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 Father battles school for children’s records

By KATIE KERWIN

© Should a parent have to fight
school administrators and even go to
court to find out how his child is
doing in school?

That is what George Cowen has
been waging a six-year legal battleto
find out.

After years in and out of court-
rooms, Cowen feels increasingly con-
fident that soon he will be allowed to
visit his daughters’ schools and
receive the same information that is
available to other parents.

COWEN'S PROBLEMS began
when he was divorced in 1971 and his
exwife was given custody of the
couple’s two daughters. Through vis-
itation rights the father continued to
spend considerable amounts of time
with his children. He even requested

“that the children’s schoo! keep him

informed of their progress, forward

. copies of their report cards, and

arrange conferences between himself
and the girls’ teachers.

‘The following year Cowen'’s former
wife requested that the school deny
him. access toinformation regarding

* the girls. Despite his objections, the
school informed him that he would
no longer be permitted in the school
because it was against the wishes of
the custodial parent.

“All I-wanted,” said Cowen, ** was
to remain a parent to my children.
When you are divorced from your
wife, why should you be divorced
from your children as well?”

In 1974 the children and their
mother moved to Birmingham where

. the girls were enrolled in the public
schools. The mother instructed her

lawyer to write to the school, again
requesting that her former husband
be denied access to records and
visitation.

“I was denied access to school
plays and teacher conferences,”
Cowen relates. As a result, his
daughters continued to be denied the
presence of their father at all school
functi

ons.

“1 think,” he states, “that we lost

sight of the fact that it wasn't just
me, the kids got hurt too.”

THE SITUATION appeared to
have reached a stalemate until

ton that any other parent possesses.

Cowen describes telling school
Supt. Donald Peckerpaugh of being
denied those rights, to which Peck-
enpaugh replied there was no reason
he should not be able to visit his chil-
dren’s school. Shortly thereafter,
Cowen said, he was invited to attend
conferences at the school.

However, said Cowen, the follow-
ing month his former wife and her
attorney sought an injunction that
would restrain him from going to the
school. Although the request for the
injunction was later withdrawn, in
May, 1977, Cowen filed a suit charg-
ing his former wife, her husband. the
Oak Park board of education where
the children were previously
enrolled, the Birmingham board of
eduction, and several Birmingham
school officials with inflicting severe
emotional stress.

COWEN acknowledges that it is
best to leave the determination of a

" Residents join LIT fraternity

James Arnold of Farmington Hills
and Alan DeMarco of Farmington
have become charter members of the
Lawrence Institute of Technology stu-
dent chapter of the American Society
‘of Civil Engineers. .

‘The new chapter was chartered dur-
ing special ceremonies held at the
Southfield College on Nov. 30, The new

members are enrolled in the construc-
tion engineering program at LIT.
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child’s education and future in the
hands of the custodial parent;
because, he said, that prevents a pos-
sibility of the child’s welfare becom-
ing a battleground. But, he asserts,
having a father present at school
concerts, plays and conferences has
more of & supportive than detrimen-
tal effect.

“I'm not after the right to
influence,” he said. “I just want the
right to information.”

‘The situation reached the point of
absurdity, he said, when one daugh-
ter lived with him for three months
of the school year and yet he was
unable to enter the school.

“I couldn’t get near to the school
extept to drop her off,” he said,
shaking his head in disbelief.

ATTORNEY DENISE Alexander
sees Cawen's experiences as a uni-
versal problem. Most of the skir-
mishes that follow divorce between
parents, she said, involve custody,
child ‘support or  visitation rights,
Since all three subjects affect the
children’s welfare and future, they
place the child squarely in the
middle of the battlefield.

Alexander is an advocate for
change in the present system as a
result of her own experience, which
includes several occasions when
judges have asked her to represent a
child's best interests in a divorce or
custody case. Her concern, she
explained, is who is actually looking
out for what is best for the children?

“The husband and wife are usually
50 busy trying to promote their own
interests that they don't pay too

much attention to the effect on the

child who is the one who will suffer

from it all,” Ms. Alexander noted.
“The courts become so interested
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in clearing the dockets and resolving
the financial aspects that they may
lect what happens to the child,”
!';n?added. "Theph-ied of the Court
usually enters anly when the support
payments are not coming in.
“Justice is not always done
because no one was there advocating
for kids: and therefore they are fre-
quently reduced to the role of pawns
in the ‘who gets what' game. [ do a
tremendous amount of probate work
and I see the disasters that result.”
Among her spedific recommenda-
tions are belter coumseling and serv-
ice by the Friend of the Court and
the appointment of lawyers to repre-
sent children as a third party in
divorce proceedings. .
“The court could listen to kids,

" maybe privately, so the mother and

father couldn’t hear,” ests his
‘13-year-old daughter. She also
believes children should be asked,
when old enough, with whom they
wish to live with and what forms of
visitation they prefer.

“The child's opinion should be con-
sidered even though he shouldn’t nec-

essarily make the decisian himself,”
she added.

In the sisters’ estimation the fact
that they were kept in the dark about
the probiems their father was expe-
riencing with regard to their schools
has done more harm than good.

“1 think it’s worse that he doesn’t
come,” said the older daughter. “[
would rather have both my parents
there for school activities.” She
points out that the ex-spouses could
have separate conferences and that

should receive copies of their
report cards.

Both girls spoke of the frustration
they feel at being caught in the
middle of a dispute between their

“Most adults don't think children
have the same rights as they do,”
said one daughter, “but they do."”

. Alexander points ot that for some

children from broken homes, the

‘lack of an ability to make an input

can lead to delinquency as well as
fi ion. More than two-thirds of

“Sometimes when the children are
torn by their parents’ divorce,” she
ined, “to get atention they get

imo trouble.”

Leaving the settlement of the
divorce aftermath to the ex-spouses.
is seldom a practical solufion, she
points out, because inability to get
along led to the break-up in the first

place.

‘Therefore, she said, the third-party
solution provided by a child advocate
is often preferable. However, the
third-party solution meets with oppo-.
sition from many members of the
legal profession. -

“They don’t want anybody meddl-
ing,” she points out. .

Cowen notes that while pursuing’
the issue of the rights of non-custo-
dial parents, he became increasingly.
aware of the powerless position into
which his daughters and other chit™
dren are locked. '-

The effect on the children, which
should have been the most impostant:

0]
all juvenile offenders come from bro-
ken homes, she points out.

he said, was over-
looked by lawyers, school adminis-
trators, his ex-wife and the courts,
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1979 DOG LICENSES
CITY OF FARMINGTON HILLS

1979 Dog Licenses are available beginning Friday, December 1, 1978 at the Farm-
ington Hills Gity Hall, 31555 W. Eleven Mile Road, Farm Hills, Mi. .
Licenses are issved from December 1, 1978 through Febeuary 27, 1979 at a cost of
%400 for each dog six months old or oder. Sarting March 1, 1979 delinquent licenses
are $6.00.

* How the new tax law could
affect your retirement. .
* What its impact will be on’
deferred pay and stock options.
* How. it will affect tax
shelters. .
* How to get ‘‘tax-free-
income” — with municipal
bonds, bond funds and:;
investment trusts. .
¢ How to select the “right”
Keogh or IRA plan.
® The dramatic (and little-.
known) advantages of tax-
deferred annuities. B
* And more. .
If you want to know where
you stand with regard to the
new tax law — if you want to
know where and how to gain

This big event is actually two
Seminars in one. It takes a close
look at virtually every factor that
can affect your current income tax
situation — including the provi-
sions of the new tax law. It sug-
gests practical ways to take advan-
tage of or cope with them.

The 2-in-1-Seminar features an
exclusive slide show on “Tax-Sav-
ing Opportunities,” and a presen-
tation on videotape by Barnard
Hughes; noted theater and tele-
vision personality, discusses and
analyzes the new tax bil’s provi-
sions. The Seminar gives you an
ideal opportunity to get briefing on
such subjects as:

Certificale of vaccination for rabies signed by an accredited veterinarian must be
e when applying for license.
Certificate must show vaccine as being effective through the date of application.
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the City Council will Comncil Chambers
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