
conclude that wholesale sealing of court files benefits only the wealthiest of Connecticut's 
citizens. The sealing of files on a case-by-case basis is always available to those who meet the 
threshold practice book requirements. Absent that, we advocate a position that provides a level 
field for all litigants. 

We urge you give full consideration to our position as you make your determination Raised Bill 
5258. Thank you. 


