
CHILDREN’S JUSTICE ACT TASK FORCE 2009 THREE YEAR ASSESSMENT  
 

Assessment Process 

The Children’s Justice Act task force completed its assessment of Georgia’s child welfare system 

in several ways, including:  

1)  Identification of task force priorities as a component of its strategic planning process;  

2)  Consultation with the Division; 

3)  Consultation with child welfare stakeholders in the form of two surveys, one specific 

to the foster parent community, and a second, more comprehensive survey of the 

broader community; and  

4)  Consultation with professional disciplines on specific issues related to the handling of 

cases of child maltreatment. 

 

At its strategic planning retreat in the Fall of 2008, the CJA task force identified several issues it 

wished to examine.  These included:  

• Appointment of Guardians ad Litem (GAL) in every child deprivation case, a CAPTA 

requirement; 

• Education and training for professional disciplines involved in the investigation, 

intervention and prosecution of child sexual abuse; 

• Intake and screening of reports of child abuse and neglect;  

• Mandated reporter training; 

• Investigative resources for special populations such as commercially sexually exploited 

children, and child victims with disabilities; and  

• Public awareness of child abuse and neglect. 

 

In addition, the CJA task force identified key areas in CAPTA legislation that it would recommend 

Georgia to focus on in the development of its five year CAPTA plan.  These included:  

 

• Improving intake, assessment, screening and investigation of reports of child abuse and 

neglect;  

• Mandated reporter training and reporting protocols;  



• Improving the skills, qualifications and availability of individuals providing services to 

children and families, and the supervisors of such individuals, through the child protection 

system, including improvements in the recruitment and retention of caseworkers; and  

• Building capacity of community-based programs to prevent and treat child abuse and 

neglect.   

 

These CAPTA priorities were consistent with the task force’s objectives and with those of the 

Children’s Justice Act. 

 

Foster Parent Survey 

The CJA task force conducted a survey of foster parents attending their annual conference about 

training they received on child sexual abuse.  See Appendix C.  The purpose of this survey was to 

evaluate the extent to which foster parents were prepared to foster child victims of sexual abuse 

and sexually reactive children.  Although the number of surveys completed was small, the 

responses were typical of reported conversations in workshops at the conference on child sexual 

abuse. 

 

Results 

Surveys were completed by 18 current DFCS foster parents with experience ranging from one to 

10 years.   Eight respondents indicated that they had fostered children who were victims of sexual 

abuse; four of those knew that the children who had been placed in their care were victims of 

sexual abuse and were adequately prepared.   Fourteen respondents indicated that they have 

fostered children with sexual behavior problems; only one was aware at the time of placement, 

and none reported that they were adequately prepared to foster these children.  In addition to more 

intensive training and education, respondents felt that being knowledgeable about available 

resources, more face-to-face time with caseworkers, counseling and support groups would have 

been beneficial. 

 

Statewide Survey of Child Welfare Professionals 

A broader web-based survey was conducted to solicit feedback from the full spectrum of child 

welfare professionals involved in cases of child abuse.  See Appendix D.  Task force members 



solicited participation in the survey through their respective professional affiliations.  See Appendix 

A for member affiliations. 

 

Results 

Demographics: 

More than 525 individuals participated in the web-based task force survey, with an 85% 

completion rate.  The highest percentage of responses came from Region 2 in northeast Georgia 

(17%) and Region 12, coastal Georgia (13%).  The lowest came from Region 15, in east central 

metro Atlanta (1%).  Six percent of respondents reported that their child welfare-related activities 

were not limited to a local community and were statewide in nature. 
DHR Service 
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5% 

17% 
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8% 

5% 
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Statewide 

3% 

5% 

13% 

4% 

2% 

1% 

5% 

4% 

6% 

 

Respondents included the full spectrum of individuals involved in child welfare.  The highest 

number of respondents came from the following groups: 

CASA 

Community-based Provider 

Child Welfare Agency Staff 

Attorneys* 

Law Enforcement 

Judges 

37% 

18% 

8% 

8% 

7% 

4% 
       *Includes prosecutors, SAAGs, GAL attorneys, parent attorneys 

 



Other respondents included parents, foster parents, youth, child and family advocates, family 

violence victim advocates, educators, and citizen review panel members. 

 

Nearly half of the respondents had five or more years of experience in child welfare. 

Less than 1 year 

1-3 years 

3-5 years 

5-10 years 

More than 10 years 

14% 

25% 

18% 

22% 

21% 

 

Respondents also reported that they served on one or more of the following multi-disciplinary 

committees: 

Committee # Serving 

Child Abuse Protocol Committee 

Child Fatality Investigation or Review Team 

Multi-Disciplinary Team 

Other 

142 

120 

193 

92 

 

Department of Family and Children Services (DFCS): 

While most respondents indicated that DFCS handling of reports of suspected abuse as more 

than adequate or adequate, many respondents described DFCS screening of reports of 

suspected abuse as less than adequate with respect to reports of neglect (32%), physical abuse 

(24%), and sexual abuse (28%). 

 

Respondents’ ratings of the effectiveness of DFCS handling of cases of child abuse and 

neglect: 
 Extremely 

Effective 

Very 

Effective 

Somewhat 

Effective 

Not Very 

Effective 

Don’t 

Know 

Intake and screening 2 28 44 16 10 

Investigation and assessment 3 25 48 14 10 

Intervention and treatment 2 22 53 5 5 



 

Although more than half of respondents (58-62%) rated DFCS performance in the handling of 

child abuse as somewhat or not very effective, caseworkers were described as  

knowledgeable about the dynamics of child sexual abuse and responsive to the individual needs 

and concerns of children and families, and supervisory staff were described as experienced and 

administrators supportive.  Many respondents acknowledged several challenges facing 

caseworkers that impact their ability to do their job effectiveness including the size and 

demands of their caseloads, adequate training and education, caseworker experience and staff 

turnover.   

 

Practice strengths included timely medical assessments and services, assessment resources in 

cases of suspected sexual abuse, and engaging and supporting children.  In addition to budget 

cuts and shrinking resources that impact caseworker ability to meet families’ needs, practice 

challenges include timeliness of mental health assessments, assessment resources in cases of 

suspected sexual exploitation of children, engaging and supporting fathers, and resources for 

children with disabilities who have been victims of abuse. 

 

Law Enforcement: 

Seventy-two percent of respondents felt that law enforcement and DFCS worked somewhat 

effectively to extremely effectively in the investigation of child abuse.  Law enforcement was 

described as knowledgeable about child abuse, child sexual abuse and sexual exploitation, but 

would benefit from additional skills or resources in dealing with child victims who have 

disabilities. 

 

Respondent suggestions on how DFCS and law enforcement might work more effectively 

together included improved communications, more multi-disciplinary training, particularly on 

child sexual abuse and working with children with disabilities, and consistent use of child 

abuse protocols. 

 

  



Criminal Prosecution: 

Although 80% of respondents indicated that prosecutors and DFCS worked effectively 

together in the criminal prosecution of cases of abuse, 60% of those reported that they felt they 

were only “somewhat effective.”  Timeliness of prosecution was cited as less than adequate in 

64% of responses.   Success rates in the prosecution of all types of child abuse cases was rated 

as more than adequate or adequate in more than 50% of responses.  Practice strengths included 

supports and advocacy resources available to children and families and case prosecution in a 

manner that ensures fairness to the accused.  Challenges facing prosecutors include skills or 

resources when working with child victims who have disabilities and skills to minimize trauma 

to child victims. 

 

Respondent suggestions on how DFCS and prosecutors could work more effectively together 

included more multi-disciplinary training with respect to legal issues, better communication, 

more timely prosecutions and consistent use of child abuse protocols. 

 

Juvenile Court: 

Overall, the effectiveness of juvenile court and DFCS collaboration in the disposition of cases 

of child abuse was rated as effective or very effective in 74% of responses; however, only 58% 

felt that deprivation cases were resolved in a timely manner.   

 

Respondent suggestions on how DFCS and juvenile courts could be more effective included 

improved communications, consistent appointment of GALs, and better preparation of 

caseworkers for court. 

 

Training: 

Eighty-four percent of respondents reported receiving mandatory training on child sexual 

abuse and participating in optional training opportunities, more than half receiving four or 

more hours of continuing education in the past year.  Only 68% felt that they personally had 

sufficient training to fulfill their role in cases of child sexual abuse. 

 



Respondents were also asked to indicate whether or not the following groups received 

sufficient training in child abuse and child sexual abuse. 
 Child Abuse Training Child Sexual Abuse Training 
 # 

Responses 
Sufficient 
Training 

Insufficient  
Training 

# 
Responses 

Sufficient 
Training 

Insufficient  
Training 

Law Enforcement 253 49% 51% 250 44% 66% 

Prosecutors 220 55% 45% 219 50% 50% 

Judges 333 69% 31% 317 66% 34% 

SAAGs 272 68% 32% 263 62% 38% 

GALs 293 54% 46% 280 48% 52% 

 

 

Community Awareness: 

More than half (55%) of respondents indicated that community awareness of the following 

child abuse issues was less than adequate.  Of 341 respondents who felt that additional public 

information would be beneficial, this table shows the need they identified in each of the 

following areas: 

 

Topic # 

How to recognize child neglect  

How to recognize child abuse  

How to recognize child sexual abuse  

When to make a report 

How to make a report  

242 

228 

222 

265 

215 

 

Results indicate that educating the community on protecting children from abuse and neglect 

is a priority. 

 

Several themes have emerged from the task force study with respect to multi-disciplinary 

training, particularly the need for in-depth training on the dynamics of child sexual abuse, skills 

for working with children with disabilities who are victims of abuse, and training on commercial 

sexual exploitation of children.  Gaps in training were identified by some respondents suggesting 

the need to identify core content training for all disciplines on the dynamics of child sexual abuse 



training.  The desire for regular continuing education was also identified.  Several responses 

indicated that additional training and support on child abuse protocols, changing laws and  

legislation and research would be beneficial.  Although not exhaustive, task force 

recommendations are centered on many of these themes.  The task force will continue to examine 

the survey results and use them to identify additional opportunities to develop policy and training 

recommendations.  

 

Recommendations 

 

1.  Guardian ad litem Appointments 

Appointment of a GAL can be satisfied by either the appointment of an attorney or a Court 

Appointed Special Advocate (CASA) in deprivation cases.  To assess the extent to which Georgia 

is meeting this obligation, the task force relied on information provided from several sources.   The 

first was a survey conducted, at the request of the CJA task force, by the Georgia Association of 

Counsel for Children (GACC) polling juvenile court judges on their appointment practices.  

Results indicated that GALs were appointed in 87% of jurisdictions but not in all deprivation cases.   

 

A second source was the survey conducted by the CJA task force.  Results from this survey reveal 

inconsistent practices with respect to GAL appointment, suggesting the need for training and 

education on the CAPTA requirement.  The survey did not quantify the extent to which GAL 

resources are available. 

 

In Fall 2008, Georgia was notified that it was likely to have to prepare a Performance Improvement 

Plan (PIP) to address this CAPTA requirement.   

 

CAPTA Program Improvement Plan (PIP): 

At the time of this application, the Division is collaborating with its partners to develop a 

Program Improvement Plan (PIP) to address the shortfall.  In addition to representatives from 

the Division including its policy, program evaluation, training and legal units, represented in 

PIP work group is Georgia CASA, Office of the Child Advocate, Supreme Court of Georgia 



Committee on Justice for Children, Administrative Office of the Courts, Council of Juvenile 

Court Judges (CJCJ), and Georgia Association of Counsel for Children (GACC). 

 

Georgia CASA was engaged to assess the extent that CASA resources were currently helping to 

satisfy this CAPTA requirement.  At this time, CASA is established in 46 of Georgia’s 49 circuits, 

however, in only 12 of these circuits are they meeting, or are close to meeting, all requests for 

representation.  Additional recruitment, training and supervisory resources would be needed to 

expand their network. 

 

 

The task force is recommending that required resources be identified to improve the state’s 

compliance on appointments of a GAL in every deprivation case, and to the extent it is 

economically feasible, that CAPTA and CJA resources be designated to support PIP action plan, 

particularly with respect to training. 

 

Work in Progress: 

• In anticipation of a CAPTA PIP  and the results of the CJA task force survey, additional 

Promoting Safe and Stable Families (PSSF) resources were allocated to five new CASA sites 

to assist in the expansion of their volunteer base allowing them to serve more children.  Total 

sites currently receiving PSSF funding: 24. 

• Georgia CASA applied for and was awarded CJA funding to provide advanced training to 

enhance supervisory and CASA volunteer skills to improve advocacy efforts in the courtroom 

 

DHR Policy and Practice:  The Division recognizes the need to reinforce this CAPTA requirement 

and is committed to reinforcing training for caseworkers and SAAGs to ensure the appointment of 

GALs. 

 

2.  Child Sexual Abuse Education and Training 

Concerns prompted by reports of inconsistencies in the screening, investigation and intervention 

of cases involving child sexual abuse, stimulated the interest of the CJA task force in the education 

and training of the professional disciplines involved.  These inconsistencies included mandated 



reporters experiencing difficulty reporting child-on-child sexual abuse, less than current data and 

research, and experience and training levels of individuals involved in cases of child sexual abuse.  

Further investigation through a review of training curricula by the task force, revealed some gaps 

and inconsistencies in the content and training requirements by each professional discipline.  Lack 

of a more coordinated multi-disciplinary training effort and lack of core training components or 

minimum standards may be the root cause of these inconsistencies.   

 

As part of its investigation, the CJA task force designed a specific survey for foster parents to 

solicit their input on training they had received on fostering children who had been victims of 

sexual abuse or were sexually reactive children.  Results indicated that enhancing foster parent 

education with more in-depth training on child sexual abuse would be beneficial. 

 

The more extensive survey conducted by the CJA task force to examine the perceptions of 

individuals involved the investigation, prosecution and judicial handling of child maltreatment 

cases, solicited feedback specifically on child abuse and child sexual abuse training for child 

welfare professionals.  

 

In general, responses suggest a need for ongoing training in both areas, even more so in the area 

of child sexual abuse, supporting the CJA task force recommendation to support multi-disciplinary 

training. 

 

Work in Progress: 

• Adoptive and Foster Parent Association of Georgia has submitted a proposal for specialized 

training for foster parents on child sexual abuse 

• Continued funding support for Finding Words and Advanced Finding Words multi-

disciplinary training 

• SAAG conference to include an enhanced component on handling cases of child sexual abuse 

 

DHR Policy and Practice:  In 2008, the Division revised its sexual abuse training for new 

caseworkers to reflect current research and best practices.  Task force members were invited to 

participate in the review and evaluation of the revised curriculum.   The high caliber of the revised 



training prompted the task force to utilize the new caseworker child sexual abuse training as the 

standard by which it is evaluating all other curricula. 

 

3.  Mandated Reporter Training 

The CJA task force survey also included several questions on the screening of reports of suspected 

child maltreatment, and three more specifically on mandated reporting.  Twenty-seven percent of 

responses indicated that they felt that reporting compliance by mandated reporters was inadequate.  

Forty-five percent felt that mandated reporter training availability was inadequate.  Fifty-eight 

percent responded that there was a need in their communities for additional mandated reporter 

training.  

 

Work in Progress: 

• The CJA task force has previously identified that enhancing and evaluating mandated reporter 

training and expanding its availability is a priority.  This was a recommendation made to the 

Division for consideration in its five-year CAPTA plan.    Efforts will be renewed to solicit 

CJA proposals to support these objectives. 

• DFCS Policy and Education and Training units are currently updating online mandated 

reported training that will be posted to the DFCS website. 

 

DHR Policy and Practice:  Intake policy including screening or reports of suspected abuse has 

been revised and released and incorporated into new worker and existing/veteran worker training. 

 

Legislation: During the current legislative session, mandated reporting requirements were 

expanded in the area of commercial sexual exploitation. This bill amends the definitions of sexual 

exploitation found in O.C.G.A. Sections 19-7-5(b)(4), 19-15-1(12) and 49-5-40(a)(4). 

After amendment, it will read as follows: 

 

“'Sexual exploitation' means conduct by any person who allows, permits, encourages, 

or requires that child to engage in: 

(A) Prostitution, as defined in Code Section 16-6-9; or 



(B) Sexually explicit conduct for the purpose of producing any visual or print medium 

depicting such conduct, as defined in Code Section 16-12-100.” 

 

This definition no longer limits sexual exploitation to the acts of caretakers. 

 

The change in the definition of sexual exploitation found in O.C.G.A. Section 19-7-5 

requires mandatory reporters to report sexual exploitation by caretakers and non-

caretakers to DHR/DFCS and will permit such reports to be made by non-mandatory 

reporters to the agency.  If the agency discovers sexual exploitation independently or 

a report creates reasonable cause to believe that a child has been abused or contains an 

allegation of or evidence of child abuse, then the agency must notify law enforcement 

or the district attorney, as required by O.C.G.A. Section 19-7-5(e).  Notably the 

authorization of DHR/DFCS to investigate “complaints of deprivation, abuse, or 

abandonment of children and youth by parents, guardians, custodians or persons 

standing in loco parentis” and to provide social services to those persons has not been 

altered.   

 

These changes become effective when SB 69 is signed by the governor or becomes 

law without his approval.   

 


