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Decades ago, when the federal government decided to provide advocates to children in 

abuse and neglect proceedings, it endorsed a model where citizens could bring a common-

sense perspective to court proceedings and children wouldn’t be treated as just another case 

number. Judges needed people to give them information and a view of the case from the 

child’s perspective, independent of the demands of an entire child protection system, its 

funding stream and resource challenges, and overwhelming caseloads. Children needed 

advocates who prioritized their safety and well-being – people who put the child’s best 

interests first.  This was the start of guardian ad litem.  

 

In Florida, this model has flourished due to the consistent support of citizens, the judiciary, 

governors, state and local governments, and charitable organizations.  Networks of 

individual volunteers grew into circuit GAL Programs. As federal and state agencies made 

recommendations to improve child welfare practice and representation of children, the GAL 

Programs adapted. Advocacy by lay people evolved into representation by multi-disciplinary 

teams with a lawyer for every child. The training for advocates continues to become more 

and more sophisticated, and now includes a comprehensive curriculum on topics from child 

development to trauma informed care to suicide awareness. Today more than ten thousand 

volunteers work with Program staff to make sure children have independent advocates in 

dependency proceedings. 

 

We are continuing to evolve, improve our advocacy, and work to reach more children. These 

Standards of Operation are part of that effort. I hope the Standards will be a useful tool for 

all of us in our commitment to providing high quality representation and best interests 

advocacy to Florida’s abused, abandoned, and neglected children.  

 

Sincerely, 

  

 

Alan F. Abramowitz 

Executive Director 
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1.A. Application. The Florida Guardian ad Litem (GAL) Program Standards are required 

by law and exist to promote excellence in representation of and best interests advocacy 

for abused, abandoned, and neglected children, while enabling local creativity and 

innovation to expand quality representation and meet the needs of the children in their 

communities.  The Program Standards were created through a collaborative effort of 

staff, volunteers, judges, children in foster care, young adults previously in foster care, 

and other stakeholders.   

 

These Standards are binding for all Program staff and volunteers. Attorneys affiliated 

with the Program are regulated by the Rules Regulating The Florida Bar. In adhering to 

these Standards, the best interests of the child should always be the governing factor. 

Some guidance on interpreting the Standards can be found in the Comments, and 

advocates are encouraged consult the Program’s website and the I Am for the Child 

Academy for more details on implementation and best practices. 

 

1.B. Program Mission. “I am for the Child.” 

 

1.C. Program Vision. The Florida Guardian ad Litem Program will represent abused, 

abandoned, and neglected children in accordance with Florida Statutes and provide 

proactive, child-centered, trauma-informed advocacy for their best interests, including 

their legal interests, using a partnership of community advocates and professional staff. 

 

1.D. Definitions.  

 Guardian ad Litem (GAL) refers to an individual advocating for the best interests of 

the child.  Consistent with Florida Statutes, that includes, but is not limited to, 

volunteers, Child Advocate Managers, Program Attorneys, pro bono attorneys, or 

staff members of the Statewide or circuit offices.  

 GAL Program Attorney refers to the attorney employed by the Program to 

represent the GAL and advocate for the child’s best interests, including legal 

interests, either in the circuit dependency proceeding or the appellate courts.  

 Child Advocate Manager (CAM) refers to an individual employed by the Program 

to advise, coach, manage, and support volunteers within the team model of 

advocacy. A CAM may also serve in a staff advocate role and perform the 

responsibilities of a GAL for a child with or without the assistance of a volunteer 

GAL. 
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 Attorney ad Litem (AAL) refers to an attorney who is appointed by the court to 

represent the child for purposes of the dependency proceeding. An attorney-client 

relationship exists between the AAL and the child in which the attorney will 

observe the attorney-client privilege and maintain confidentiality with the child and 

advocate for the child’s directives.  

 Pro Bono Attorney refers to an attorney who volunteers to serve as a GAL 

Program Attorney or an AAL. A pro bono attorney can also be assigned a case as 

a guardian ad litem. 

 The Program refers to the Statewide Guardian ad Litem Office, including each 

individual Circuit Office and Program Office. 

 

1.E. Core Values. The Program is committed to the following Core Values, which should 

guide the everyday advocacy of volunteers and staff: 

 Commitment to Children- The children for whom we advocate are our most 

important priority. 

 Communication Built on Trust- The Program has a culture of open communication, 

active listening, teamwork, and regard for the views of others. This includes being 

honest and straightforward with our stakeholders and the children we represent. 

 Collective Empowerment- Each circuit has the authority and responsibility to make 

and implement the best decisions and strategies to protect and further the child’s 

best interests. This empowerment should be passed on to volunteers, staff, and 

attorneys. 

 Collaboration- The Program proactively seeks to develop relationships that 

promote the well-being of the whole child, and parents, caregivers, community 

partners, and other individuals who have a significant relationship with the child. 

 Courtesy- The Program values all who engage in this challenging work and treats 

them with respect and dignity. 

 

1.F. Promoting and Advancing Inclusiveness and Diversity. The Program is 

committed to promoting and advancing diversity and inclusiveness as essential values 

and should advocate for the children it serves consistent with its commitment to these 

values. The Program will continue to demonstrate its commitment on both a state and 

local level by promoting diversity and inclusiveness in Program administration, 

management, and volunteer recruitment.  Differences in age, race, ethnic heritage, 

religion, sexual orientation, and gender identity should be embraced in the GAL Program 

work environment, recruitment, and training to enable GAL Volunteers and staff to 

understand and serve children and families with honesty, integrity and respect.   
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2.A. Represent the Child and Provide Best Interests Advocacy. By statute, the 

guardian ad litem is responsible for representing the child and advocating for the child’s 

best interests in the courtroom and in other proceedings where decisions impacting the 

best interests of the child are being made.  

 

Comments - The GAL is a fiduciary representative of each child, and representation of 

the child’s best interests, including the child’s legal interests, is the sole purpose of the 

advocacy. The GAL shall be present at all critical stages of the dependency proceeding, 

provide reports and recommendations to the court as required by law and the child’s 

best interests, and take any other actions determined to be in the child’s best interests.   

 

Using information gathered from the child, relevant records, and interviews with people 

in the child’s life, the GAL team should identify the unique needs of the children in the 

case and provide independent advocacy to meet those needs consistent with the goals 

established by the Legislature for children in dependency proceedings.  Examples 

include, but are not limited to: reunification or other permanency within a year; regular 

visitation with parents and siblings; appropriate and necessary assessments and 

services; placement in a home free from harm; reasonable, deliberate transitions; and 

involvement in the proceeding as appropriate.  

 

2.B. Support from a Safe and Stable Adult.  GALs should be aware of children’s 

needs for stability throughout the case and attempt to identify a safe and stable adult to 

support the child throughout the case or be that person. 

 

Comments - For decades, the hallmark of the GAL Program has been that GALs are 

often the only adult that stays with a child throughout the dependency case.  The 

presence of a safe and stable adult has been scientifically demonstrated to minimize 

trauma and build resilience in children.  GALs should engage the child in discussion 

about which people, routines, or items they need to feel supported and safe and should 

advocate that the child have access to those. GALs should seek to support the child 

throughout the case by being present at events the child is required or chooses to 

attend.   

 

2.C. Child Visits. A GAL Volunteer or staff member should visit the child a minimum of 

once every month, unless otherwise authorized by the Circuit Director.  

 

Comments - Under Florida and federal law, a guardian ad litem must be appointed to 

gain a first-hand understanding of the child’s situation in order to make an informed 
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recommendation to the court.  This is best accomplished through frequent contact and 

by building a trusting relationship with the child. While monthly visits are the minimum, 

GALs should assess the unique needs of the child and visit or communicate more 

frequently if it is in the best interests of the child. The Circuit Director or designee may 

authorize an alternative schedule for visiting a child (for example, every other month or 

communicating by phone) if the Circuit Director determines the Program can still 

effectively represent the child and advocate for the child’s best interests. 

 

Monthly visits should be conducted at the children’s residence, but the visits can 

periodically take place at an alternate site, such as a school or child care facility. All visits 

must be documented in the GAL Program’s online database. The GAL should consider 

the best time and setting to visit to allow children an opportunity to speak freely about 

their situation and environment (for example, seeking out a quiet place to talk in a group 

home). The GAL should be mindful of trauma triggers during visitation and review case 

information in advance to avoid any behaviors or questions that could re-traumatize the 

child.  

 

 

If a GAL encounters barriers to gaining access to an assigned child, or is only given 

limited access to children or their environment, the GAL’s immediate supervisor should 

be notified as soon as possible. The GAL team should pursue the administrative and 

legal means necessary with the Department of Children and Families (DCF), the 

Community Based Care (CBC) Agency, and the dependency court to resolve the access 

issue. Not having access to a child is a “red flag” for the safety of the child and must be 

treated with a sense of urgency. 

 

2.D. Independent Investigation.  A GAL must investigate the case and collect first-

hand information related to the child’s safety, well-being, and best interests throughout 

the case.  

 

Comments - Both Florida and federal law require appointment of a guardian ad litem to 

conduct an independent investigation and obtain a first-hand understanding of the child’s 

situation.  In addition to visiting the child frequently and in a variety of settings, it is a best 

practice for the GAL team to speak with and collect information from the child’s parent or 

parents, the child’s caregiver, and collateral contacts in the child’s life, such as teachers, 

coaches, or doctors.  The team should speak directly with providers and others who 

have first-hand information about the child and parents, and not rely only upon the case 

manager’s information. The information collected shall be provided to the court 

throughout the proceeding, as required by law and at any time it is determined to be in 

the child’s best interests. 
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2.E.  Providing Recommendations to the Court. The GAL team shall provide 

recommendations to the court in accordance with statutory requirements and any time it 

is determined to be in the child’s best interests.   

 

Comments - The GAL should provide thorough, up-to-date information and 

recommendations to the court on the child’s best interests throughout the proceeding.  

The team’s recommendations should be informed by the child, in light of the child’s age, 

cognitive ability, maturity, trauma history, and therapeutic needs.  The GAL should give 

the children who can understand the opportunity to provide input on decisions and report 

the child’s wishes to the court as required by statute, even if it is not consistent with the 

Program’s recommendations.   

 

Recommendations can be made through testimony and/or a written reports and should 

focus on the child’s safety and well-being, the achievement of desired outcomes and 

case plan goals for the child, and expeditious permanency.  It is best practice for both 

the GAL Volunteer and the CAM to sign the written court report, as this reflects the 

collaborative nature of the court report. Volunteers who have credentials are permitted to 

add them as part of their signature even though they are not being used as experts in a 

case and will testify as lay people. 

 

2.F. Supporting the Child’s Participation in the Proceedings.  The GAL team should 

ascertain the child’s desire and willingness to participate in dependency proceedings, 

determine if it is in the child’s best interests to participate, and support the child’s 

participation as appropriate.   

 

Comments - Children have the right to participate in all aspects of their dependency 

proceedings. The GAL Program Attorney should assess whether and when to talk with 

the child directly about participation in or events that occur in court, with input from the 

GAL team. The GAL team should prepare children for the proceedings they will attend in 

a developmentally appropriate, trauma-informed way.  Consideration should be given to 

use of comfort items for the child, such as facility dogs or therapy dogs, and/or the 

protections under Florida Statutes available to witnesses.  

 

If the child indicates he/she does not want to attend court or the GAL team determines 

that it is not in the best interests of the child to attend court, the GAL Program Attorney 

should notify the court and other parties.  If the child wants to attend but the GAL team 

does not believe it is in the child’s best interests, for example after recommendation by a 

therapist, the Program Attorney will notify the court and other parties prior to the hearing.   
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2.G. Mentoring. GAL Volunteers and staff are encouraged to act as a mentor for a child 

for whom he or she is also the GAL. 

 

Comments - GALs are encouraged to be a consistent, supportive presence for the child 

and identify others in the child’s life who can help nurture and guide them. In assessing 

the child’s need for mentoring, GALs should consider whether the child’s parents, 

relatives, or fictive kin are filling this role, examine available community resources and 

support groups available at educational institutions, as well as the child’s needs and 

trauma history when making decisions on the necessary level of engagement. 

 

If a child ages out of the dependency system, or at any time after a court discharges the 

GAL Program, the GAL may stay involved in a young adult’s life if the young adult 

wishes to maintain the relationship. Consideration should be given to the child’s history 

and needs when determining the level of involvement. Relationships outside of the 

court’s jurisdiction are in an individual and personal capacity. GALs in such relationships 

are not acting as a designee of the Program and should not hold themselves out as 

such.  However, if a young adult contacts the GAL for the purpose of entering or re-

entering Extended Foster Care, the GAL can offer to assist the youth, contact the 

Program, and seek re-appointment if it is in the child’s best interests. 

 

2.H. GAL Shall Not Serve as Caregiver.  GALs should not assume the role of the 

child’s caregiver or make decisions that should be made by the child’s caregiver.   

 

Comments - While the GAL may develop a strong bond and long-term relationship with a 

child, a GAL must not take on the responsibilities for caring for the child or making 

decisions for the child that belong to the child’s caregiver. Under the authority of the 

Florida Statutes, a GAL may transport a child, serve as an educational surrogate, and 

sign an application for a learner’s driving permit with the consent of the child’s caregiver.    

 

Additionally, a GAL can share a family meal, a holiday celebration, or other age 

appropriate gathering in his/her home with his/her GAL child if approval is given by the 

child’s caregiver and case manager. If circumstances arise where it is in the best 

interests of a child for a GAL Volunteer or staff member to take greater responsibility for 

a child, for example traveling long distances for a child to attend an activity important to 

the child or accompanying a child as he or she transitions to a new placement, the GAL 

team should consult with the Circuit Director and obtain permission and/or notify the 

court as needed.   
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If a GAL wishes to become a foster parent or adoptive parent for a child represented by 

the Program, the GAL should notify the Circuit Director so a different individual can serve 

as the child’s GAL, consistent with Standard 6.E.  

 

 

Guardian ad Litem Staff and Volunteers shall: 

1. Diligently represent and be guided solely by the best interests of the child and only 

take actions that are within the scope of a GAL’s roles and responsibilities; 

2. Hold confidential all information obtained in the course of service as a Guardian ad 

Litem even after such service has ended, as required by law; 

3. Report any new or suspected incident of child abuse or neglect to the Florida Abuse 

Hotline and his or her supervisor as soon as possible after becoming aware of the 

allegation; 

4. Monitor an assigned child regularly, including visiting the child once every month at a 

minimum, unless an alternative visitation schedule has been approved by the Circuit 

Director and documented in the GAL Program’s online database; 

5. Submit documents to the court through the GAL Program Attorney; 

6. Notify the Circuit Director as soon as possible if he or she becomes involved in an 

investigation or a case with allegations of child abuse or neglect, including investigations 

involving family members; 

7. Advise the Circuit Director as soon as possible if he or she is arrested, charged with, 

or convicted of a criminal offense; 

8. Act with professionalism at all times while acting as a representative of the Guardian 

ad Litem Program; 

9. Uphold and comply with all of the Program’s Standards, guidelines, and core values, 

as well as any local Circuit Office guidelines; 

10. Not practice, condone, facilitate, or participate in any form of discrimination, including 

but not limited to discrimination on the basis of race, color, gender, sexual orientation, 

gender identity, age, religion, ethnicity, marital status, or mental or physical handicap; 

11. Not accept a fee for services as a GAL appointed through the Program, nor solicit 

funds or gifts for personal benefit; and 

12. Not engage in ex parte communication with the judge or in any unprofessional 

communication about the judge’s actions related to a dependency proceeding. 

Disagreements with any judicial rulings or orders must be handled through the legal 

process. 
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4.A. The Team Model. The GAL Program uses a multidisciplinary team model of 

advocacy that is child-centered and driven by the best interests of the child.  

 

Comments - A multidisciplinary team is a group composed of members with varied but 

complementary experience, qualifications, and skills that contribute to the achievement 

of the organization’s specific objectives. In the GAL Program’s team model, the GAL 

Volunteer, CAM, and GAL Program Attorney will collaborate to provide representation of 

and advocacy for the child with support from the Circuit Leadership team, including the 

managing attorney and circuit director.  The membership of the team should be tailored 

to the unique needs of each child, and while children may have more or less than three 

individuals on their team, a GAL Attorney must be on the case of every child.  

 

The GAL will commit time to visit and mentor the child and serve as a stable, supportive 

adult for the child. GALs bring an independent community perspective to the case and 

the child welfare system.   The GAL should be the Team’s expert on the child.  

 

The CAM will use his or her knowledge on local resources for children and child welfare 

systems generally to supervise, support, and guide the volunteer on how to navigate the 

system, identify issues that should be escalated, and find resources that can be 

accessed to help the child achieve stability and permanency as expeditiously as 

possible.  A CAM may also serve in a staff advocate role, and perform the 

responsibilities of a GAL for a child with or without the assistance of a GAL Volunteer. 

 

The GAL Program Attorney will identify and manage the legal issues in the case. The 

Program Attorney provides advice and counsel to the team and to the child giving 

consideration to the child’s age, cognitive ability, maturity, trauma history, and 

therapeutic needs. The GAL Program Attorney represents the GAL Program and while 

there is no attorney-client relationship between the GAL Attorney and the child, the GAL 

Attorney has a fiduciary duty to the child as the beneficiary of the Program’s 

representation. Representation of the child’s best interests is the sole purpose of the 

advocacy. 

  

In order for the team to deliver a high level of professionalism and quality representation 

for children, CAMs must maintain Certification through the Program’s collaboration with 

the Florida Certification Board, and GAL Program Attorneys should strive to be Board 

Certified in Juvenile Law through The Florida Bar. 
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4.B. Information Sharing. Each GAL team member has an obligation to ensure that all 

members of the team have current information from which to form an opinion and make 

decisions on case.  

 

Comments - Each team should have a defined procedure for routine information-sharing, 

a process for escalating important issues, and an expectation that information is 

provided to the court and other parties whenever it is in the best interests of the child to 

do so. Teams should use the GAL Program’s online database to facilitate and promote 

communication and real-time information sharing, for example by identifying action items 

and including summaries of staffings.  

 

4.C. Case Staffings. Case staffings should be conducted regularly to facilitate best 

interests advocacy on behalf of the child with a focus on the child’s safety and well-

being, the achievement of desired outcomes and case plan goals for the child, and 

expeditious permanency.   

 

Comments - The entire team should schedule time to discuss its cases together, review 

and exchange case information on a regular basis, and establish case-specific action 

plans, goals, and timeframes to act throughout the proceeding, which should be noted in 

the GAL Program’s online database. Circuit Directors should identify case characteristics 

that must be brought to the attention of supervisors for staffing, for example, if a child 

must be separated from siblings, has a Baker Act or heightened risk for suicide, has an 

excessive number of placements, spent an extended period of time in out-of-home care, 

or experienced multiple adverse childhood experiences.  

 

4.D. Conflict Resolution. If a difference of opinion regarding a case issue or advocacy 

decision arises, the team should discuss the issue, conduct a staffing if necessary, and 

develop a consensus position. When a conflict arises as to an issue of fact, the team 

shall defer to the GAL Volunteer and CAM. When a conflict arises as to an issue of law, 

the team shall defer to the GAL Program Attorney. If team members cannot reach 

consensus, they should consult with circuit leadership. Circuit leadership can confer with 

regional and state office staff if needed. 

 

Comments – Since each member of the team has a distinct role and a different 

perspective, and because of the importance of issues decided in dependency court, it is 

probable that differences of opinion will arise. If a conflict arises, the team should 

conduct a staffing to ensure all members have current information and all views can be 

heard. There may be circumstances when the preferred solution is not legally possible 

and, in such circumstances, the GAL Program Attorney should counsel the team, and 

when appropriate the child.   
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The team should consider whether there is a benefit to providing information on both 

sides of a disputed issue to the court. Sometimes it can be in the best interests of a child 

to report to the court on solutions that were ruled out because they were not legally 

possible, which should be decided by the Program Attorney.  However, the team should 

always give the court a single recommendation as to what is ultimately in the child’s best 

interests, and all members of the team should be advised of the final decision in 

advance, so the issue can be escalated if needed.     

 

5.A. Communicating with Children.  GALs should have open and honest 

communication with children keeping in mind the child’s age, cognitive ability, maturity, 

trauma history, and therapeutic needs.   

 

Comments – Communication with children should be consistent, developmentally 

appropriate, and culturally sensitive.  GALs should explain their role, how the child can 

reach them, and what to do if they have a problem or concern with their case or the GAL. 

In communicating the GAL role, children who can understand should be told that the 

GAL advocates for their best interests and does not maintain confidentiality or have 

attorney-client privilege.   

 

GALs should be aware of verbal and non-verbal communication from the child and any 

considerations that may impact the child’s ability or willingness to comprehend situations 

or discuss them, for example the child’s trauma history and therapeutic needs. GALs 

should take cues from the child as to communication style and how the child prefers to 

be addressed, which may be influenced by issues related to culture or gender 

identity/expression.  Additionally, GALs should be aware of situations when a child may 

not want particular personal information disclosed, for example details of their abuse or 

issues related to their sexuality, and the GAL team should manage the disclosure with 

discretion and respect and in a way that does not traumatize the child.     

 

5.B. Advocating for Participation in Childhood Activities.  The GAL should advocate 

for children to participate in age-appropriate extracurricular, enrichment, and social 

activities to promote stability, normalcy, and resilience.  

 

Comments - The GAL Program recognizes the importance of children in the dependency 

system being able to participate in activities just as any other child might. GAL teams 

should work with parents, caregivers, DCF, and the court to facilitate and promote 
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normalcy and positive childhood experiences for children. Group homes and shelters are 

not exempt from normalcy requirements and must identify someone to be the 

“caregiver.” A caregiver’s decisions regarding normalcy activities cannot be contrary to a 

pre-existing court order. 

 

The GAL should be continuously aware of who is making the decisions for children. If 

there are logistical or cost barriers to participation in activities, the GAL should advocate 

for solutions, including support from other providers, non-profits, and community 

resources.  

 

5.C. Trauma Informed Advocacy. GALs should approach each case with an 

understanding of trauma, advocate for necessary assessments and services, work to 

minimize re-traumatization, and support the development of resiliency.   

 

Comments - For children experiencing trauma symptoms, the GAL team may need to 

emphasize certain aspects of best interests advocacy, such as ensuring the children 

have a safe and stable adult in their lives, that any transitions are deliberately planned 

and reasonable, and that opportunities are provided to build resiliency through positive 

childhood experiences. The GAL Program Attorney should participate in discussions 

about how to support the child or minimize trauma in court proceedings. 

 

5.D. Advocating for an Educational Surrogate. The GAL may request appointment of 

an educational surrogate for the child if the child meets the requirements in Florida 

Statutes. If the GAL wishes and meets local training requirements, the GAL may serve 

as the child’s educational surrogate. 

 

5.E. Advocating for Transition to Adulthood. GALs should advocate for older children 

and young adults are given appropriate transition services beginning at age 13 as 

required by law. 

 

Comments - Beginning at age 13, Florida law specifies certain procedures designed to 

prepare older children for adulthood. GALs should advocate for children to be provided 

these opportunities in a meaningful way and that the child participate as appropriate. 

 

5.F. Transportation of Children. GAL Volunteers and staff approved by the Circuit 

Director may be permitted to transport children represented by the Program if the child’s 

caretaker gives permission for the GAL to do so. However, if a situation arises that 

presents an emergency or safety issue for a child, any certified GAL may transport if 

necessary. 
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Comments - Interested GALs may seek approval to transport children but shall not be 

required by the Program or ordered by the court to do so. In order to transport children, 

all staff and volunteers must follow the Program’s Transportation Guidelines. Approval to 

transport must be documented in the personnel file and in the GAL Program’s online 

database. Any denials to transport are to be determined by the Circuit Director and 

properly documented. 

 

Any child who is represented by the Program who is five years of age or older is eligible 

to be transported.  Approval can be given by the Circuit Director for a child under the age 

of five, on a case-by-case basis. Transportation should be documented in the Program’s 

online database. 

 

If an emergency requires that a child be transported outside of approved procedures, a 

GAL Volunteer should contact the CAM so the Program can be in communication with 

the child’s caseworker and/or the CBC’s on-call case management staff. The GAL 

Program Attorney must also be notified and the team should work with the CBC to 

resolve the immediate emergency or safety concerns. The Circuit Director or his/her 

designee must be notified and updated when a GAL is involved in an emergency 

situation as described in this standard. 

 

5.G. Advocate for the Child’s Personal Identity Development. GALs should respect, 

support, and nurture the healthy development of every child’s self -identity, including the 

child’s racial, ethnic, language, religious, cultural, sexual orientation, gender identity and 

gender expression.  

 

Comments - The GAL team should monitor whether the child is given ample and quality 

opportunities for exploring and developing their personal identity. If the GAL team 

determines that a placement or circumstance is unsupportive of or undermining a child’s 

natural growth and development of self-identity, the GAL team should take action to 

protect the child’s best interests.  Examples include, but are not limited to, advocacy for 

trainings or interventions to educate the persons involved, or advocacy for alternative 

placement or circumstances. GALs should seek training and support for their own 

understanding of the child’s self-identity to be effective advocates. 

 

5.H. Advocating for Children with Delinquency Involvement. If a child represented 

by the Program is also involved in a delinquency proceeding, the GAL team should 

report that information to the court if the court is not already aware and advocate for the 

child’s best interests to be served in a coordinated way in both proceedings. 
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Comments – When a child represented by the Program is also involved in a delinquency 

proceeding, the GAL can provide a link between the two proceedings, while avoiding 

duplication of effort. The GAL team should coordinate its efforts through the child’s 

delinquency attorney and participate in staffings, meetings and hearings as appropriate.  

 

The team should evaluate how placement, services, and permanency are affected by the 

delinquency case and determine how its statutory responsibilities in dependency court 

intersect with issues in the delinquency proceeding, including, but not limited to, 

providing information to the judges involved so the court has accurate up-to-date 

information to make the best possible decisions for the child. If the child’s cases are not 

being heard by the same judge, and particularly if they are in different judicial circuits, 

the team should work with the child’s delinquency attorney to coordinate decision-

making in a way that best serves the child.  

 

5.I. Appointment of an Attorney for a Dependent Child with Certain Special Needs. 

GALs shall act in accordance with Florida Statutes with regard to appointments of 

attorneys for dependent children with certain special needs, specifically children who: 

• are placed in, or being considered for placement in, a residential mental health 

treatment center;  

• reside in, or are being considered for, placement in a skilled nursing facility; 

• have been diagnosed with a developmental disability, as defined by Florida 

Statutes; 

• are a victim of human trafficking as defined in Florida Statutes; or 

• decline to assent to a psychotropic medication.   

 

If a child assents to psychotropic medication, but the GAL believes a child does not have 

sufficient age, cognitive ability, or maturity to meaningfully assent, the GAL Program 

Attorney should provide that information to the judge. 

 

Comments – Florida Statutes require DCF to identify children who are eligible for 

appointment of attorney for children with certain special needs and the GAL team should 

advocate that the law be followed with regard to such appointments. Additionally, judges 

can exercise their inherent authority to appoint attorneys ad litem. If the GAL team 

determines a child has an issue requiring special expertise such as immigration law, the 

team may request such an appointment if it is in the child’s best interests. If a child asks 

to have an attorney appointed, the GAL Program Attorney should speak with the child 

about such representation, and the team should inform the court and provide a 

recommendation on whether such representation is in the child’s best interests in light of 

the child’s age, cognitive ability, maturity, trauma history and therapeutic needs.  
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5.J. Advocating for Young Adults in Extended Foster Care. A GAL can continue to 

represent a child in Extended Foster Care and help with the transition to adulthood as 

long as the young adult consents and the appointment of the GAL is extended or 

renewed by the Court. 

 

5.K. Advocating for a Health Care Surrogate. The GAL may recommend the 

appointment of a health care surrogate for a child in care who has severe or serious 

medical needs. The GAL shall always request the appointment of a health care 

surrogate if there is no parent or caregiver available or willing to act on behalf of the child 

and in situations when end of life issues exist. 

 

5.L. Advocating for Youth Who May Need a Guardian Advocate or Guardianship. If 

a child meets the statutory requirements for appointment of a guardian advocate or a 

limited or plenary guardian, the GAL Team should inform the court and the other parties 

and advocate for the appointment of a guardian or guardian advocate. 

 

Comments – The GAL team should participate in all necessary staffings and provide 

proactive advocacy when appointment of a guardian or guardian advocate is necessary, 

such as for an updated case plan and a multi-disciplinary report prior to the child’s 18th 

birthday as required by law.  If the court determines a guardian advocate or guardian is 

needed, the GAL should be involved in the process of identifying and recommending the 

person to serve as the guardian or guardian advocate for the youth.  

 

6.A. Guardian ad Litem Recruitment, Screening, and Selection. Each Circuit Director 

is responsible for recruitment, screening, and selection of GAL Volunteers who meet 

Program qualifications and reflect the inclusiveness and diversity that are essential 

components of quality advocacy for children. 

 

6.B. Guardian ad Litem Qualifications. All GAL Volunteers must complete an 

application, interview, and background check approved by the Statewide Office and 

meet the qualifications in the Florida Statutes. A Circuit Director has sole discretion to 

accept or reject a GAL Volunteer applicant. 

 

A GAL Volunteer must be 21 years of age or older. Young adults between the ages of 19 

and 21 may become certified volunteer GALs and work under the guidance of and in 

partnership with a certified volunteer GAL over the age of 21. 
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6.C. Guardian ad Litem Pre-Certification Training. Guardian ad litem Volunteer 

applicants and staff members must successfully complete 30 hours of pre-certification 

training provided by the Program prior to being certified as a GAL, unless the Circuit 

Director determines the individual has comparable training.  

 

Comments - Circuit Programs must use the Guardian ad Litem pre-certification training 

module approved by the Statewide Office. A Circuit Director may use his/her discretion 

to include training in addition to the approved curriculum.  

 

The Circuit Director, in collaboration with the Managing Attorney, may establish training 

requirements for attorneys who wish to act as guardians ad litem for children prior to an 

assignment to be eligible for certification. An attorney in good standing with the Florida 

Bar may be approved for certification after any required training needs are met. 

 

A foster parent who is currently licensed, in good standing with the licensing agency, and 

has completed the agency’s required training can be eligible for certification after 

completion of a successful background check approved by the Statewide Office. The 

Circuit Director has the discretion to require completion of any portion of the preservice 

training.  

 

Additionally, employees of other child welfare related agencies and law enforcement 

agencies who have completed required training and background checks conditional for 

their employment may be certified as GALs without additional training on a case-by-case 

basis at the discretion of the Circuit Director. 

 

6.D. Certification of Former GAL Staff as a Guardian ad Litem Volunteer. Program 

staff members who either resign from or are terminated from the Program may still serve 

as a GAL Volunteer on a case-by-case basis at the discretion of the Circuit Director. 

 

6.E. GAL as a Foster Parent or Adoptive Parent. Individuals who are foster or 

adoptive parents, or are in the process of becoming foster or adoptive parents, may 

continue to serve as certified GALs. An individual cannot serve as the GAL for a child 

placed in his or her home. However, neither foster nor adoptive parents have an inherent 

conflict of interest that would make them unable to serve as GALs. 

 

6.F. Guardian ad Litem Program In-Service Training Requirement. GAL staff and 

Volunteers must complete the required minimum hours per year of in-service training 

approved by the Circuit Director and should document it in the GAL Program’s online 

database. For GAL Volunteers the minimum is 12 hours; for CAMs the minimum is 20 

hours.  However, there is no in-service requirement during the volunteer GAL’s or staff 
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member’s first year with the Program, and there is no in-service requirement for pro 

bono attorneys or any attorneys working for the Program as long as they are in 

compliance with their Continuing Legal Education (CLE) as active members of the 

Florida Bar. 

 

6.G. Specialty Training and Certification. GAL staff and volunteers must complete any 

specialized trainings required by statute prior to advocating for a child whose needs 

require such training. Completion of optional trainings or certifications should be 

recorded in the GAL Program’s online database to facilitate matching volunteer skills 

with the needs of children.  

 

Comments - If the Legislature requires specialized training for children in particular 

circumstances, for example the Keeping Children Safe Act, such training should be 

completed before accepting appointment and documented in the GAL Program’s online 

database. CAMs should confirm GAL Volunteers have the requisite certifications prior to 

assigning the case. If a member of the GAL team discovers that the child’s 

circumstances change during the representation and additional training is required, he or 

she should notify the rest of the team and initiate a plan to comply with the statute.  

Completion of other specialty training or certification, for example for mentoring, 

educational advocacy, or transportation, should be documented in the GAL Program’s 

online database. 

 

6.H. Guardian ad Litem Annual Recertification Reviews. Each GAL Volunteer shall 

participate in an annual re-certification review. 

 

6.I. Reassignment or Removal of GAL Volunteer.  The decision to remove a GAL 

from an assigned child is the responsibility of the Circuit Director and may not be 

delegated. GAL Volunteers shall not be removed from a case without being informed of 

their team’s concerns by the Circuit Director and given the opportunity to respond.  

 

6.J. Non-Case Volunteers. A Circuit Director may authorize volunteers to provide 

support and enhancements for the daily operations of the Program instead of or in 

addition to being assigned to the cases of individual children. The volunteers must 

complete the same background screening as a certified Guardian ad Litem and sign a 

confidentiality agreement if they will be working with confidential case records or 

information. 

 

Comments - Volunteers who will not be assigned to cases do not need to complete the 

30 hours of GAL training. Youth 17 years of age and older can serve as non-case 

volunteers as long as their service to the Program ensures that confidentiality is 
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maintained. Each Circuit Director should develop and implement an orientation that will 

assist volunteers in understanding the Program’s mission and their roles and 

responsibilities. Background screening is required for youth as for adults. 

 

7.A. Case Acceptance. Circuit Directors should work with the court to prevent 

appointment to cases that exceed the capacity of the Program’s resources. 

 

7.B. Case Assignment. Each circuit should assign a GAL for children consistent with 

legislative priorities, statutory guidance, and case law, and in consideration of Program 

resources, prioritizing children who have been removed from their caregiver first, before 

assigning GALs for children who have not been removed. 

 

A GAL must always be appointed to the child when a decision to terminate parental 

rights (TPR) and pursue a goal of adoption has been made since case law has held that 

not having a GAL advocating for a child on a TPR case may be grounds for reversal.   

 

7.C. Guardian ad Litem Caseloads. GAL Volunteers should generally be assigned to 

only one or two cases at a time, and no more than five cases unless given permission by 

the Circuit Director. 

 

Comments - Consideration for exceptions to caseload standards should be on a case-

by-case basis and include the Circuit Director’s assessment of the needs of the children. 

The GAL Program Attorney may also need to be consulted to provide input on the need 

for availability to attend court and the quality of the testimony. This Program Standard is 

consistent with the National CASA (Court Appointed Special Advocate) Standards. 

 

7.D. Conflict of Interest. The GAL Program shall not accept appointment to a case 

where the Program has an impermissible conflict of interest and shall seek discharge if 

an impermissible conflict of interest arises after appointment.  An impermissible conflict 

of interest between the GAL Program and a child or children will be found if the GAL 

Program has a duty, or the appearance of a duty, to another that may prevent the GAL 

Program from being fully able to represent the child to whom the Program is appointed. If 

an individual GAL Volunteer or staff member has a conflict, this may be resolved by 

assigning another individual from the Program in the discretion of the Circuit Director.   

 

Comments - Upon appointment, the GAL Program and all of its staff and volunteers owe 

a duty of loyalty to the child and must be able to provide the child with independent 
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advocacy and supply the court with all information necessary to make decisions in the 

child’s best interests. When determining whether a conflict of interest exists, the 

appropriate test to be used is for a fiduciary and a beneficiary. 

 

GALs have an obligation to notify the GAL Program Attorney if they are aware of a 

possible conflict of interest.  Examples include prior involvement with individuals involved 

in the case, any personal reasons that may not allow them to provide best interests 

advocacy for a child, and situations when the Program is appointed to represent multiple 

related children whose interests conflict with one another. The Circuit Director and 

Managing Attorney should conduct a staffing to determine an appropriate solution and 

inform the parties and the court as necessary. 

 

If the Program is appointed to represent multiple children, the GAL Attorney should 

actively assess the ability of the Program to represent and advance the interests of one 

child without compromising the interests of the other. Examples of such situations 

include, but are not limited to, when the Program simultaneously represents a minor 

parent and that minor’s child(ren) or has previously represented the minor child’s parent 

or when representing two or more children where the best interests of one child are 

incompatible with or contrary to the best interests of another. If the Program determines 

it cannot faithfully represent the best interests of all the children without compromising 

the interests of one, the Program shall advise the court and provide a recommendation 

as to whether alternate or additional representation should be provided. This may 

include: assigning a GAL from a different circuit, county, or unit; use of a pro bono 

attorney; or seeking appointment of an attorney ad litem. 

 

An impermissible conflict will not be found simply because the GAL is advocating in good 

faith for the child’s best interests and the child conveys a position that may be opposed 

to the position taken by the GAL.   

 

7.E. Discharge of the Guardian ad Litem Program. When the Program determines it is 

unable to accept appointment to a case or assign the case within 30 days of 

appointment, a motion to discharge shall be prepared and filed with the court. 

 

Comments - The decision to petition the court to be discharged from a case should be 

made on a case-by-case basis. Circuit Directors must have a procedure for GALs visiting 

all children and assessing the needs of the children prior to filing a motion to discharge. 

No motion to discharge from a case should be filed based solely on the inability to assign 

a case without supportive information based on a face-to-face visit with the child(ren) 

and a review of available records. If the court systemically denies discharge from cases, 
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the Circuit Director and Managing Attorney must request assistance from the Statewide 

Office.  

 

8.A. Out of Circuit Cases. Every child to whom the Program is appointed, regardless of 

whether he/she is placed within their circuit of jurisdiction or within the State of Florida, 

shall have his/her case assessed for assignment. 

 

Comments - All children referred to another circuit for visitation and monitoring 

assistance will, at a minimum, receive one assessment visit by the receiving office in 

order to provide information regarding the placement and the well-being of the child.  

 

The two circuit offices involved should coordinate and share necessary information. If 

possible, a phone staffing should occur to provide current information regarding the 

children and family and provide guidance on communicating with the child to prevent 

possible re-traumatization. A GAL Volunteer or staff member who is conducting in-

person visits with the child should be considered and respected as a member of the GAL 

team and as a co-GAL for the child. His/her best interests recommendations as to the 

needs of the child should be included in all GAL court reports. If there are any 

disagreements with their recommendations and the conflict cannot be resolved within the 

team, the conflict resolution stated in Standard 4.D. should be engaged. 

 

If the Circuit Director in the circuit of jurisdiction determines that the advocacy for the 

child can be covered by staff, it may not be necessary to have an assigned GAL 

Volunteer from the sending circuit, as long as there is a GAL visiting the child from the 

receiving circuit. The GAL Program Attorney should notify the court and parties and seek 

any accommodations that would allow the GAL visiting the child to participate in court 

hearings. When making the decision about the necessity of keeping an assigned GAL 

from the sending circuit, the Circuit Director should consider the relationship between the 

GAL and the child.  

 

8.B. Out of State Request for Child Advocacy Assistance. There is no statutory 

authority for the Program to provide child-specific support for advocacy services from 

another state’s court, GAL or CASA Program. This does not preclude a Circuit Director 

from providing information regarding services and resources that will assist the 

requesting state with their advocacy. 

 



20 

 

Comments - Assistance could include a visit to the planned placement for the child in 

order to provide the requesting state with factual information, including background and 

safety information which, if completed, does not violate the Interstate Compact on the 

Placement of Children (ICPC). This visit can only be conducted with approval from the 

prospective caregiver and the placement agency. If the ICPC issues are not being 

followed by the requestor, the requestor should be referred to their home state to pursue 

placement through the ICPC process. 

 

9.A. Case File Maintenance. GAL Volunteers and staff must maintain records for each 

child represented and follow guidelines for the retention, protection, destruction, and 

return of the case files when the case is closed in accordance with Florida Statutes. 

 

Comments - All GAL Volunteers are required to turn in their case files, including all 

notes, when the case is closed. The case file should include any case-related 

communication and documentation stored on the GAL Volunteer’s computer. Retention 

and destruction of all case files must be in accordance with the Program’s Record 

Retention Schedule. 

 

9.B. Confidentiality. GAL Volunteers and staff must maintain confidentiality of case 

records. Disclosure of information to any person who is not a party to the case shall only 

be made in accordance with statutes and in furtherance of the child’s best interests. 

Confidentiality of case records and information relating to the case extends beyond the 

closure of the case and does not end when a GAL Volunteer or staff member resigns or 

is terminated from the Program. 

 

The Executive Director of the Program or his or her designee(s) has the authority to 

approve individual exceptions to the Standards when the action taken or requested by 

the GAL Volunteer or staff member is in the best interests of a child. Program Standards 

do not exist to impede the ability to think and plan in a creative and enlightened manner. 

The children served by the Program need and deserve GAL staff and volunteers who are 

forward-thinking and innovative in order to solve all challenges they may face. Innovative 

and progressive leadership is expected to be the norm, not the exception. 
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VERIFICATION OF RECEIPT 
GUARDIAN AD LITEM PROGRAM 

 
PROGRAM STANDARDS AND CODE OF CONDUCT 

 
 

 
This  will  certify  that  I  have  received  and  reviewed  the Apr i l  2020 , Guardian ad 
Litem Program Standards, and have had an opportunity to discuss this with my 
supervisor if I had questions. 

 

 

I have also reviewed the Guardian ad Litem Program Code of Conduct on page 7, and 
understand that this Code and the Standards should guide and govern my actions while 
employed by or volunteering for the Guardian ad Litem Program. 
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PRINT NAME  

DATE 

 

 

 

 

 

 


