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Fully Insured

& Complete Tree Service
No Job Too Big or Too Small!

WE DO IT ALL!!
904-964-7906

904-364-7065 cell
Don’t let  your tree issue
become a tree problem!

Don Bright (right), Evette’s brother, and his 
son, Don Bright II, at the grill. 

Country hospitality
Proprietor Evette Bright is standing at 
the grill with (l-r) Don Bright and Craig 
Jenkins, a generous spread offered up 
at the open house for Country Living 
Care in Lawtey, a group home offering 
professional and compassionate care to 
its residents. The Aug. 3 ribbon cutting 
was also attended by Pam Whittle, Edythe 
Hill, Gabrielle Hill, Pat Smith, Elizabeth 
Tillman, Zach Smith, Jeff Johnson, Cindy 
and Steve Futch, Ricky Thompson, Emily 
Patterson, Don Bright II, Vivian Clark, 
Maurice Paige, Gerald Brown, Ronald 
Chesser, Butch Patterson, Marian Bright, 
Tatum Davis, Brittany Loper, Michael 
Moore and Paula Register.

Always in need, guardians 
protect kids in the court system

BY PATRICE RUSSELL
Special to the Telegraph

 “I am for the child’ is 
the mission statement of the 
Guardian ad Litem program. If 
you are interested in the welfare 
of children, and want to speak 
for them, protect them, and 
represent them in a courtroom 
process until they can return to 
a safe and permanent home, then 
Guardian ad Litem is one way to 
do so. 

The Guardian ad Litem office 
in Starke is located at 945 N. 
Temple Ave. Angela Armstrong 
is the circuit director for the 8th 
Judicial Circuit. Arthur Wright 
is child advocate manager and 
oversees the guardian program 
in Bradford, Baker and Union 
counties. The Starke office is 
staffed with Lisa Rodgers, child 
advocate manager; Kim Adams, 
administrative specialist; and 
Dixie Ellis, guardian attorney. 

All are involved with children 
who have been removed from 
their homes due to abuse, 
neglect or abandonment. These 
children, through no choice of 
their own, have been placed 
in tough situations. They are 
removed from the care of their 
parent or parents and the homes 
that they know. These children 
become a part of “the system.” It 
is frightening and confusing for 
the children and a guardian can 
be their best friend and help them 
through the process.

Armstrong has been with 
the guardian program for 11 
years. With a degree in business 
administration and her work in the 
social services field for 17 years 
prior to the guardian program, 
she is well qualified as circuit 
director. As circuit director for 
the 8th Judicial District, which 
includes Bradford County along 
with Alachua, Baker, Gilchrist, 
Levy and Union, she oversees 
the processes for recruiting, 
hiring, training and supervising 
staff and volunteers.  

“Our circuit’s volunteers and 
staff are highly dedicated and 
work very hard to achieve the 
best outcomes for the children,” 
she said. “The thought of a child 
involved in a dependency court 
case and having to go through 
the process alone motivates me 
to be a part of the Guardian ad 
Litem team.” 

Armstrong said the 
guardian volunteer provides an 
opportunity for the judges to 
hear what is best for each child 
before any decision is made that 
could affect a child for life. 

With the help of volunteers, 
children throughout the state are 
represented by a court appointed 
advocate. Armstrong reports 
that in the circuit there are 24 
staff members and over 300 
volunteers representing more 
than 500 children. 

Rodgers said that in Bradford 
and Union counties, there are 
approximately 100 children in 
the program. In Baker County, 
50 children are involved. The 
total of guardian volunteers in 
the three counties is 50. More 
children are being placed in the 
program each year. 

“More volunteers are always 
needed,” said Wright, supervisor 
for Bradford, Baker and Union 
counties.  

He has worked as a program 
manager for nine years. 

“I feel like I can make a 
difference and can put kids in 
a better position than they were 
in,” said Wright, who has an 
office in Baker County as well as 
in Starke. 

Children come into the 
dependency court system 
primarily because of abuse, 
abandonment or neglect. They 
are removed from their families 
and placed with a relative, or 
in foster care. All children 
supervised by the Department 
of Children and Families and 
involved in dependency court 
proceedings are required by 
Florida law to be appointed a 
guardian. 

The guardian is an information 
gatherer. Information gathering 
includes the history of the 
family, their relationships, and 
the environment in which the 
child has been living, including 
family, extended family, friends, 
neighbors and the school a child 
might attend. Advocates do not 
work for court services or child 
services. They work for the child. 
It is their job to investigate what 
solutions would be best for the 

child and report that to the judge. 
It is the goal for the guardian to 
remain an advocate for a child 
until the case is closed.

The needs of the child are 
reported to the court. Resources 
are suggested and the actions are 
put into motion. The guardian 
makes sure to follow up with the 
orders of the court and works 
along with DCF to assist and 
follow the case plans that DCF 
has put into place. The judge or 
magistrate may ask in court if 
the recommendations ordered 
by the court are being followed. 
The guardian may be asked 
specific questions in a courtroom 
situation with regards to the child 
and if the child is receiving all 
services. 

The volunteer is represented 
by a Guardian ad Litem 
attorney. In Bradford County, 
that is Ellis. She handles all 
legal matters pertaining to each 
child and is present in court for 
each case. Ellis listens to the 
guardian’s concerns and makes 
recommendations to the court on 
behalf of the guardian.

To keep track of the child, the 
guardian visits the child once 
a month either in the home in 
which they are living or at school 
or daycare. He or she may observe 
a visit between parent and the 
child. The guardian is given a full 
release by the parents, through 
court orders, to have access to 
all school and medical records. 
The guardian may interview all 
parties involved in the case and 
may visit a child at school.

The primary goal for the child 
is reunification with their parent 
or parents. However, this is not 
always possible. In some cases, 
permanency may be achieved 
through permanent guardianship 
with a family member or 
nonrelative, or adoption may be 
the outcome. The uncertainty for 
the child is very hard on them. It 
is the guardian’s job to reassure 
the child and to help them 
through the process. 

The Guardian ad Litem 
program does more than just 
supply a child with an advocate. 
Thanks to generous donations 
made by the community, each 
child is given birthday, Easter, 
and Christmas gifts that are 
age and gender appropriate. 
The Florida Council on Crime 
and Delinquency as well as 
the First Christian Church of 

Starke make Christmas gifts 
possible for all the children. 
The First United Methodist 
Women donate a birthday gift 
card for each child. The Altrusa 
Club of Starke donates Easter 
baskets for the children. This 
year the First Christian Church 
of Starke also assisted with this 
project. In addition, the Woman’s 
Club of Starke donated small 
handmade heart pillows. These 
organizations’ donations mean a 
lot to the children.

The Guardian Foundation 
Inc., a nonprofit corporation, 
has been established to provide 
resources and funding not 
provided by state funding to 
volunteers and to children in 
the Florida dependency system 
who have been abused or 
neglected. These funds provide 
children in the 8th Judicial 
Circuit an opportunity to live in 
a normal world in which they 
can participate in experiences 
and extracurricular activities 
that they might not have been 
able to participate in previously. 
Being able to participate in these 
day-to-day activities that other 
children might take for granted 
gives these children a sense of 
normalcy in their lives. 

Adams has worked for 
Guardian ad Litem for three 
years as an administrative 
specialist. She said they have 
a new computer program 
called Optima to handle all the 
paperwork and visitation reports 
for the volunteers as well as all 
court documents. In the past, 
volunteers had to manually fill 
out paperwork each time they 
visited their child. Now they 
may enter their visitation report 
on a computer.“Computers have 
bridged the gap and brought 
volunteers into the 21st century,” 
said Adams. It is much easier for 
the volunteer to make reports 
and keep track of information.

Volunteers come from all 
walks of life.

“There are no specific 
educational requirements 
because we train volunteers 
to become guardians,” said 
Rodgers. A volunteer must be 
at least 19 years of age and pass 
a level 2 background check. 
Phase one of training includes 
self-training with videos online. 
Phase two includes classroom/
virtual training via internet 
with a child advocate manager. 
During phase three the person is 
assigned a case and shadowed by 
a manager. The volunteer is also 
required to attend two hours of 
courtroom observation. 

The commitment of time for 
a guardian to complete monthly 
work is small, usually less than 10 
hours. Once a month a guardian 
will visit with their assigned 
child and complete a report 
about the visit. Every fifth month 
a Judicial Review is written and 
presented to the court about the 
child. This report is a chance 
for the guardian to express what 
they believe is in the best interest 
of the child. “Judges give great 
weight to the recommendations 
of the guardian,” said Rodgers.  

The guardian volunteer does 
not get paid. The rewards come 
when he or she realizes that 

Angela Armstrong

they are protecting, supporting, 
and helping a child to grow 
into a productive and successful 
member of society. One volunteer 
reported that a child who she was 
advocating for in court was asked 
by the judge what that child 
wanted to do when they grew 
up? The child turned and pointed 
to the guardian and said they 
wanted to do what she did. When 
a guardian is recognized in this 
way the reward is immeasurable. 

 “There is always a need for 
more GAL volunteers,” Rodgers 
said. 

Anyone interested in 
volunteering with the program 
may call 904-966-6237 or stop 
by the local Guardian ad Litem 
office.


