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THE STORY OF ONE
ONE CHILD, ONE GUARDIAN AD LITEM
In January 2010, she was released from the intensive care ward that
had been her home since her birth six months earlier – she had not
been expected to survive her heart deformities and other birth defects.
On that cool winter day, she was placed in foster care, and I became
the child’s Guardian ad Litem.
Her first major surgery occurred in the summer of 2011 when she was
one year-old and weighed just 13 lbs. Growth during her first year
had been less than hoped for, but the medical team couldn’t wait any
longer for her to become more robust. They decided that emergency heart surgery was
required sooner than they had wished, because her condition was deteriorating.
Her father was present in the hospital room along with the foster mother and me when
they made the decision to authorize the complex procedure for the following day. A priest
was called to baptize her that afternoon, and when he arrived, he asked who would be the
Godmother and Godfather. The priest asked if I was Catholic. I replied that I was not; rather,
I was Episcopalian. The priest responded, “Close enough.” So I was to play a dual role temporarily as her Guardian ad Litem and permanently as her Godfather.
She subsequently endured many other surgeries during her Florida years, I’ve lost count. She
endured these surgeries for more than three years. She grew and thrived both physically and
mentally in the care of her foster mother. In January of 2014 her father was given custody of
his daughter. Outside the courtroom that day, her father came to me and hugged me with
his other arm. “Mr. John,” he said to me, “I’ll never forget you. You’ll always have a home in
Texas Compadre!”
These were just some of the many happy, emotional moments I experienced with tears in my
eyes during three years as her Guardian ad Litem.
John Donis
Guardian ad Litem Volunteer
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SHE LEFT ME FOR A
YOUNGER MAN
On January 2, 2014, I lost her, and I’m
haunted now by the old Frank Sinatra hit
song:

”The night is bitter
The stars have lost their glitter
The winds grow colder
And suddenly you’re older
And all because of the gal that got away”
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“This is an historic year for the Program. Our team is creating its own legacy by
celebrating 35 years of child advocacy and more than 10,000 Guardian ad Litem
volunteers giving a voice to Florida’s most vulnerable children. Guardian ad Litem
volunteers and staff share in this legacy and allow our children’s voices to be heard.
They are that one voice for that one child, and I am thankful for our Guardian ad
Litem volunteers and staff who say, ‘I am for the child.’ ”
														
Alan F. Abramowitz
Executive Director
Statewide Guardian ad Litem Office
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THE GUARDIAN AD LITEM PROGRAM
When someone suspects a child is being abused, abandoned, or neglected, they call the Florida
Abuse Hotline (1-800-96ABUSE), and a protective investigator visits the child to determine if the
child’s welfare is endangered. The Department of Children and Families (the Department) may
offer services to the family if the child can remain at home in a healthy, safe environment where
her welfare is protected. However, if the child cannot remain safely at home with services, the
Department must remove the child, and she is placed in shelter care. When a child is sheltered,
a court hearing is held within 24 hours and a dependency case begins. A guardian ad litem
(GAL) is appointed at the shelter hearing to represent the best interests of the child, as required
by Florida Statutes.
While the Department and the Guardian ad Litem Program
(Program) both work to protect the safety and welfare of
abused, abandoned, or neglected children, the two entities
serve different purposes. The Department is responsible for
assessing risk and providing direct services to families, which
is done through community based care agencies.
The Program advocates exclusively for the best interests of
the children. Florida Statutes require a guardian ad litem be appointed at the earliest possible
time in the dependency proceeding. The Program often collaborates with the Department to
achieve a particular outcome for a child. The Program looks at the case through the eyes of the
individual child and makes recommendations to the court.
This independent perspective provides an opportunity for judges to hear what is best for each
child before making decisions that forever affect the child’s life.
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The guardian ad litem collects comprehensive information about the child and family and attends
staffings and hearings. A guardian ad litem will visit the child regularly in her home environment
to understand her needs and wishes and explain the process in a way she can understand.
Using this information, the Program makes recommendations to the judge as to the child’s best
interests and reports the child’s wishes. The Program works to ensure child-centered decisions
are made regarding placement, visitation, termination of parental rights, adoption, and the
child’s well-being. Some examples of issues a guardian ad litem might work on include ensuring
a child who has been removed from her home stays in the same school, advocating for increased
visitation between children and their parents or siblings, and identifying age-specific services for
children. The guardian ad litem monitors the child and all participants in the case to get children
into permanent homes and prevent them from languishing in the system.
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“The Voice of the Guardian ad Litem is the most important voice in the courtroom.”
											 			
Judge Cindy Lederman
11th Circuit Court
Miami, Florida
“Congratulations to the Guardian ad Litem program for 35 distinguished years of service to children
and their families in Miami Dade County. Your program is a gift to our child welfare system, the
children you advocate for and the judges you inform. Without you, our children would have
no voice in court and our judges could not keep our children safe.

Without you, children who

have already been neglected and abused by their parents may not have a friend and a ready
ear.

The judges in our child welfare system are more confident in their decisions knowing that

a Guardian ad Litem is on the case.
lives of so many children.

Your staff and volunteers have made a difference in the

Thank you for caring so much. With deep respect and gratitude.”

										

			
Judge Jeri Beth Cohen
11th Circuit Court
Miami, Florida

“Congratulations, Alan, on the 35-year birthday for the Guardian ad Litem. God gives each of us one
life to spend and many spend their life in petty, meaningless ways. You and your staff, however, spend
your lives in the way of scattered richness and color—the many jewels of time and love to children
and for children. May you wear those jewels in your crown of life. Blessings on many more years!”
											

			

Former Senator Ronda Storms
District 10
Florida Senate
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THE GUARDIAN AD LITEM MOVEMENT BEGINS (1974-1990)
Thirty-five years ago, before the Program was created, almost all of Florida’s abused and
neglected children went to court alone. Today, all of Florida’s 20 judicial circuits have adopted
and established local Guardian ad Litem Programs whose mission is to advocate for the best
interests of children alleged to be abused, abandoned or neglected and involved in court
proceedings. In that time, the Program has had over 30,000 guardian ad litem volunteers who
have represented more than 200,000 of Florida’s abused, abandoned or neglected children.
This year, the Program has more than 10,000 guardian ad litem volunteers giving a voice to
Florida’s most vulnerable children.
In the past 35 years the Program has gone from an idea to an essential part of the world of an
abused or neglected child. Without the Program and its dedicated staff and volunteers, children
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would not have a strong voice advocating for their best interests. To understand the Program’s
long-lasting and far-reaching impact it is important to understand how the Program began.
In 1974, concerned about the alarming number of reported incidents of child abuse and neglect,
the United States Congress passed the Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act, which was
the first comprehensive federal legislation dealing with these issues. Among other things, this
Act provided funds to states to appoint guardians ad litem to represent abused and neglected
children. This federal Act supplied the impetus for the Florida Legislature to become the nation’s
leader in providing guardian ad litem representation statewide. As a result of both the federal law
and the efforts of dedicated child advocates, in 1975, the Florida Legislature passed legislation
authorizing – but not requiring – courts to appoint a guardian ad litem in cases alleging child
abuse.
Around the time these developments occurred in Florida, Seattle Judge David Soukup came up
with an idea that began a child advocacy movement and changed America’s judicial procedure for
over a million children. In 1977, Judge Soukup obtained funding to recruit and train community
volunteers to advocate on behalf of children; these individuals were known as Court Appointed
Special Advocate (CASA) volunteers and the movement spread nationally. The Program is a
member of the National CASA Association.
In the late 1970’s, Florida law changed from merely authorizing courts to appoint a guardian
ad litem in child abuse and neglect proceedings to requiring them to do so. Because sufficient
funding for guardians ad litem was not provided, some counties attempted to meet the need
by using private attorneys, private foundations and other government agencies. In addition,
there was an attempt to provide these services through the offices of Florida’s public defenders.
Because of concerns with all of these models, many state and local officials continued to explore
alternatives for providing guardian ad litem services.
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Based upon the successes of these early volunteer models, representatives from around the
State came to Tallahassee in 1980 to lobby the Florida Legislature for funds for a volunteer
Guardian ad Litem Program. That year, the Legislature provided $200,000 to the Office of the
State Courts Administrator (OSCA) to develop and evaluate a pilot program using lay volunteers
to serve as guardians ad litem. In so doing, Florida became the first state to use general revenue
funds to develop a statewide volunteer Guardian ad Litem Program. The first project director,
Ellen Hoffenberg was hired to design training materials and oversee the implementation of the
state Program. Within the first year, the Program had been at least partially implemented in ten
judicial circuits (First, Second, Fourth, Sixth, Eighth, Tenth, Eleventh, Twelfth, Eighteenth, and
Twentieth). The Program was organized under the judicial branch, with statewide oversight of
the programs delegated to OSCA.
The local Guardian ad Litem Programs functioned independently, each under the local jurisdiction
of the circuit court. At the end of the first year, the programs had trained 407 volunteers and
had represented 1,026 children in abuse and neglect proceedings. An independent evaluation
of this pilot project completed in 1981 concluded that the volunteer model was likely to be the
most feasible, the least expensive and the most effective means of providing representation
to abused and neglected children. Based upon this evaluation, OSCA recommended, and
the Florida Legislature funded, continued implementation of the lay volunteer model and the
Legislature appropriated money for the eventual expansion of the program to the remaining
judicial circuits.
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“Thirty-five years ago, when Judge Gladstone
introduced me to Nan Rich, and ‘encouraged’
us to spearhead a GAL program in Miami, I don’t
think we imagined where we would all end up years
later, or how successful the GAL program would be
throughout the State.
Looking back, I think all the Volunteer Trainings,
lengthy meetings with DCF, lobbying for the State
funding, hiring Joni Goodman, and keeping pace
with the State Director Ellen Hoffenberg, were all a
part of what led to the beginning of our Community’s
increased awareness and advocacy concerning Child
Welfare issues. I believe GAL was also the catalyst for
many Programs that followed to address the needs
of children in our Community.
The GAL Program and the people who have
supported it over the years are some of the best
human beings in this State, and I am proud to be
associated with such an amazing group! Thank you
Bill Gladstone, for all your ‘encouragement’!”
______________________________________________
Berta Blecke
Berta Blecke got involved with the Program through
Junior League and she and former Senator Nan Rich
were among the first volunteers in Miami. (1981)
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THE GUARDIAN AD LITEM MOVEMENT GROWS (1990-2004)
By January 1990, all of Florida’s judicial circuits had implemented a volunteer Guardian ad Litem
Program, including the Orange County Bar Association’s program that utilizes pro bono attorneys.
During the time period between 1990 and 2004, the Program experienced tremendous growth
as well as many challenges.
One of the areas in which the Program evolved during this time is with the addition of program
attorneys and staff advocates. As the Department and the parents were given attorneys to
represent them in court, it became apparent that the Program also needed attorneys to assist
guardian ad litem volunteers and staff in the representation of children. The program attorneys

IMAGINING THE FUTURE

15

represent the best interests and protect the legal interests of children in all phases of court
proceedings from trial through the appellate process. The increase in program attorneys has
enabled the Program to participate more meaningfully in decision-making throughout the child’s
case. Around the same time that program attorneys were being added to the Program, there
was a recognition that when a volunteer was not available, a staff advocate should be appointed
to represent the best interest of the child. These staff advocates work in conjunction with the
program attorney to advocate effectively for the child.
In May 2002, Governor Jeb Bush established a Blue Ribbon Panel on Child Protection to review
the performance of the State’s child protection
system in Miami-Dade County and to examine the
case of Rilya Wilson, who was discovered missing
from state care. Following public testimony, the
panel submitted its report to the Governor with
recommendations for improving oversight and
accountability of child welfare services within
the Department. Among other things, the panel
recommended that the Florida Legislature set
among its highest priorities the full funding of the
Guardian ad Litem Program such that every child
under the supervision of the Department could have a guardian ad litem. As the panel concluded:
“if there is any program that costs the least and benefits the most, this one is it.” In
addition, the Panel found the Guardian ad Litem to be “an indispensable intermediary
between the child and the court, between the child and the (department).”
Based upon the recommendation of his panel, the Governor established a working group to
recommend a plan of action for realizing the full potential of the Guardian ad Litem Program.
In 2003, the Legislature provided both for the transfer of the Guardian ad Litem Program to
the Justice Administrative Commission and also for the appointment of a full-time executive
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director to oversee the Program statewide. On January 1, 2004,
the Program was transferred out of the state court system and a
statewide office was established to oversee the 21 local Programs.
Angela Orkin was appointed by Governor Bush to serve as the
office’s first Executive Director.
Not only did the support of Florida’s public officials for the Program
strengthen during this time period, but the community’s support of
the Program expanded during this time, as well. One example of this
increased community support was the development of non-profit
organizations for each of the local Guardian ad Litem Programs.
Today, every local Guardian ad Litem Program is affiliated with
a non-profit that assists the Program. Non-profit funds are used
for volunteer guardian ad litem appreciation events, reimbursing
volunteers for certain case-related expenses, and financing an
array of activities and emergency needs for children represented
by Guardian ad Litem Programs (e.g., tutoring, counseling, summer
camp, dancing lessons, eyeglasses, clothing).
In addition to the development of the local non-profits, another
way in which community support for the Program expanded during
this time period was with the founding of the Florida Guardian
ad Litem Association, which was established as a statewide
organization in 2001. The mission of this non-profit organization is
to provide additional resources for the Program, its volunteers, and
its affiliated circuit non-profit organizations in order to promote
representation for abused, abandoned or neglected children in
Florida’s dependency system.
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“Our most precious resource
is children.” It’s something
I hear when traveling
throughout Florida and the
nation. Here in Florida, we
have a program that gives
children a voice at what will
most likely be the toughest
time in a child’s life - the
Florida Guardian ad Litem
Program. The GAL Program
ensures that our most
vulnerable children have
a safe, permanent home.
Congratulations and thank
you Florida GAL Program, for
thirty-five years of listening,
understanding, mentoring,
caring and tireless advocacy
on behalf of Florida’s abused
and neglected children. I
am comforted to know your
GAL volunteers will continue
to be a voice for our most
precious resource.”
				
Jeb Bush
Former Governor
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“It has been my honor to work
closely with our Guardian ad Litem
community to help solve problems
for our kids. There is no question
in my mind that the world around
us is better today because of the
hard work and compassion of our
GALs.”
					
Representative Ben Albritton
District 56
Florida House of Representatives

“The tremendous growth of the
Guardian ad Litem Program in
its level of advocacy, its numbers
of children represented and
legislative accomplishments is no
surprise to me. The volunteers,
staff and GAL supporters are
dedicated, tireless child welfare
advocates who work hard to ensure
every child has a voice in court.”
					
Angela Orkin
First Executive Director of the
Statewide Guardian ad Litem Office
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“My years at the Guardian ad Litem program as a
Senior Staff Attorney (from 1982-98), are what I
attribute my lifelong passion for child advocacy and
my decision to jump into politics. I understood how
critical it was to have child advocates in the legislature
to help assure the policies, laws, and funds necessary
to protect the most vulnerable of children were in
place. We built a strong foundation for the statewide
agency, creating thousands of child advocates, both
lay and attorneys, as part of our base of volunteers
we recruited, trained and paired with lay guardians. In
addition, these impassioned and visionary volunteers
were responsible for creating several other major
support organizations; Voices for Children, Neat
Stuff, Foster Care Review and Casa Valentina were
created, seeing the children we represented as
having significant unmet needs. The Guardian ad
Litem program continues to maintain an excellent
model for child advocacy, and has spawned dozens
of community leaders who found their voice through
the program. For me, working at the Guardian ad
Litem program was the place I found what the true
meaning of advocate is all about, and will always hold
a strong bond with the program and the people who
make it work.”
							
Cindy Lerner
Staff Attorney for the Program in 1982-1998,
Former Representative

20

35TH ANNIVERSARY | 1980 - 2015

THE GUARDIAN AD LITEM PROGRAM 2005-2015
Through training, legislation, public-private partnerships, volunteer recruitment and sharing of
best practices, the Program has seen tremendous growth in both the number of guardian ad
litem volunteers and the level of advocacy the Program provided in the last ten years.
The Program has focused its attention on the recruitment of
guardian ad litem volunteers and pro bono attorneys. The
Program challenged itself with the 10,000 Voices Campaign.
The Program has reached the goal of 10,000 volunteers and
is well on its way to ensuring every abused and neglected
child in Florida has a voice in court. Florida leads the nation
in ensuring that every abused and neglected child has a
dedicated guardian ad litem giving them a voice in court.
On average, a volunteer stays with the Program for 32 months.
Over this 32 month period, the State receives $4,076 in goods
and services from each volunteer. More than $40 million is
contributed by the more than 10,000 volunteers and local
foundations that support our Program.

For Florida:
32 months-average volunteer service period
•
•
•

The Value of a
Volunteer
For Children:

• Do better in school
• 50 % less likely to return
to foster care
• Have fewer placements
• Receive more needed
services
• Are more likely to be
adopted
• Spend less time in foster
care

$3,397 - cost to support a guardian ad litem volunteer
$7,474 - average value of donated time & gas by
guardian ad litem volunteer
$4,076 - return on investment per guardian ad litem volunteer

Guardian ad litem volunteers save Florida $40 million in salaries and benefits.
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Legislative Initiatives.

Since 2005, the Program has worked with the Legislature
and with other child welfare organizations resulting in exciting changes for dependent children
including:
•
•
•
•
•

attorneys for children with certain disabilities;
a more child and foster family friendly approach to normalcy for foster youth;
protection of foster care children’s financial records;
guardian ad litem volunteers being allowed to transport children; and
a pathway for foster teens to drive.

While the Program has historically been known for the work of its thousands of volunteers,
since the establishment of the State Office, the Program has worked diligently to improve its
legal practice. The Program provides online new attorney training, in-person training, pro bono
training, a Legal Briefs Newsletter, monthly training calls on a variety of subjects, a forms bank
and a website. The Statewide Guardian ad Litem Program website (www.GuardianadLitem.org)
is a go-to resource for child welfare professionals.
In addition, in 2014 and 2015 the Program brought together child welfare advocates from across
the state and from various organizations at the first of its kind Guardian ad Litem Disabilities
Training Conference.

Public-Private Partnerships.

The government alone cannot meet the needs of
Florida’s abused, abandoned, and neglected children. Throughout the state there are not-forprofit organizations that support the Program and help address other needs of children. Some
of these organizations provide necessary items directly to children, such as football uniforms
and opportunities to attend summer camp, while others provide staff for the Program who
advocate for children. In many circuits these organizations also assist with recruitment and
retention of volunteers.

22

35TH ANNIVERSARY | 1980 - 2015

In 2007, the Florida Legislature authorized the Program to establish a direct support organization.
This organization, now known as the Florida Guardian ad Litem Foundation, works to strengthen
the network of not-for-profit organizations throughout the state and to raise private funds for
statewide Program needs such as volunteer recruitment.
Over the past 35 years, thousands of volunteers and staff have been tireless advocates on behalf
of Florida’s abused and neglected children. Florida’s Guardian ad Litem Program has seen
great growth in both numbers of children represented, volunteers and the level of advocacy
provided. The Program has worked in partnership with businesses, local non-profit organizations,
universities and individual guardian ad litem volunteers to ensure the Guardian ad Litem Mission
of “I am for the child” is realized.
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“The Florida Guardian ad Litem Program believes in encouraging partnerships, collaboration
and team work toward the common goal of safety and permanency for Florida’s most vulnerable
children. More than ten thousand volunteers, 175 attorneys, 350 Child Advocacy Managers, 20
Circuit Directors, GAL staff and thousands of children – but we work together as one team to
make sure the voice of one child is heard.”
														
Alan F. Abramowitz
Executive Director
Statewide Guardian ad Litem Office
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“Educate Tomorrow salutes the Florida Guardian ad Litem Program’s 35 years of service!
Twelve years ago Educate Tomorrow’s founder who is a zealous Guardian ad Litem, wanted
to provide a continuum of care into early adulthood for the children she was advocating for
through the Guardian ad Litem Program. As a program born from the advocacy and spirit
of the Guardian ad Litem Program, Educate Tomorrow shares in this momentous anniversary.
The Guardian ad Litem Program is the trailblazer in acknowledging the best interests of
abused and neglected children and has paved the way for Educate Tomorrow and many
other organizations statewide. This special relationship between Educate Tomorrow and the
Guardian ad Litem Program has produced many successful collaborations over the last decade.
In 2014, Educate Tomorrow presented the Guardian ad Litem Program with our Outstanding
Community Partner Award. In Educate Tomorrow’s desire to break the cycle of abuse and
poverty through education, we know no greater ally in the community than the Guardian ad
Litem Program. We appreciate and relish our connected history and look forward to a future
together of innovative ideas and creative change to help Miami’s most vulnerable children.
Thank you for all you do, and congratulations!”
														
Educate Tomorrow

“Congratulations on 35 successful years! The Guardian ad Litem programs have made
a terrific difference in the lives of children in the dependency system. You all have
been the independent voice speaking for the children and are their true guardians!”
														
Representative Gayle Harrell
District 83
Florida House of Representatives
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GET INVOLVED
Children who have a guardian ad litem are more likely to find a safe, permanent home and
receive more services. They are also more likely to have a consistent, responsible adult presence
in their lives, spend less time in foster care, have increased placement stability, and have better
educational outcomes. Abused and neglected children in Florida need your help. There are
many ways to get involved and say “I am for the child.”
•

Volunteer – we are seeking lay volunteers and pro bono attorneys

•

Support your local non-profit organization

•

Talk to your elected officials about the importance of the Guardian ad Litem Program

The Program has come so far in its first 35 years, but we have much work left to do for Florida’s
abused and neglected children. Will you join us? Please call 1-866-341-1GAL or visit
www.GuardianadLitem.org to learn more.
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“The Guardian ad Litem Program has a special place in my heart and always will. That’s
because of the dedicated volunteers who give their heart and soul to the program and to
the children they protect and nurture. In fact, the Guardian ad Litem is the only one in the
courtroom who is there solely to protect the best interests of the child.
The impact of this program and its volunteers lasts a lifetime. Every child needs a
champion and every child needs a Guardian ad Litem. The goal has always been to
provide a Guardian for each abused and neglected child. A wonderful way to celebrate the
program’s 35th anniversary would be meet that goal on behalf of the children we serve!”
														
Nan Rich
Former Florida State Senator
Sponsor of the 2003 bill creating the
Statewide Guardian ad Litem Office

“As we celebrate the Guardian ad Litem Program’s 35 years of dedicated best
interest representation of Florida’s most vulnerable children, I am reminded of
the great need for advocacy on behalf of dependent children with disabilities.
I imagine a future where these children live in safe permanent homes, where
their voices are heard, and where their abilities and strengths are celebrated.”
														
Judge David Gooding
2nd Circuit Court
Jacksonville, Florida
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Thank you to the Staff and Non-Profits of the Guardian ad Litem Program!
Statewide Guardian ad Litem Foundation www.FLGAL.org
Circuit 1
Pensacola
Northwest Florida Guardian ad Litem Foundation

Circuit 12
Bradenton
Children’s Guardian Fund

Circuit 2
Tallahassee
Child Advocates II

Circuit 13
Tampa
Voice for Children

Circuit 3
Live Oak
Voices for Children of the Suwannee Valley, Inc.

Circuit 14
Panama City
Advocates for Children, Inc.

Circuit 4
Jacksonville
Guardian ad Litem Foundation of Florida’s First
Coast, Inc.

Circuit 15
West Palm Beach
Speak Up! For Kids of Palm Beach County, Inc.

Circuit 5
Ocala
Voices for Children of North Central Florida, Inc.
Circuit 6
Clearwater
Guardian ad Litem Foundation of Tampa Bay, Inc.
Circuit 7
Daytona Beach
Guardian ad Litem7 Foundation, Inc.

Circuit 16
Key West
Voices for Florida Keys Children, Inc.
Circuit 17
Fort Lauderdale
Voices for Children of Broward County, Inc.
Circuit 18
Brevard
Friends of Children of Brevard, Inc.

Circuit 8
Gainesville
The Guardian Foundation, Inc.

Circuit 19
Port St. Lucie
Voices for Children of Okeechobee and the
Treasure Coast

Circuit 9
Kissimmee
Voices for Osceola’s Children

Circuit 20
Fort Myers
Voices for Kids of Southwest Florida

Circuit 10
Bartow
Speak Up for Children
Circuit 11
Miami
Voices for Children, Inc.

Florida Statewide
Guardian ad Litem Office
www.GuardianadLitem.org
866-341-1GAL
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