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If your legal practice intersects with family court matters, you are likely to cross paths with a Guardian ad 

Litem (GAL), a professional appointed to represent the best interests of the child.  In family court cases, 

this appointment includes advising the court with respect to custody and parenting time.  Understanding 

the role of GALs and how to effectively work with them can ensure that the GAL, and ultimately the 

court, makes an informed decision regarding the care and custody of the parties’ children. Providing 

guidance to your client about working with the GAL can reduce frustration and strengthen your client’s 

ability to effectively communicate the ways they serve their child’s best interests. 

 

Guardians ad Litem must be appointed by the court to become involved in a case. Although an 

appointment can either be mandatory (required when the court has reason to believe the child is a victim 

of abuse or neglect) or permissive (at the discretion of the court), courts are increasingly hesitant to grant 

permissive appointments.  The parties are assessed a fee for the guardian’s services, however, the court 

may not assess costs, fees, or disbursements to any party receiving public assistance, legal assistance or 

whose annual income falls below the poverty line.  

 

Once a GAL is appointed, most will follow a similar procedure in completing their investigation.  At the 

outset, the GAL contacts the parties to schedule an initial meeting. This meeting is done individually with 

each party and covers the background of the case.  After this meeting, the GAL may have your client sign 

releases for applicable providers, request documents or records to review, contact professional references 

for the parties and/or child, and request personal references from your client.  The GAL also conducts an 

observation with your client and the child, generally at your client’s home, and interviews the child.  At 

the completion of the case, the GAL issues a final report that summarizes all of the information collected 

and includes recommendations regarding custody and parenting time.  Typically, the GAL requests three 

to four months to complete this process.   

 

The GAL will primarily interact with the parties, not the parties’ attorney.  However, attorneys can 

facilitate a productive and effective relationship with the GAL by:   

 

 Serving the GAL with all pleadings filed with the court 

 Providing the GAL with any documents you wish to be reviewed, such as police reports or 

evaluations concerning your client or the child 

 Including the GAL in scheduling hearings and notifying the GAL when hearings are cancelled 

 Preparing your client for the process 

 

Preparing your client to work with the GAL can help establish expectations and help them present their 

case in a clear and straightforward manner.  It is helpful to: 

 



 Remind your client that it is important to contact the GAL in a timely manner, whether it is 

responding to a letter or returning a phone call.  

 Practice interview questions with your client, including how to be child-centered in his/her 

responses. 

 Discuss what your client is seeking, including the specifics of a parenting time schedule.  Work 

with your client on the reasons why he or she believes this schedule is best for the child. 

Encourage your client to be realistic in these requests. 

 Talk through a respectful way of presenting your client’s concerns with the other parent and 

ensuring that the concerns raised tie into parenting.  

 Discuss the GAL’s home observation with your client and encourage your client to do an 

interactive activity with the child so the GAL is able to observe their relationship (i.e. play games, 

bake, do homework, or play outside rather than watching television)  

 Recommend that your client use personal references that have knowledge about his/her 

relationship with the child.   

 Advise your client to contact the GAL to report new information or developments throughout the 

case. 

 

Finally, it is important to talk with your client about what a GAL is not able to do.  GAL’s cannot: 

 

 Provide legal advice 

 Make decisions when the parties disagree or act as a liaison between the parents  

 Act as a parenting consultant or parenting time expeditor  

 Transport children 

 Supervise parenting time or exchanges  

 Give permission to a parent to withhold the child from the other parent, even when there are 

safety concerns 

 Enforce a court order   

 

Keep in mind, GALs are charged with great responsibility by the courts with only limited time and 

resources at their disposal.   Helping GALs do their job well will be beneficial to your client.   
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