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2012 Florida Guardian ad Litem Transportation
Pilot Project Review
Guardian ad Litem Program Response
The Guardian ad Litem Program thanks the many GAL volunteer child advocates and staff who
supported the Program’s Transportation Pilot Project. The circuits and volunteers who
participated in the Pilot are true trailblazers for Florida’s dependent children. Started in June
2011, the Pilot empowers GAL volunteers by giving them another tool to utilize in advocating
for and protecting children. The Pilot clearly exceeded every expectation the Program had for it.
The Program selected Jane Soltis to evaluate the Pilot. She has been a leader in child advocacy
for the State of Florida for many years and received statewide recognition in 2011 as the Child
Advocate of the Year. She currently serves as the Chair of the Independent Living Statewide
Advisory Counsel. Her expertise and wealth of knowledge made her the ideal reviewer.
The Guardian ad Litem Program fully supports Ms. Soltis’ recommendations through the
evaluation she conducted with volunteers and youth. The next step for the Program is to adopt
all of the recommendations and institutionalize volunteer transportation through the
implementation of Program Standards and Operating Procedures. The recommendations and
implementation plan are outlined below.
Recommendation #1: The Transportation Pilot Project should be continued and expanded to
include all circuits. There is little doubt, based on the surveys of the participating GAL
volunteers and the youth, that the Pilot has met the original goals intended of child safety,
improved communications, a sense of normalcy, volunteer empowerment, and volunteer
retention.
Implementation Plan: The GAL Program agrees with the recommendation to continue
and expand volunteer transportation. The Program’s Executive Director has presented
the Pilot to the Senate Subcommittee on Children, Families and Elder Affairs. Based on
the Committee’s discussion and evaluation of the Pilot, the Program has proposed
statutory language in the 2012 Legislative Session which recognizes the Program’s
authority to transport children in an effort to promote normalcy and establish trust
between a court appointed GAL volunteer and a child alleged to be abused, abandoned or
neglected under Chapter 39 proceedings.
The Program will create a Program Standard requiring all circuits to participate in
permitting volunteer child advocates to transport when consistent with the child’s best
interest and when approved by the Program. However, no volunteer will ever be required
or pressured to participate in transporting a child.

Recommendation #2: The criteria for approval for transporting should remain intact and should
not be automatic. Additional criteria for determining who will transport children may be
considered. There should be a timely procedure for evaluating special circumstances.
Implementation Plan: The Program will create a workgroup which will develop
Program Standards and Operating Procedures consistent with this recommendation. The
workgroup will be led by a Circuit Director who participated in the Pilot and will include
at least one volunteer who participated in the Pilot; at least one young adult who
participated in the Pilot, and at least one staff member from the Circuit who supported the
Pilot. The workgroup will work with the GAL Program Office to complete
implementation of the Program Standards and Operating Procedures consistent with this
recommendation by June 30, 2012.

I wish to thank Jane Soltis for evaluating the Transportation Pilot Project and making
recommendations.
Sincerely,

Alan F. Abramowitz
Executive Director

A REVIEW OF THE FLORIDA GUARDIAN AD LITEM TRANSPORTATION
PILOT PROJECT
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Florida Guardian ad Litem Program (Program) determined that a pilot project would be
created to allow interested Guardian ad Litem (GAL) volunteers to transport children that they
were representing in selected circuits throughout the state of Florida. This once common
practice has been prohibited for the past 14 years.
The Transportation Pilot Project (Pilot) was launched in June 2011 and 40 of the 70 volunteers
who have participated along with 20 of the youth they transported have completed surveys about
their perceptions of the Pilot.
This report was completed by an independent review through telephone and email conversations
with those volunteers.
RECOMMENDATIONS
1. The Transportation Pilot Project should be continued and expanded to include all
circuits. There is little doubt, based on the surveys of the participating GAL
volunteers and the youth, that the Pilot has met the original goals intended of child
safety, improved communications, a sense of normalcy, volunteer empowerment,
and volunteer retention.
2. The criteria for approval for transporting should remain intact and should not be
automatic. Additional criteria for determining who will transport children may be
considered. There should be a timely procedure for evaluating special
circumstances.
DEDICATION
This report is dedicated to Senator Nan Rich who has a long history of supporting the Guardian
ad Litem Program as well as issues related to the well-being of all children in the state of Florida.

Jane V. Soltis
February 9, 2012

1

A Review of the
Guardian ad Litem Transportation Pilot Project
INTRODUCTION
A Guardian ad Litem is a volunteer appointed by the court to protect the rights and advocate for
the best interests of a child involved in a dependency court proceeding. The GAL volunteer
makes independent recommendations to the court by focusing on the needs of each child.
A GAL volunteer is an individual who is appointed by the court to advocate for children who
come into the court system primarily as a result of alleged abuse, abandonment or neglect.
GAL volunteers visit with children that they represent on a regular basis. For the past 14 years,
GAL volunteers have been unable to transport those children outside of their placement. That
restriction did not provide the private and safe place for the children they are representing to
share their dreams, concerns and to develop a trusting relationship with their GAL volunteer,
their voice representing them in the courtroom.
In June 2011, the Program with support from the Department of Children and Families created
standards and protocols for a Transportation Pilot Project (Pilot) in selected circuits. This Pilot
remains in operation today on a voluntary basis and this report provides a review of the Pilot
from the perspective of the GAL volunteers and the children who participated as well as
recommendations for the maintenance and/or expansion of the Pilot.
THE ISSUE
It has been 14 years since the blanket prohibition of GAL volunteers transporting children. The
Executive Director of the Program, Alan Abramowitz, heard repeated questions and concerns
about this policy from youth, GAL volunteers and staff, and other stakeholders in the child
welfare system. GAL volunteers viewed this policy as interfering with their ability to develop a
trusting relationship with the child they were representing. GAL volunteers were also interested
in providing normal developmentally appropriate life experiences for the children such as eating
out at a restaurant, going to sporting events and other activities that most normal children
experience.
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THE SOLUTION
In June 2011, Alan Abramowitz, after careful consideration of the balancing act between the
negative and positive aspects of lifting the prohibition of transporting children, launched the
Transportation Pilot Project.
The Pilot was based on the twin goals of fostering the relationship between the child and his or
her GAL volunteer and promoting normalcy for children. The Pilot was developed as an
optional Pilot with each Circuit Director deciding on whether they wished to initiate the Pilot in
their circuit. Policies and parameters were created with input from a wide variety of volunteers,
youth and legal representatives. It was stated very clearly that no GAL volunteer would ever be
required to transport a child and that a series of protocols and approvals were instituted to
determine which GAL volunteers would be selected of those interested in participating. In a
March 2011 survey, an overwhelming 93% (239 of 256) of volunteer respondents were in favor
of the transportation option in certain situations. Even those GAL volunteers who did not want
to participate, supported their peers who indicated they would choose to transport.
The parameters of the Transportation Pilot Project were outlined and included guidance for
Circuit Directors with the potential benefits of the Pilot including:


Child safety



Enhanced relationships



Improved communications



Sense of normalcy



Volunteer retention

Frequently asked questions were distributed to all potential GAL volunteers who expressed
interest in participating in the Pilot.
Circuit Directors would provide guidance to implementation should they wish to initiate the
optional Pilot.
GAL Volunteer Rules of Transport


Volunteer Transportation Request Form with documentation necessary for submission of
the request.



Standards for the restriction of this program’s services.



A letter of requirements, definition and support from the Department of Children and
Families.
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A total of 13 of the 20 Circuit Directors elected to implement the optional Pilot in circuits 2, 3, 4,
5, 8, 9, 10, 13, 14, 15 17, 19 and 20.
Since June 2011, 70 GAL volunteers have applied for and been approved to provide
transportation for the children they represent.
In January 2012, all 70 volunteers taking part in the Pilot were sent a survey regarding their
experience. The survey included:


Demographic information



Questions that were rated on a Likert Scale



Open-ended questions

A similar survey tool was also provided to GAL volunteers to review with the child they were
transporting to gauge their perspective of the Pilot. GAL volunteers had the option to complete
the survey via email and return to the Program or to participate in a phone conversation with the
reviewer.
A total of 14 volunteers had not yet provided transportation and did not complete the survey.
A total of 40 volunteers either emailed their responses to the survey or participated in a phone
conversation.
20 volunteers submitted the youth section of the survey or provided comments.
SURVEY RESULTS
What the GAL volunteers reported:
GAL volunteers who participated in the Pilot and the survey ranged in experience from six
months to 22 years with a caseload ranging from 1 child to 15 children. The number of children
the GAL volunteers have transported ranged from 1 to 8 children. GAL volunteers report they
have transported children from once to 60 times.
GAL volunteers rated the following questions:
The child was excited when they learned I would transport them to an offsite location for our
visit.
98% of the GAL volunteers strongly agreed or agreed with this statement.
The child appeared more relaxed while en route to a predetermined location.
95% strongly agreed or agreed with this statement.
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When I transport my child, my child talks in more detail as compared to when I visit only in the
foster home.
93% strongly agreed or agreed with this statement.
Being able to transport a child will lead to longer visits at the child’s request.
95% strongly agreed or agreed with this statement.
Participating in the Pilot, which allows me to transport children, will encourage me to take on
more cases.
73% were neutral about this statement, 20% agreed or strongly agreed and 7% disagreed
or strongly disagreed.
I am concerned that transporting a child will make my child’s housemates feel jealous of him or
her.
38% were neutral about this statement, 25% disagreed and 17% agreed or strongly
agreed. Most GAL volunteers did not experience or observe this behavior.
I am concerned that a judge may order me to transport a child because I am permitted to
transport.
I am concerned the community based care provider will feel they don’t have to do some of the
work they have to do if I transport a child from time to time.
GAL volunteers universally felt the two above statements were not an issue and 100%
disagreed or strongly disagreed. GAL volunteers reported they were able to advocate for
themselves if this ever became an issue.
I feel I am able to better advocate for a child if I have times when I transport them.
70% strongly agreed or agreed with this statement and 15% disagreed stating that while
they enjoyed the ability to transport, it did not take away from their ability to advocate for
the child.
I feel that I will do better in ensuring the child is safe if I am able to transport the child because
of the relationship I develop with them.
63% strongly agreed or agreed and 8% disagreed.
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The transportation pilot gave me an enhanced relationship and improved communication with the
child.
83% strongly agreed or agreed with this statement while 8% disagreed.
The ability to transport a child allowed me to give a child normal childhood experiences they may not
have experienced without me transporting them.
90% strongly agreed or agreed with this statement. GAL volunteers described visits that
focused on outings to malls, school events, restaurants, hair and nail salons, visits with
siblings, nature walks, volunteering, music concerts and saw these outings as positive in
both exposing the child to additional life experiences and the development of life skills.

OPEN-ENDED Questions
What are your major concerns with the transporting of children?
There were only minor and normal concerns with travel safety otherwise no concerns were
identified by any of the participating GAL volunteers.
Based on your experience, would you recommend we continue the Pilot? Why or why not?
The most common response to this question was absolutely and definitely.








This is the best time to talk freely with the child.
Provides some privacy and safety for discussions especially for teens in group
care.
It gives the child another outlet.
Excellent relationship building experience in a neutral environment.
Bonding time.
Warmer and more personal visits.
They can open up when they are having fun. Gives them a sense of being normal
and creates memories

A number of GAL volunteers also recommended expanding the Pilot to all interested volunteers
and in every circuit.
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In your experience how has transporting children been a benefit to you as a volunteer child
advocate?











Absolutely.
I get to know the child much better, they begin to trust me and we develop a
stronger bond. I then receive more information from the child so that I can
better advocate for them.
Allows us to do a more comprehensive job of supporting the kids.
Makes us better GAL volunteers.
Allows us more flexibility with scheduling.
Much easier to talk and communicate.
Develop rapport with the child.
Able to better serve as a role model.
Makes it more fun for me as well as the child.

What policy changes or recommendations would you make if we were to expand the Pilot?











Consideration of younger age limit, especially when there are sibling groups.
Individual waivers for younger kids or special circumstances.
GALs should have at least one year of experience prior to transporting.
Allow free access to state parks for GAL volunteers.
Should always remain optional.
Gas cards or some mileage reimbursement.
Do not allow local circuits to add restrictions which make the process more
cumbersome.
Shorten time frame for approval.
Should not be automatic approval.
Make sure that everyone on the team knows about my permission to transport.

Please give us a memorable experience as a result of transporting a child.


All of the rides and trips are memorable.



Siblings laughing together.



Picking her up at school after a stressful experience and having her open up to
me.



Showing the child what a real live orchestra was.



Siblings able to see each other.
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Attending his GED graduation.

What the Youth reported:
Fewer youth filled out their portion of the survey. Comments included:


“I liked it a lot!”



“I can’t think of a reason I would not travel with my GAL.”



“Sometimes I need to get away from my roommates but I want to be somewhere
where I will be safe and with someone I can trust.”



“My GAL can provide guidance when I am doing something I am not familiar
with.”



“I was really excited.”



“Felt like I had a friend I could count on.”



“We have more quality time together now.”



“The first time I got dressed up and was looking forward to going.”



“I liked going to Taco Bell and the library.”



“I would not want to do it if I did not like my GAL.”



“I like going to the hairdresser.”



“WE talk a lot more together.”



“I was nervous the first time.”



“It makes me feel safer and better.”



“I loved it when she took me to Red Lobster and I got to see a real lobster!”

Additional youth input can be found in the document “A Voice Heard” 2012 Status Report in the
appendices of this report.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
1. The Transportation Pilot Project should be continued and expanded to include all
circuits. There is little doubt, based on the surveys of the participating GAL
volunteers and the youth, that the Pilot has met the original goals intended of child
safety, improved communications, a sense of normalcy, volunteer empowerment,
and volunteer retention.
2. The criteria for approval for transporting should remain intact and should not be
automatic. Additional criteria for determining who will transport children may be
considered. There should be a timely procedure for evaluating special
circumstances.
APPENDIX
A. Guidance for Circuit Director’s Implementing the Transportation Project in your Office
B. Standard 4.4 Restriction of Program Services
C. Letter from Executive Director of Family and Community Services, Department of
Children and Families
REFERENCE
“A Voice Heard” 2012 Status Report at www.GuardianadLitem.org

I am for the child.
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