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Press Release Announcing Establishment of Council 

 

Deal: Council will work to reform child 

welfare system 

March 13, 2014 

Gov. Nathan Deal today announced the creation of the Child Welfare Reform Council to 

improve our child welfare system and better protect Georgiaôs most vulnerable citizens. Modeled 

after the successful Criminal Justice Reform Council, this council will complete a 

comprehensive review of the Division of Family and Children Services and advise the governor 

on possible executive agency reforms and legislative fixes if necessary. 

ñAfter meeting with numerous stakeholders including former foster youth, juvenile court judges, 

providers and child advocates, it was clear there was a need for a more deliberate reform process 

of the child welfare system,ò Deal said. ñWe have no greater responsibility than caring for our 

most vulnerable populations. If we do nothing else, we must always do everything in our power 

to assure that our children are safe and that they get their best shot at a good life. I am confident 

this council will produce meaningful and thoughtful reform recommendations.ò 

Stephanie Blank, a longtime champion of children and education, will chair the council and will 

work in conjunction with the Governorôs Office and the Department of Human Services. A 

complete list of council members will be announced in the coming weeks.   

Stephanie Blank 
Blank serves on the Georgia State Advisory Council on Early Childhood Education and Care 

established by Gov. Nathan Deal, the Childrenôs Healthcare Of Atlanta System Board, First Lady 

Sandra Dealôs Childrenôs Cabinet and is the founding chair of the governing board of GEEARS, 

the Georgia Early Education Alliance for Ready Students. She is also a mentor leader for the 

Emerging Leaders for Childrenôs Healthcare and a co-founder of Mothers & Others for Clean 

Air. Blank earned a bachelorôs degree from Appalachian State University. She and her three 

children reside in Atlanta.  
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Council Member Biographies 
 
 

Stephanie Blank 
Founding Chair, Georgia Early Education Alliance for Ready Students  
Council Chair  
 
Stephanie Blank has long been a champion of children and education. She serves on the 
Georgia State Advisory Council on Early Childhood Education and Care, which was established 
by Governor Nathan Deal. She is also the founding chair of the governing board of the Georgia 
Early Education Alliance for Ready Students (GEEARS), which helps businesses, government 
leaders, providers, and parents maximize the economic return on the state's investments in 
early childhood care and learning. 
 
Ms. Blank served as chair of the Childrenôs Healthcare of Atlanta (CHOA) Foundation Board of 
Trustees until 2010, and is now a member of the CHOA System Board. In that role, she serves 
as the mentor leader for the Emerging Leaders for Childrenôs Healthcare, and as a member of 
the Quality Committee. She chaired the capital campaign for the Imagine It! Childrenôs Museum 
of Atlanta and is co-founder of Mothers & Others for Clean Air. She is on First Lady Sandra 
Dealôs Childrenôs Cabinet, and also serves on the national board of Jumpstart, an early 
education program. 
 
Ms. Blank has received numerous awards for her community leadership and philanthropy, 
including being named the Georgia Philanthropist of the Year in 2000 by the National Society of 
Fundraising executives. She has long been a trustee of the Arthur M. Blank Family Foundation, 
and currently serves as Senior Strategic Advisor for Childhood Initiatives. In 2001, she received 
the Anti-Defamation Leagueôs Abe Goldstein Human Relations Award. She received the Girlsô 
Opportunity for Adventure and Leadershipôs ñGoing for the GOALò Award in 2001. She was 
named to the YWCA of Greater Atlantaôs Academy of Women Achievers and, in 2002, was 
designated their ñWoman of the Year.ò Ms. Blank received the Big Voice Award from Voices for 
Georgiaôs Children in 2007 and the Women's Leadership Award for Excellence in Education 
from the Atlanta Metro United Way in 2011.  
 
Ms. Blank is a North Carolina native and holds a bachelorôs degree from Appalachian State 
University. She lives in Atlanta and is the proud mother of three children. 
 
 

Bob Bruder-Mattson 
CEO, The United Methodist Childrenôs Home  
Subcommittee: Policies and Procedures  
 
Bob Bruder-Mattson joined the United Methodist Childrenôs Home (UMCH) as Chief Executive 
Officer in November of 2012. UMCH works to provide healing services that transform lives in 72 
Georgia counties for more than 1,000 children annually. Mr. Bruder-Mattson emphasizes 
performance, innovation, and partnerships as he works to create an environment in Georgia 
where every child can thrive as part of a loving family. 
 
Prior to joining UMCH, Mr. Bruder-Mattson was the Chief Executive Officer and co-founder of 
Bluewater Nonprofit Solutions, an information technology and management consulting firm 
specializing in ñsoftware as a service.ò Before starting Bluewater, Mr. Bruder-Mattson spent 
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nearly 17 years in a variety of leadership roles at the American Cancer Society, including his 
most recent role as National Vice President and Chief Information Officer of Shared Services. 
Mr. Bruder-Mattsonôs service to at-risk youth and families began with his college involvement 
with Big Brothers Big Sisters, and has continued over the years with service to numerous 
organizations, including United Way, Cincinnati Youth Collaborative, Fraser Neighborhood 
Services, Winton Place Youth Center, and Habitat for Humanity.  
 
Mr. Bruder-Mattson earned his masterôs degree in Community Planning from the University of 
Cincinnati and his bachelorôs degree in Business Administration from Bethel University in St. 
Paul, Minnesota. Mr. Bruder-Mattson is a native of Minneapolis, MN, and he met his wife Sue 
there while they were in college. He and Sue have been married for 30 years and live in 
Roswell, Georgia with their three daughters, Katherine, Emily and Madeline. Mr. Bruder-Mattson 
is an active member of his church family and has served as a small group leader, Sunday 
school teacher, worship leader, choir member, and board member. 
 
 

Lamar Burkett 
Pastor, Foster Parent, and Advocate  
Subcommittee: Policies and Procedures 
 
Lamar Burkett and his wife Valerie have been adoptive parents for 27 years and foster parents 
for 14 years. They have eight adopted children and reside on a small farm near Omega, 
Georgia. Mr. Burkett pastors Bridge Creek Primitive Baptist Church near Moultrie. He also 
serves as President of the Colquitt County Foster Parent Association and Lead Advocate for the 
Adoptive and Foster Parent Association of Georgia. 
 
 

Melissa Carter 
Executive Director, Barton Child Law and Policy Center  
Subcommittee: Policies and Procedures (chair)  
 
Melissa Carter is a member of the faculty at Emory University School of Law and is the 
Executive Director of the Barton Child Law and Policy Center. The Barton Center is an 
interdisciplinary child law program that aims to promote and protect the legal rights and interests 
of children who are involved with the juvenile court, child welfare, and juvenile justice systems in 
the state of Georgia through research-based policy development, legislative advocacy, and 
holistic legal representation for individual clients. As Executive Director, Ms. Carter is 
responsible for the administration, development, budgeting, strategic planning, and direction of 
the policy and legislative agendas of the Center. Ms. Carter oversees the Centerôs legal clinics, 
directs the public policy and legislative advocacy clinics, and teaches a related course in child 
welfare law and policy. 
 
Prior to joining Emory and the Barton Center, Ms. Carter led Georgiaôs Office of the Child 
Advocate, providing independent oversight of the child welfare system and coordinating 
activities related to child injury and fatality review and prevention. She has extensive experience 
in public administration and policy, having also worked in two states to improve processes for 
civil child abuse and neglect cases in juvenile courts. Ms. Carter formerly practiced with the law 
firm of Claiborne, Outman & Surmay, P.C., where she represented clients in adoption, assisted 
reproductive technology, and juvenile court cases. She was the 2002 post-graduate fellow at the 
Barton Center. 
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Ms. Carter has authored several publications on child welfare topics, contributed to the drafting 
and passage of multiple pieces of state legislation, and given many presentations on juvenile 
law topics. In 2012, she was appointed by Governor Deal to serve as a member of the Georgia 
Commission on Family Violence. She serves as an advisor to the Supreme Court of Georgiaôs 
Committee on Justice for Children, and as an ex-officio member of the Board of Directors of 
Voices for Georgiaôs Children. Ms. Carter was selected as a 2009 Marshall Memorial Fellow, 
has received multiple awards for service to the State Bar of Georgia, and was honored in 2010 
by the Georgia EmpowerMEnt Group for her advocacy on behalf Georgiaôs foster youth. She 
was recently named by the Fulton County Daily Report as one of Georgiaôs top lawyers under 
40 ñOn the Rise.ò  
 
 

Honorable Valerie Clark 
State Representative, District 101, Georgia General Assembly  
Subcommittee: Personnel  
 
State Representative Valerie Clark is a retired educator with thirty-eight years of experience in 
the education field. Her love for teaching began when she worked with handicapped children 
during college. She became a teacher in Gwinnett County Public Schools, and later served as a 
principal for Duluth Middle School, Shiloh Middle School, and Central Gwinnett High 
School. During her career, Rep. Clark presided over a National School of Excellence and a 
State of Georgia School of Excellence. She attended the Harvard Principals' Institute as a 
recipient of a Danforth Scholarship, received the President's Awards for service from Phi Delta 
Kappa and the Georgia Middle School Association, was awarded a PTA Lifetime Membership, 
and was chosen as a Georgia PTA Principal of the Year.  
 
Rep. Clark received her undergraduate degree from the State University of New York at 
Plattsburgh, her M.Ed. from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and her Ph.D. in 
Educational Psychology from the University of Georgia. She is married to Dr. Bob Clark, a 
retired school administrator, and has two children, Pearson and Barrett.  
 
 

Valerie Condit 
School Social Worker, Fulton County Schools 
Subcommittee: Policies and Procedures 
 
Valerie Condit is a school social worker for the Fulton County School System, where she has 
served the children of Fulton County for 11 years. Ms. Condit earned her bachelorôs degree in 
social work from the University of Tennessee, Knoxville, and her masterôs degree in social work 
from Georgia State University. After graduate school, Ms. Condit worked as the Truancy 
Intervention Project Coordinator for the Fulton County Juvenile Court, and she subsequently 
transitioned to her current position within the Fulton County school system.  
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Dr. Cheryl Davenport Dozier 
President, Savannah State University 
Subcommittee: Personnel 
 
Dr. Cheryl Davenport Dozier is the 13th president of Savannah State University. Since taking 
office in 2011, Dr. Dozier has advanced the universityôs mission to develop productive members 
of a global society through high quality instruction, scholarship, research, service, and 
community involvement.  
 
Under Dr. Dozierôs leadership, enrollment has reached an all-time high, fundraising has 
increased, and several new alumni chapters have been chartered. Savannah State houses a 
Department of Social Work, from which more than 80 employees with Georgiaôs Division of 
Family and Children Services have received degrees. Dr. Dozier successfully launched the 
ñClosing the Gap Fund,ò a program that provides financial support to students in their final 
semester to ensure they complete college. She has also worked to expand the universityôs 
global engagement and foster community partnerships. Dr. Dozier is actively involved in the 
Savannah community and serves on the boards of several local and national civic 
organizations, including Telfair Museums, United Way of the Coastal Empire, Step Up 
Savannah, and Union Mission.  
 
Dr. Dozier joined the SSU administration after a 17-year career at the University of Georgia. 
During her tenure at UGA, she served as associate provost and chief diversity officer for the 
Office of Institutional Diversity, tenured professor in the UGA School of Social Work, and 
assistant vice president for academic affairs at the UGA Gwinnett Center. Prior to her work at 
UGA, she spent 12 years as an administrator of an outpatient substance abuse agency, working 
with chemically dependent adults, children of addicted parents, and homeless families.  
 
Dr. Dozier is a native of New York. She earned her bachelorôs degree from Fairleigh Dickinson 
University, her Masterôs of Social Work from Atlanta University (now Clark-Atlanta University), 
and her Doctorate of Social Work from Hunter College at the Graduate Center of the City 
University of New York.  
 
 

Duaine Hathaway 
Executive Director, Georgia CASA (Court-Appointed Special Advocate) 
Subcommittee: Laws and Regulations  
 
Duaine Hathaway became the Executive Director of Georgia CASA in September of 2000, after 
retiring from Georgia Power. He was previously with Central Atlanta Progress, a nonprofit 
business association. He currently serves on the Supreme Court of Georgiaôs Committee on 
Justice for Children. In 2004, Mr. Hathaway was selected to attend Harvard Business School's 
Strategic Perspectives in Nonprofit Management course, which enhanced his management and 
leadership skills as a nonprofit director. He has a bachelorôs degree in Business Administration. 
Mr. Hathaway lives in Newnan with his wife, Diane. They have 9 grandchildren. 
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Honorable Carolyn Hugley 
State Representative, District 136, Georgia General Assembly  
Subcommittee: Policies and Procedures 
 
Representative Carolyn Fleming Hugley is the minority whip in the Georgia House of 
Representatives. She is currently in her eleventh term of office serving House District 136, 
eastern Muscogee County. She serves on the Appropriations, Rules, and Insurance 
Committees. In addition to the Democratic Caucus, she is a member of the Women's Legislative 
Caucus, Working Families Caucus, and the Georgia Legislative Black Caucus. Rep. Hugley has 
focused her legislative interests on issues affecting children, and her work has been recognized 
with numerous awards, honors, and a kiddie park named in her honor. 
 
Rep. Hugley is also an insurance agent with State Farm. She earned a bachelorôs degree in 
political science from the University of Arkansas at Pine Bluff, and a Masters of Public Policy 
and Administration from Mississippi State University. She is married to Isaiah Hugley, City 
Manager of Columbus, and is mother to three children, Kimberly, Isaiah Jr. and Jaaliyah. The 
Hugleys have two grandchildren, Kandyce and Adam. 
 
 

Donna Hyland 
President and CEO, Childrenôs Healthcare of Atlanta 
Subcommittee: Personnel (chair) 
 
For more than 25 years, Donna Hyland has helped shape childrenôs healthcare in Georgia and 
beyond. First as Chief Financial Officer, then as Chief Operating Officer, and now as President 
and Chief Executive Officer, Ms. Hyland has overseen monumental growth and achievement at 
Childrenôs Healthcare of Atlanta (CHOA). She was instrumental in the 1998 merger of Egleston 
Childrenôs Health Care System and Scottish Rite Childrenôs Medical Center, as well as in the 
addition of Hughes Spalding in 2006 and Marcus Autism Center in 2008. These successful 
mergers led to the formation of what is now one of the largest pediatric healthcare systems in 
the country. Today, CHOA is consistently ranked as a Top Pediatric Hospital by U.S. News & 
World Report, and is one of Fortune Magazineôs 100 Best Companies to Work For.  
 
Ms. Hyland was named Georgia Trend magazineôs Most Respected Business Leader in 2011, 
and has been listed as one of the 100 Most Influential Georgians for three years in a row. She is 
one of Atlanta Business Chronicleôs 100 Most Influential Atlantans, and one of Business to 
Business magazineôs Women of Excellence, and she received a Healthcare Leaders Award in 
2011. 
 
Ms. Hylandôs dedication to the community extends far beyond her work with CHOA. She serves 
on the boards of Ronald McDonald House Charities, Metro Atlanta and Georgia Chambers of 
Commerce, University of Georgia Board of Visitors, SunTrust Bank Atlanta Advisory Board, and 
Stone Mountain Industrial Park, Inc. Ms. Hyland was appointed by Governor Nathan Deal to the 
Georgia Public Telecommunications Commission, and by First Lady Sandra Deal to the Georgia 
Childrenôs Cabinet. She has also served on Governor Dealôs Georgia Competitiveness Initiative. 
 
Ms. Hyland and her husband Paul reside in Atlanta with their two children.  
 
 
 



Georgia Child Welfare Reform Council 

Appendix 9 

 

 

Honorable Burt Jones 
State Senator, District 25, Georgia General Assembly  
Subcommittee: Laws and Regulations   
 
Senator Burt Jones represents Senate District 25, which includes Baldwin, Butts, Greene, 
Jasper, Morgan, and Putnam counties along with portions of Bibb, Jones, and Walton counties. 
He serves as Vice-Chairman of the State Institutions and Properties Committee and is a 
member of the Insurance and Labor and Utilities committees. Sen. Jones was elected to the 
State Senate in 2012. He previously served as President of the Butts County Rotary Club, board 
member of Partners for Smart Growth, board member of the Butts County Water and Sewage 
Department, Advisory Board member of both Donegal Insurance Company and Utica National 
Insurance Company. Sen. Jones is also an active member of the University of Georgia 
Lettermenôs Club. 
 
Sen. Jones is a sixth generation Jackson, Georgia native. He received a bachelorôs degree in 
history from the University of Georgia, and attended the Hartford School of Insurance. In 2004, 
Sen. Jones founded JP Capitol and Insurance, Inc., the risk management advisor for Jones 
Petroleum. He quickly saw the opportunity for expansion into the retail insurance brokerage 
market, and built the start-up agency into an established insurance brokerage house. 
 
Before his career in insurance, Sen. Jones was a student athlete and a four-year letterman for 
the University of Georgia football team. Sen. Jones and his wife Janice have two children, Stella 
and Banks. 
 
 

Honorable Fran Millar 
State Senator, District 40, Georgia General Assembly  
Subcommittee: Personnel 
 
Senator Fran Millar represents Senate District 40, which includes portions of DeKalb and 
Gwinnett counties. Sen. Millar serves as chair of the Retirement Committee and as vice chair of 
the Metropolitan Atlanta Transit Overview Committee. He is also secretary to the Health and 
Human Services Committee and a member of the committees on Education and Youth and 
Rules.  
 
Before he began his service in the State Senate, Sen. Millar served in the Georgia House of 
Representatives in 1998-2010. He was recognized as Policymaker of the Year in 2008 by the 
Georgia Association for Career and Technical Education, and received the 2010 Advocacy 
Award from All About Developmental Disabilities. He was first elected to the State Senate in 
2010. Sen. Millar is a native of New London, Connecticut. He holds a bachelorôs degree in 
Economics and works as an insurance broker with Wells Fargo Insurance Services. Sen. Millar 
serves as an ex-officio member of the Dunwoody Homeowners Board of Directors. He and his 
wife, Mary, have three children and seven grandchildren. They are active members of the 
Dunwoody United Methodist Church.  
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Meredith Ramaley 
Detective, Smyrna Police Department 
Subcommittee: Personnel  
 
Meredith Ramaley is a detective for the Smyrna Police Department investigating crimes against 
children and adult sexual assault. Ms. Ramaley has been working in the field of child abuse and 
law enforcement for 13 years. She previously worked in Maryland as a Child Protective Services 
caseworker, and then as a Criminal Investigator in the Child Abuse/Sexual Assault Unit with the 
Maryland State Police and the Carroll County Stateôs Attorneyôs Office. Within the Smyrna 
Police Department, Ms. Ramaley worked uniformed patrol before being promoted to her current 
position of detective. She currently represents the Smyrna Police Department on the FBIôs 
Metro Atlanta Child Exploitation Task Force, where she investigates the human trafficking of 
children.  
 
Ms. Ramaley received her bachelorôs degree in child development from the University of 
Georgia. She has been an advisor with the Smyrna Police Explorers, a youth group for teens, 
and was honored as the 2013 Smyrna Police Officer of the Year. She lives in Smyrna with her 
family.  
 
 

Heather Rowles 
Executive Director, Multi-Agency Alliance for Children (MAAC)  
Subcommittee: Policies and Procedures 
 
Heather Rowles is the Executive Director of the Multi-Agency Alliance for Children (MAAC). She 
served on the MAAC Clinical Team before being selected to her current role. MAACôs service 
population has tripled since its beginnings, and Ms. Rowles now manages a 35-member staff. 
Ms. Rowles and her team at MAAC strongly believe that kids should be served by people rather 
than bureaucracies, and that every child can succeed. MAAC unites nine non-profit behavioral 
healthcare providers to serve children and families with services ranging from assessments to 
intensive psychiatric care, adoptions to residential group homes, therapeutic foster care to 
maternity care, and much more. All of MAACôs partner agencies adhere to best practices for 
children. Through her work with MAAC, Ms. Rowles helps kids by listening to them and finding 
out what they need, both from their points-of-view and from the points-of-view of their parents or 
other adult caretakers. She cares about what happens to ñher kids,ò and has known some of the 
MAAC youth for over five years, watching them proudly as they make hard-fought and hard-
earned progress in their lives.  
 
Ms. Rowles has a Masterôs of Public Administration from Keller Graduate School of 
Management, and a bachelor's degree in Psychology from Appalachian State University. She 
has served on the boards of Foster Family Foundation, Teen Parent Connection, Foster Family-
Based Treatment Association, Embrace, Georgia KaleidaCare User Group, and the Child 
Placement Conference Committee. She is also a seasoned presenter and trainer at child 
welfare-related conferences around the country.  
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Honorable Freddie Powell Sims 
State Senator, District 12, Georgia General Assembly 
Subcommittee: Personnel 
 
Senator Freddie Powell Sims was elected to the State Senate in 2008 to represent the 12th 
Senatorial District, which includes all of Baker, Calhoun, Clay, Dougherty, Randolph, Stewart, 
Terrell, Quitman and Webster counties, as well as portions of Mitchell and Sumter counties. 
Sen. Sims serves as secretary of the Education and Youth Committee and is also a member of 
the Appropriations, Retirement, and Natural Resources and the Environment committees.  
 
Sen. Simsô community, civic, and professional involvement goes far beyond her legislative 
service. She has been an active member of Kiwanis International, the Fort Valley State 
University Foundation Board, Children in Poverty, and several other organizations, and was a 
Deputy Registrar for Dougherty County. She has received several awards through her 
community involvement, including the 2004 Outstanding Financial Contributions to Capital 
Campaign award for Fort Valley State University, and the 2008 Outstanding Legislator of the 
Year award for technical and adult education.  
 
Sen. Sims is a retired middle school principal. She decided to get into politics because of her 
desire to serve the public, especially those who do not have a voice. She is a devout Baptist, 
and she and her husband Norman Sims have three daughters.  
 
 

Judge Steve Teske 
Chief Judge, Juvenile Court of Clayton County 
Subcommittee: Laws and Regulations  
 
Judge Teske is the chief judge of the Juvenile Court of Clayton County. Prior to this 
appointment, he was a partner in the firm of Boswell & Teske LLP and special assistant attorney 
general prosecuting child abuse and neglect cases. He has served as president of the Georgia 
Council of Juvenile Court Judges, and he currently serves on the Board of Trustees of the 
National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges. Judge Teske also serves on the Georgia 
Criminal Justice Reform Commission, Georgia Commission on Family Violence, Judicial 
Advisory Council of the Department of Juvenile Justice, and the Governorôs Office for Children 
and Families. He has served two terms on the Federal Advisory Committee for Juvenile Justice 
representing the State of Georgia.  
 
Judge Teske has testified before Congress and several state legislatures as an expert on 
juvenile justice reform. He is the author of numerous articles on child welfare and juvenile justice 
reform published in the Juvenile and Family Law Journal, the Journal of Child and Adolescent 
Psychiatric Nursing, Juvenile Justice and Family Today, Family Court Review, and the Georgia 
Bar Journal. His book, Reform Juvenile Justice Now, is a collection of essays on juvenile justice 
issues. 
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Judge Peggy Walker 
Judge, Juvenile Court of Douglas County 
Subcommittee: Policies and Procedures 
 
Judge Peggy Walker is a Juvenile Court Judge in Douglas County. She received her masterôs 
degree in education and her law degree from Georgia State University.  
 
Judge Walker is the current President of the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court 
Judges, in which capacity she serves on the STRYVE (Striving to Reduce Youth Violence 
Everywhere) Action Council, a national effort to end youth violence. She was a 2008 Senior 
Fellow at Emory University, where she worked with Lila Bradley and Judge Steve Franzen on a 
manual for judges and practitioners to promote preservation of families. She received a federal 
partnership grant that funded a Family Drug Treatment Program serving parents of children 
under age five with substance abuse problems, which continues with funding from the state of 
Georgia and Douglas County. The Douglas County Juvenile Court received federal funding to 
join Zero To Three Court Teams Project in 2010, and that work continues at the local level to 
make certain that infants and toddlers in Douglas County get the best start possible.  
 
 
 

Tyra Walker 
WinShape Homes Director, Chick-fil-a, Inc.  
Subcommittee: Laws and Regulations 
 
Tyra Walker has been WinShape Homes Director at Chick-fil-A, Inc. since 1995, working 
alongside the late S. Truett Cathy on a daily basis to grow his program in order to help as many 
children as possible. Mr. Cathyôs vision for WinShape Homes was to give children who were 
victims of circumstance families that are as close to a natural home as possible, with two full-
time parents who would see them through to adulthood, and a home to come back to for the 
holidays as adults. Mr. Cathy wanted sibling groups to be united and placements to be 
permanent. He personally took guardianship of many children to give them a permanent home.     
 
Ms. Walker shares this vision, and has been with WinShape Homes for 20 years to support and 
carry out Mr. Cathyôs vision. Under her leadership, the program has grown from 4 to 12 
homesð9 in Georgia, 2 in Tennessee, 1 in Alabamaðand now includes a Transitional Living 
Home in Rome, Georgia. Throughout her tenure, Ms. Walker has supported 24 house parents 
(who have an average of 15 yearsô service with WinShape) and provided homes and resources 
for over 400 children, all of whom have finished high school, and many of whom have gone on 
to college or technical school. Many of these children have gone on to become parents and 
raise their own children, stopping the cycle of family brokenness. Ms. Walker proudly carries on 
the legacy of S. Truett Cathy by ensuring that children have loving, permanent homes.  
 
Tyra Farmer Walker is a native of Atlanta, Georgia and attended Therrell High School, West 
Georgia College and Georgia State University. She lives in Jonesboro with her husband, and 
they have 15 grandchildren.   
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Honorable Wendell Willard 
State Representative, District 51, Georgia General Assembly  
Subcommittee: Laws and Regulations (chair) 
 
State Representative Wendell Willard represents the 51st District in the Georgia House of 
Representatives. He was first elected in 2001, and has served as Chairman of the House 
Judiciary Committee since 2005. Some of Chairman Willardôs notable legislative 
accomplishments during his service with the General Assembly include: passing a new eminent 
domain law to strengthen personal property rights for all Georgians, passing the 2004 Child 
Protection Law to protect children against reckless and abusive caregivers, and creating the 
City of Sandy Springs, his hometown. More recently, Chairman Willard participated in the 
legislative updating of the Georgia Evidence Code, and sponsored the Juvenile Justice Reform 
Act in 2013, which aims to help save Georgiaôs youth from criminal involvement.  
 
In recognition of his legislative accomplishments, Chairman Willard has been honored with 
awards from the Georgia Council on Aging, the Department of Human Resources, the 
Association of County Commissioners of Georgia, and the Georgia Municipal Association. In 
2013, Rep. Willard was honored by the State Bar of Georgia with the Lifetime Achievement 
Award, which is presented annually to a Georgia lawyer for service to the legal community and 
the state. He also received the Big Voice for Children Award in recognition of his service to the 
children of Georgia.  
 
When the legislature is out of session, Chairman Willard is an attorney with his own private 
practice, and he also serves as the City Attorney for Sandy Springs. He serves on the board of 
the Newtown Park Foundation, and is active in the Sandy Springs and North Fulton 
communities. Chairman Willard resides in Sandy Springs with his wife Vicki.  
 
 

Ashley Willcott 
Executive Director, Office of the Child Advocate for the Protection of Children  
Subcommittee: Laws and Regulations 
 
Ashley Willcott is a Certified Child Welfare Law Specialist who has served as an attorney in 
juvenile courts for over 20 years. After earning bachelorôs degrees in Psychology and English 
from Tulane University and a law degree from Emory University School of Law, she began 
practicing law with a small firm, where she represented parents in deprivation cases and 
children in delinquency cases. She was then hired as corporate counsel, and continued to 
handle court-appointed juvenile court cases. Ms. Willcott was later appointed Fulton County 
Juvenile Court Judge Pro Tem, then as DeKalb County Juvenile Court Judge Pro Tem. She 
maintained her own private practice, and was also a Special Assistant Attorney General 
representing the Department of Human Resources, Rockdale and Dawson County Department 
of Family and Children Services, and Georgia Supreme Court Cold Case Project lead. On 
February 1, 2014, Governor Deal appointed her as Executive Director of the Office of the Child 
Advocate for the Protection of Children.  
 
Ms. Willcott is a native of Houston, Texas, and now lives in Dunwoody, Georgia with her 
husband and three children.  
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Crystal Williams 
Founding Member, EmpowerMEnt; Former Foster Youth   
Subcommittee: Personnel 
 
Crystal Williams is an artist, inspirational speaker and advocate. She graduated from Emory 
University in May of 2009 with a bachelorôs degree in English/Creative Writing and a minor in 
Theater Studies. Ms. Williams has worked and volunteered with several local, national and 
international organizations, including World Changers Church International, Emory University 
Alumni Association, Casey Family programs, the Georgia Empowerment Team, the Barton 
Child Law and Policy Center of Emory University, the Georgia Division of Family and Children 
Services, the Supreme Court of Georgiaôs Committee on Justice for Children, and Families 
First, Inc. Ms. Williams spent 13 years in Georgiaôs foster care system, and was adopted as an 
adult.  
  
Ms. Williams recently authored her first book, ñStronger: An Inspirational Journal,ò which is a 
compilation of her short poems written to inspire and motivate youth to use their creative voice 
for self-expression and personal development. Ms. Williams has had the opportunity to speak all 
over the country on youth rights, and she sees it as her personal mission to use her story and 
experiences as a platform to encourage all youth. 
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Council Meeting Agendas and Minutes 
 
 

  

Meeting 1 ï May 1, 2014  15 

Meeting 2 ï June 12, 2014 18 

Meeting 3 ï August 5, 2014 23 

Meeting 4 ï September 10, 2014 28 

Meeting 5 ï October 7, 2014  33 

Meeting 6 ï November 13, 2014 36 

  

 
 

Meeting 1 ð May 1, 2014 
 
 

Agenda 
 

12:30 Welcome 
Stephanie Blank, Council Chair 
 

12:45-1:10 Council Member Introductions 
 

1:10-1:20  Remarks by Governor Deal 
 

1:30-2:30 Overview of the Child Welfare System in Georgia 
Melissa Carter 
 

2:30-2:45 Break 
 

2:45-3:45 DFCS Overview and Current Initiatives 
Commissioner Keith Horton and Dr. Sharon Hill  
 

3:45-4:15 Council Goal Setting 
 

4:15-4:30 Review details for second meeting 
 

4:30 Meeting Concludes 
 

Location Arthur M. Blank Family Foundation Office 
3223 Howell Mill Road NW, Atlanta, GA 30327  
 

 
 
Minutes  
 
Council Chair Stephanie Blank called the meeting to order at 12:35 and thanked everyone for 
attending. She introduced members of the Council and advised that the meetings will be taped 
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and available to the public online. The taped proceedings of this meeting, and all future 
meetings, will be posted on Governor Dealôs web page.   
 
Council members present included: Sen. Fran Miller, Tyra Walker, Judge Steve Teske, Donna 
Hyland, Dr. Cheryl Dozier, Ashley Willcott, Rep. Carolyn Hugley, Judge Peggy Walker, Rep. 
Wendell Willard, Heather Rowles, Sen. Freddie Powell Sims, Lamar Burkett, Rep. Valerie Clark, 
Meredith Ramaley, Crystal Williams, Valerie Condit, Melissa Carter, Duaine Hathaway, and Bob 
Bruder-Mattson. Commissioner Keith Horton of the Department of Human Services and Dr. 
Sharon Hill, Director of DFCS, were also present, along with Erin Hames, Katie Rogers, and 
Ashley Aurandt of the Governorôs Staff. Two members of the Governorôs Communications Office 
were also there to film the entire proceedings of the meeting (Press Secretary Sasha 
Dlugolenski and Communications Specialist Merry Hunter Hipp). In addition, more than 30 
interested observers representing various child welfare organizations and public interest groups 
were in attendance, as well as members of the staffs of DHS and DFCS.  
 
Council Chair Blank emphasized that the meetings and deliberations of the Child Welfare 
Reform Council will be entirely open to the public and transparent, and she expressed 
appreciation for the strong showing of interest in this initiative. She shared with the group some 
of her background and experience serving children, and emphasized the importance of the work 
of the Council. She provided some overview of her thoughts about the child welfare system in 
Georgia and the important work getting underway with the meeting.  
 
As she introduced Governor Deal to the group, Council Chair Blank commented about her 
respect and appreciation for his leadership, his commitment to children, and his use of data and 
science as the basis for formulating essential policy positions addressing the needs of children. 
She also praised First Lady Sandra Deal, especially for the fact that Mrs. Deal had visited with 
children in every county in Georgia.  
 
Governor Deal addressed the Council, expressed his appreciation for the membersô willingness 
to serve, and stressed the importance of their upcoming work. He commented that the Child 
Welfare Council is modeled after the Criminal Justice Reform Council due to the success of that 
council. He strongly emphasized that one of his biggest goals of this Council is to ensure that 
children are able to grow up in a loving home. He said they deserve it, and that the Councilôs 
mission is to look for ways of helping to make sure they have that opportunity. He also 
commented that he believes this Council will be one of the most important and successful 
endeavors of his term as Governor. He commented that the members of the Child Welfare 
Reform Council were asked to serve on this important mission because of their knowledge, 
experience, and expertise, and he thanked them for accepting their assignment. He also 
thanked the members of the General Assembly for their help and support and told the group 
that funding was included in the FY 2015 budget to hire people to look after children's well-
being. He commented that 525 case workers in protective services will be added over 3 years, 
and that he hopes that the Council will take a comprehensive look at Georgiaôs child welfare 
system and find where improvements can be made. In summary, he stated that this Council will 
identify specific points where Georgia can make improvements in how we look after our children 
and try to ensure that they experience nothing but the positive and nurturing lives they deserve; 
this will be a difficult but important task. He closed by asking the Council and Georgia citizens to 
show patience and support for the many dedicated and hard-working staff members serving 
Georgiaôs children. The Governor said that the Councilôs job will be to recommend steps for 
improving our statewide program.  
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Council member Melissa Carter, Executive Director of the Barton Child Law and Policy Center 
at Emory University, provided a detailed overview of Georgiaôs child welfare programs.1 DHS 
Commissioner Keith Horton and DFCS Director Dr. Sharon Hill then made a joint presentation 
to the Council that (1) explained basic information about DFCS and its vision, mission, and core 
values and (2) provided detailed information about DFCSô current workload, strategies, and 
initiatives.2 During each of the presentations, the Council engaged in an extended series of 
questions and answers for the purpose of seeking clarity and common understanding of the 
issues presented.  
 
After the presentations, Council Chair Blank commented that the Child Welfare Reform Council 
was formed to bring vital outside expertise and fresh ideas to the table in an effort to work with 
the State of Georgia. She urged both the Council members and the guests at the meeting to 
provide their input on desired outcomes or new ways of doing business that would help 
structure upcoming meetings and deliberations of the Council. She said that such input would 
be taken via email, and that the Council would be looking carefully to find where there was the 
most opportunity to make changes for the better. She closed her comments by reminding those 
present that ñgood is the enemy of great,ò and that even one child in need of services and 
protection was too many, and that we should strive for the number of children in need to be 
zero. She thanked those in attendance, and adjourned the meeting at 4:36.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

                                                           
1
 See infra ŀǘ оу ŦƻǊ aǎΦ /ŀǊǘŜǊΩǎ ǇƻǿŜǊ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΦ  

2
 See infra at 53 for their power point presentation.  
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Meeting 2 ð June 12, 2014 
 
 

Agenda 
 

 

12:30 Welcome 
Stephanie Blank, Council Chair 
 

12:45-1:45 The Judicial Process 
Judge Peggy Walker 
 

1:45-2:00  Reasons Behind Caregiver Abuse 
Tanisha Grimes, Ph.D. 
 

2:00-2:15 Break 
 

2:15-3:15 The Role of the Office of the Child Advocate 
Ashley Willcott 
 

3:15-4:15 Personal Perspective from a Former Foster Youth 
Crystal Williams 
 

4:15-4:30 Wrap-up and Announcements  
 

4:30 Meeting Concludes 
 

Location Emory University School of Law, Gambrell Hall, Room 575  
1301 Clifton Road, Atlanta, GA, 30322  
 

 
 
Minutes  
 
After an introduction by Council Chair Blank, Council member Judge Peggy Walker gave a 
presentation to the Council on the judicial processes related to the child welfare system.3 She 
said that the three objectives of judicial proceedings are the health, safety, and overall best 
interests of children. She made the following points about the judicial process in child welfare 
cases:  

¶ Physicians have the ability to keep custody of the child  

¶ It is best practice never to remove a child without a judgeôs approval  

¶ Practices in the fifteen DFCS regions are inconsistent, which makes it difficult for judges 
to piece together services  

¶ There is no standard protocol for how agencies should interact and how they should 
allocate responsibilities among themselves  

¶ Title IV-E money can be federally reimbursed, but comes out of the stateôs budget if it is 
not reimbursed; that state money can be used for something other than foster care, 
which the federal money can cover if we get the reimbursements  

                                                           
3
 See infra ŀǘ тл ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜ ŦǊƻƳ WǳŘƎŜ ²ŀƭƪŜǊΩǎ ǇƻǿŜǊ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΦ  
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¶ Juvenile courts are county courts, not state courts, and judges aren't state employees; 
judges therefore have to go to county commissioners to ask for money for salary, staff, 
etc. which makes everything dependent on local government  

¶ Training for juvenile court judges was cut from the Institute for Continuing Judicial 
Education (ICJE) budget  

¶ Neither Georgia nor federal law requires judges to work towards parental reunification if 
it is not a good option  

¶ Georgia does not have enough foster homes  

¶ There are issues with Medicaid when children are placed out of state  

¶ Judges and others need to get better at dealing with situations involving trauma for 
parents and/or children, as well as the relationship of such trauma to substance abuse  

o According to a study by CDC and Kaiser, the leading factor in adverse health 
outcomes was bad childhood experiences, not lifestyle choices  

After Judge Walker completed her formal presentation, the floor was opened for Council 
members to ask questions:  

¶ Is there any judicial oversight where the ñchildò is over the age of 18?  
o Yes, until age 23.  

¶ What major problems do you see in the courtroom, besides substance abuse?  
o Substance abuse and use of methadone during pregnancy is the biggest issue; 

babies born with methadone addiction must be in the hospital for 6 months.  
o Parents with psychosis also present major problems, as mental health support 

services are not very good.  
o There is also the problem of lack of child supervision, not because of parenting 

issues, but because of substance abuse and mental health.  
o Postpartum depression is not monitored well enough.  
o Developmentally delayed children are also another group for whom insufficient 

services are available, and many language and behavior problems are 
associated with this issue.  

¶ What do you suggest regarding the interstate compact issue?  
o Border agreements are helpful to assist in getting cooperation  
o But we should also do interstate compact applications electronically to reduce 

time associated with these processes.  

¶ What do you suggest for when reunification with parents is not an option?  
o Foster homes are the number one most important issue.  
o There is a big national push to move away from group home settings, which often 

recruit children into sexual exploitation.  
o We need regular and therapeutic foster homes to replace group homes. Even as 

group homes still exist and are necessary, we should be thoughtful with how we 
recruit people to treat and care for teenagers.  

¶ Are judges required to consider the CASA report?  
o Best practice is to review everything, and the legislation says to review 

everything. However, the lack of training standards with the juvenile justice 
council means that different judges practice varying degrees of thoroughness in 
their review of materials.  

¶ What is the impact that transitions have on a child's learning?  
o Judges and attorneys really need to be able to engage and build relationships 

with the children they are involved with. Going in and out of schools is a big 
problem; education is key for children. Well-qualified social workers should be 
trained to deal with this problem.  



Georgia Child Welfare Reform Council 

Appendix 20 

 

 

¶ Why are there situations where foster parents are able and willing to adopt but relatives 
come out of nowhere in the midst of the process and take the child from the foster 
parents?  

o Because of this problem, Judge Walker advocates for finding relatives within the 
first 90 days of the judicial proceedings. Finding a new family for the child three 
years later is detrimental to the childôs development. With appointments of 
guardians ad litem for children, this will hopefully improve, since children will 
have someone to advocate for their best interests.  

¶ Is there a potential opportunity to look towards a new family model that would satisfy 
needs, such as two full-time parents employed for life (not a job, but a guardianship)?  

o The state would have to make changes for that to happen. We typically give 
permanent guardianship to a person instead of an entity.  

 
Following Judge Walkerôs presentation and the question and answer period, Dr. Tanisha Grimes 
gave a presentation about the reasons that parents abuse their children.4 Council Chair Blank 
informed the Council that adolescent pregnancies and unintended pregnancies present a high 
risk for abuse, often in the first year of the childôs life, since lots of crying causes cortisol to 
release in the motherôs body. Council members asked no questions.  
 
Council member Ashley Willcott, Executive Director of Georgiaôs Office of the Child Advocate, 
next gave a presentation on the role her office plays in the stateôs child welfare system.5 Council 
members then asked the following questions, which she answered:  

¶ What are the respective roles of GBI and DFCS in investigating and ruling on child 
deaths, and how do they collaborate?  

o The autopsy report gives the manner of death, if it is done. An autopsy report is 
not required, but the cause of death must be reported.  

o GBI is able to investigate further.  
o The Child Fatality Review (CFR) team consists of three employees, and a panel 

appointed by the governor can be used to move forward.  
o Open to suggestions on how to do this better.  
o Knowing what prevention methods would be effective is very important for CFR. 

Although CFR is housed in the Department of Public Health (DPH), it doesnôt 
have a specific or influential role, which is why moving the responsibility to GBI 
may be beneficial.  

¶ What are the implications of being on the Interstate Compact on the Placement of 
Children (ICPC) waiting list?  

o Child is not with family or in a permanent arrangement  
o Sometimes unclear how child gets benefits  

¶ How does Georgia compare with other states?  
o The CFR contributes to a national database. Georgia ranks high in infant 

mortality.  
o Some subcategories of child maltreatment fatalities (SIDS, drowning, homicide, 

etc.) deaths are typically coded medically but result from neglect.  

¶ What is a weakness of CFR?  
o They almost never give recommendations.  

¶ How many CFR panels are there? Are they uniform?  
o There is one in each county.  

                                                           
4
 See infra ŀǘ ум ŦƻǊ 5ǊΦ DǊƛƳŜǎΩ ǇƻǿŜǊ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΦ  

5
 See infra ŀǘ фн ŦƻǊ aǎΦ ²ƛƭƭŎƻǘǘΩǎ ǇƻǿŜǊ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΦ  
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o The panels undergo training and report data uniformly as dictated at the national 
level. But there is huge variation in how often they meet, how well they report, 
etc.  

o In addition, it is not mandatory to have a pediatrician on the CFR panel, but it 
should be.  

¶ Are child fatality statistics available by county? Are they tied to DFCS abuse/neglect 
open records?  

o They are available by county.  
o But they are not currently being linked to DFCS cases. CFR reviews all 

unexplained deaths of children under age 18, which don't all trace back DFCS 
involvement with a specific case. The CFR form does include a question about 
whether DFCS has been involved, which could be used to link to DFCS cases, 
but this depends on reporting.  

 
Council member Crystal Williams gave the next presentation, which discussed her own past 
experience as a child in Georgiaôs child welfare system and presented her recommendations for 
improvements.6 Following her presentation, there was a time for questions and answers:  

¶ Is the teen birth rate higher for teenagers in foster care?  
o Nationally, the teen birth rate for teenagers in foster care is twice as high as that 

of the general population.  
o There has been a recent push to allow these teens to keep custody of their 

children instead of placing the babies into foster care system (this is the PREP 
program in DFCS).  

¶ What can we do as a state to prepare older foster children for independence when they 
become adults (i.e. teaching financial literacy, preparing for jobs, etc.)?  

o This is not going to happen as a result of a program or workshop. It requires 
consistent influence specific to the individual child, which requires giving them 
the ability to connect with community.  

¶ Was there stability in first 9 years of your life, before you entered foster care? Was there 
an adult that was consistent at all in your life? What was the piece that made the 
difference?  

o There was no stability because of extreme poverty. Mom wasn't there, and she 
was taking on parental roles as a child. Sister was consistent.  

o Adolescence is a period where the brain continues to develop; that doesnôt just 
happen before age 5. Adolescence is a prime time to re-wire the brain. She was 
fortunately able to make permanent relationships as an adolescent. 

¶ Who helped you to see an alternative in your life?  
o Foster parents were pivotal in making her feel normal. Young people growing up 

in foster care often grown up in an abnormal environment, but then when they 
age out of the system are expected to be integrated and act normal.  

¶ Were there any differences in how your siblings grew up?  
o Her sister did not like her foster mom, so their aunt adopted her when she was 

young.  

¶ What is Celebration of Excellence?  
o It is a graduation ceremony for people who have achieved their educational goals 

(high school diploma, GED, etc.) that the foster family, adoptive family, etc. all 
attend.  

                                                           
6
 See infra ŀǘ фф ŦƻǊ aǎΦ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎΩ ǇƻǿŜǊ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΦ  
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¶ What do former foster children do when their college campus closes and they have 
nowhere to go home?  

o It is sad that people go to school all year just to have a home. There are 
Guardian Scholar programs. Another question is how we can build schools that 
have resources for these people.  

¶ How can we to teach these young adults to build their own connections?  
o Connections are local but should extend throughout the state to help build 

permanency.  

¶ Can fraternities and sororities help?  
o Not really because they are expensive, but on-campus activities help.  

The meeting closed after Ms. Williamsô presentation.   
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Meeting 3 ð August 5, 2014 
 
 

Agenda 
 

 

12:30 Welcome 
Stephanie Blank, Council Chair 
 

12:30-1:30 Differential Response  
JoAnn Lamm 
 

1:30-2:30  The Effects of Abuse and Neglect: A Childôs Perspective 
Dr. Jordan Greenbaum 
 

2:30-2:45 Break 
 

2:45-3:45 Georgia Families 360 Program 
Earlie Rockette  
 

3:45-4:30 Subcommittee Planning  
 

4:30 Meeting Concludes 
 

Location Childrenôs Healthcare of Atlanta, Office Park 
1600 Tullie Circle, Atlanta, Georgia 30329 
 

 
 
Minutes  
 
Council Chair Blank opened the meeting, and the new interim director of DFCS, Bobby Cagle, 
addressed the Council and took questions:  

¶ DFCS is finalizing a centralized intake process for Child Protective Services, including a 
single telephone number you can call throughout the state to report child abuse.  

o Average call times have decreased to 8 seconds from averages that were as 
high as 25 minutes.  

o CPS is accepting more calls than it was in June 2013, and there has been a 63% 
increase in cases opened.  

¶ Region 14 consists of Fulton and DeKalb counties, which are the counties that are 
bound by the Kenny A. consent decree  

¶ One of the best measures of how our child welfare system is doing is the current number 
of overdue cases.  

o We have seen about a 50% decrease in overdue cases. 
ƺ Question: is this being done safely?  

Á We are reviewing to ensure that cases are being closed safely.  

¶ We set a staffing goal of reducing caseloads to fifteen cases per caseworker by 2017.  
o On July 16, DFCS was authorized to hire 103 additional caseworkers 

immediately.  
o Still communicating with the Office of Planning and Budget (OPB) to discuss 

options for future staff expansion.  
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o We are also looking to reduce the caseworker to supervisor ratio from its current 
level of 7:1 to 5:1.  

¶ We are also working on an annual analysis of child fatalities.  
o This involves collaboration with the Office of the Child Advocate (OCA), the 

Department of Public Health (DPH), and the Georgia Bureau of Investigation 
(GBI).  

o This is not just a DFCS problem; it is a community problem.  

¶ As of August 8, policy will change with respect to screening reports of injuries to 
children.  

o These cases require constant and direct supervision by CPS, although they can 
later be stepped down to Family Support.  

o We need to ensure a response within 24 hours when abuse is reported, and 
within 5 days when neglect is reported.  

¶ We are looking into using the predictive analytics model from Eckerd to predict possible 
risk factors for investigations.  

o We have a potential funding source for the first year of implementing the 
program.  

o A big issue we have is the constant need to invest in training new workers 
because of high turnover.  
Á We need to meet with OPB about thisðturnover results from a variety of 

factors, including high stress, low salary, and the lack of a career path.  
Á Question: With an abuse case, if DFCS is unable to investigate within 24 hours, can a 

medical resource intervene?  
o We need contact with the family to use medical resources.  
o OCA works to make the process seamless between all contributing entities.  

 
After Mr. Cagleôs presentation, JoAnn Lamm gave a presentation on ñdifferential response,ò 
which is the model of child welfare used in Georgia:7  

¶ Differential Response (DR) can show tremendous results when it is implemented 
correctly. It allows DFCS to respond in different ways to different kinds of reports of 
abuse and neglect.  

o Use Family Support to respond to less serious reports, and CPS investigation to 
respond to more serious reports.  

¶ In a well-organized CPS system, DR is supported by legislation as well as state policies 
and procedures.  

¶ Both tracks both have CPS authority, allowing the child to be removed if necessary.  

¶ Nineteen states and DC have implemented DR.  

¶ Cost-effectiveness of DR:  
o There are extra up front implementation costs.  
o Otherwise, it varies from state to state.  

Á Illinois discontinued DR due to cost, but its program had an extra layer 
that cost more.  

Á North Carolina had to re-finance to retrain every caseworker, social 
worker, supervisor, etc.  

¶ Although adequate compensation is important, DR has been shown to improve workersô 
satisfaction by increasing flexibility and enjoyment in their jobs.  

¶ DR also increases family participation and engagement in decisionmaking.  

¶ Question: are children as safe in Family Support as they are in the investigation track?  

                                                           
7
 See infra ŀǘ млу ŦƻǊ aǎΦ [ŀƳƳΩǎ ǇƻǿŜǊ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΦ  
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o Family Support requires contact with the family first.  

¶ DR was implemented at the local level in 2004 in a program called ñDiversion.ò  
o At the time, there was no comparable state-level program.  
o There were no uniform criteria about how to designate a case ñdiversionò or 
ñinvestigationò; this varied by county.  

o This did not work very well. Having a state-level policy is critical.  

¶ DR affects all aspects of child welfare services.  
o Training, coaching, and supervision  
o Practice  
o Substantiation of reports of abuse or neglect  

¶ Leadershipðat state and local levelsðneeds to buy into this for it to work.  

¶ In using DR, we need to be aware that data is going to change (and why), and that it is 
essential to develop a strategic plan. Not just supervisors, but caseworkers need to 
understand how the DR system is integrated.  

¶ Resist the temptation to make quick changes, as this discourages caseworkers.  
This presentation led into a question-and-answer period:  

¶ How is the DR model staffed, with respect to caseworkers and social workers?  
o Cases that go to the Family Support track require more time to find out issues.  
o Investigative caseworkers spend less time with families than those in the Family 

Support track.  
o We need to assess the amount of time spent with cases and determine staffing 

needs based on those results.  

¶ What keeps people accountable for sending cases to the correct track?  
o There is no difference in what we do as far as safety and risk assessment in 

comparison to investigative track; the end result is the same.  
o There isn't consistency within the state and this is what they're working towards.  
o There has been a lot of variability here in the past in regard to what track the 

case is assigned to, but in theory, where we are faithful to the model, there 
should be no difference in safety between tracks.  

¶ Is it more effective to get faith-based groups and other community groups involved?  
o We haven't had funding to investigate this in states with DR.  

Á In Illinois, it was cost prohibitive.  
Á In North Carolina, we didn't have enough community partners to manage 

the volume of service required.  
o But families are more satisfied when they have a caseworker and community 

partner to work with.  

¶ Is it possible to have a case where you start going down one track and later realize it is 
incorrect? Is the process of changing tracks seamless?  

o State policy and procedures for switching tracks must be very clear for the 
process to work well.  

o Two common ways of switching tracks:  
Á The caseworker keeps the case but changes approach;  
Á Or there is a procedure in place to switch the case to a caseworker on the 

other track.  

¶ How do we start trying to get community buy-in, given the limited evidence we have?  
o Child welfare community partners need to come together and be methodical, 

have a strategic plan, and ask whether they have organized well.  
o Also ask whether the correct infrastructure and planning is in place, and whether 

we have adequately prepared for proper training and follow-up.  
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Next, Dr. Jordan Greenbaum of the Childrenôs Hospital of Atlanta (CHOA) presented the childôs 
perspective on abuse and neglect.8 After her presentation, the question and answer period 
proceeded as follows:  

¶ If, for example, a child experienced trauma involving scalding water, does a foster family 
receive this information from the caseworker?  

o Foster parents should receive all information that will allow them to care for the 
child, but this does not always happen in practice.  

o This is why the trauma screen is so important.  

¶ Who is responsible for proper screening? DFCS? 
o We try to do the trauma screening in the CHOA clinic.  
o When they enter the foster care system, what is medically necessary is done, but 

the trauma screening is not a standard component of the assessment.  

¶ Is trauma screening considered mental health assessment?  
o Yes.  

¶ An audience member stated that he hopes that one of the recommendations from the 
Council will be to involve people like Dr. Greenbaum in the child welfare process 
because her expertise and training is invaluable. Perhaps we can implement a 
collaborative approach among the Department of Education, DFCS, and others to 
address trauma.  

¶ Have you done anything with the telemedicine program?  
o That program provides remote consultations at child advocacy centers, oversees 

general examinations, and allows for interviews of the child and parent.  
o It can also be used to give second opinions for medical exams.  
o We are beginning to use it in law enforcement settings to examine and consult 

with people who are in state or local custody and cannot leave the facilities.  
o We can also use it to peer review cases among colleagues.  

¶ How can the information from your presentation help us with investing in prevention? 
Why aren't we or other states investing in these programs?  

o There are evidence-based prevention programs for early intervention in cases of 
physical abuse, as well as sexual abuse prevention programs that focus on 
adults rather than children.  

o Home visitation programs for prenatal and infants under one year have proven to 
be effective as well; they teach parents how to prevent abuse and neglect 
caused by parental stress.  

o We can look to South Carolina, which will soon begin implementing a home 
visitation program. Home visitation programs are expensive, though.  

o To make the legislature more likely to invest in early intervention, it is essential to 
provide it with literature about these issues, including adverse childhood outcome 
studies, studies on the long-term cost of child maltreatment, etc.  

 
After a short break, Earlie Rockette gave a presentation on the Georgia Families 360 program, 
followed by a time of questions and answers:9  

¶ Georgia Families 360 is working with the Department of Behavioral Health and 
Developmental Disabilities (DBHDD), the Department of Community Health (DCH), and 
DFCS to coordinate program efforts.  

o They report back to DCH and DFCS to give updates on their current status and 
how they can improve.  

                                                           
8
 See infra ŀǘ мнм ŦƻǊ 5ǊΦ DǊŜŜƴōŀǳƳΩǎ ǇƻǿŜǊ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΦ  

9
 See infra ŀǘ мрп ŦƻǊ aǎΦ wƻŎƪŜǘǘŜΩǎ ǇƻǿŜǊ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΦ  
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o They report on health outcomes of children by evaluating children when they 
enter program and then re-evaluating 4-6 weeks later to see if the childôs health 
has improved.  

o They act based on these evaluations.  

¶ Where does mental health fall into coverage, and how does reimbursement for these 
services work? Are there enough providers for the volume of children that need 
treatment?  

o Behavioral health providers are able to provide service within the network and do 
not need referral.  

o There are enough providers, and children are able to continue to see providers 
after they transition out of Georgia Families.  

¶ How do young people ages 18-26 receive coverage? Do they have to re-enroll every 
year like other coverage programs? Is this tracked?  

o The same services and benefits are available up to age 26. Between ages 25-26, 
when they are transitioning out of Amerigroup care, they receive training on how 
to keep health care.  

o We keep track to make sure youth maintain their health coverage, and assist 
them if they do not re-enroll. The marketing department works to help this.  

¶ With mental health providers, have you developed specific tools needed for 
assessment? Are you making medical recommendations for what the child needs in 
order to be healthy?  

o Trauma assessment is separate from psychological assessment; the child may 
not trust the provider.  

¶ Do they maintain dental care until age 26?  
o Yes.  

¶ We are working towards making the DCH-owned client portal accessible to others 
besides providers, including parents, caregivers, etc.  

¶ What is the percentage breakdown of mental health coverage, dental coverage, etc.?  
o 70-80% of children have mental or behavioral issues, so this service is used a 

lot.  
o 60-70% of coverage is for mental health services.  
o The focus is not on how much coverage is provided for a certain type of service, 

but whether the appropriate level of care is provided.  

¶ Is there data that is tracked longitudinally for diabetes, ADHD, obesity, etc.?  
o Yes. The quality team is tracking and reaching out to providers to make sure 

children are being seen if they miss appointments or do not receive follow-up.  
o We should see cost savings because we are intervening early.  

¶ CMS awarded an innovation grant to Amerigroup and Family First, and we are using this 
money to assist children ages 16-20 to transition in Fulton, DeKalb, Cobb, Gwinnett, and 
Bibb counties.  

 
Council members broke off into their three subcommitteesðlaws and regulations, personnel, 
and policies and proceduresðto discuss recommendations, and the meeting ended after these 
discussions.  
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Meeting 4 ð September 10, 2014 
 
 

Agenda 
 

 

12:30 Welcome 
Stephanie Blank, Council Chair 
 

12:30-1:15 DFCS Update  
Bobby Cagle, DFCS Interim Director 
 

1:15-2:15  Council Discussion on Subcommittee Issues and 
Deliverables   
 

2:15-4:30 Subcommittee Planning  
 

4:30 Meeting Concludes 
 

Location DNR Board Room, Room 1252, Floyd Building, East Tower 
200 Piedmont Avenue, Atlanta, GA 30334 
 

 
 
Minutes  
 
Council Chair Blank opened the meeting and welcomed interim DFCS Director Bobby Cagle to 
update the Council on progress at DFCS:  

¶ Staffing:  
o Caseload averages are decreasing overall, but this varies by region.  
o Certain counties with staffing problems are having hiring fairs where they 

interview potential candidates on site.  
o It takes about a year for each new hire to complete the training process, which is 

a limitation on DFCS.  
o We instituted mandatory overtime payment in June 2014, and have seen a 61% 

reduction in overdue cases since then.  
Á The regions that include Cobb and Clayton counties contain the highest 

number of overdue cases.  
Á We are also hiring retired staff to come back part-time to help with 

overdue cases.  

¶ CPS Intake:  
o CPS centralized intake has increased its capacity for calls by 39% from August 

2013 to August 2014.  
o The current intake screening process is accepting 78% of cases.  
o We need to look into whether we are unnecessarily screening in cases that don't 

need to be screened in for two main reasons:  
Á Screening in cases unnecessarily means subjecting families to an 

unnecessary invasion of their privacy by the state.  
Á It also means expending resources that are already scarce.  

o Is the screening intake rate comparable to other states? 
Á It is not beneficial to compare Georgia with other states on this point.  
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¶ Question: were many unsubstantiated cases sent to referral?  
o Typically, deeming a case ñunsubstantiatedò results in the state no longer having 

a connection with that family.  
o If a child dies within 5 years, the system can allow DFCS to look back to see if 

that child was in the system and in what capacity, and whether the case was 
unsubstantiated or not.  

¶ Caseloads:  
o The governorôs goal is to reduce caseload size to fifteen cases per caseworker. 

Each caseworker currently carries an average caseload of about 21 cases.  
Á In Gwinnett, that number is as high as 83 cases per caseworker.  

o Question: why donôt regions with high caseloads distribute cases to other 
regions?  
Á Caseworkers cannot work on cases from other regions.  
Á The high turnover among caseworkers results from burnout, which is 

caused by long training time and work overload, as well as low 
compensation for very difficult work.  

Á The most difficult aspect of improving the system is managing caseloads 
that have been overdue since 2007.  

o Question: were appropriations intended for adding caseworkers as well as 
increasing salaries?  
Á The only salary increase appropriation was the 1% statewide 

appropriation, which was supposed to go toward merit-based salary 
increases.  

Á There is only going to be a salary reclassification for caseworkers whose 
salaries fall below a certain range.  

o Ideally, a supervisor will supervise five caseworkers, who will have fifteen cases 
each, totaling 75 cases per supervisor.  
Á Currently, supervisors are over about seven caseworkers with 21 cases 

each, totaling about 147 cases per supervisor on average.  

¶ Question: what is the greatest gap, and how are we falling short to achieve our goals?  
o The priority of the system should always be the protection of children, which 

means paying attention to the front end of the system (i.e. intake).  
o Permanency should come second to improving the front end of the system. We 

are falling short of having enough caseworkers on the front lines, and the less 
time you have to spend with each family because of your high caseload, the less 
time you have to do a thorough investigation.  

o Research says the most significant determinant of the amount of time is takes to 
reach permanency is caseload size.  

¶ He wants to lay out a vision for how DFCS plans on achieving its goals.  
o This is going to take commitment now and over time.  
o We have a list of priorities.  
o Georgia operates under the Safety Response System, which is a good system 

but extremely difficult.  
o The most important parts of the brain, including decisionmaking capacity, do not 

become fully formed until age 25.  
o We need to have people trained specifically to manage cases involving death in 

the family.  
o We need increased transparencyðthe public has a right to know when we make 

a mistake and how we plan to correct it.  
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¶ Question: what are some topics that the laws and regulations subcommittee should 
consider?  

o The systems that have failed consistently are always systems where the director 
turnover is high. This can be hard on staff because they repeatedly lose their 
direction.  

o Transparency: are we sharing what we need to be sharing with the public?  
o Legislative oversight: legislators need to know what is going on in the child 

welfare system on a regular basis, not just in times of crisis.  

¶ Question: is the safety and risk assessment system mandated?  
o It is handled by DFCS, and he would not recommend mandating it.  

¶ Question: in terms of how legislative oversight should look, what do you think about 
recommending a commission similar to the one that criminal justice reform implemented, 
which included private citizens, judges, and legislators?  

o It is not for him to recommend, but he will send the subcommittee the practices of 
other states.  

¶ Are courses mandatory?  
o Certain courses are mandatory, but we are looking to add elective courses as 

well.  

¶ Question: very often, this is a system failure and not a people failure; there are highly 
committed people, but sometimes the system fails. There is a public relations issue 
present, but how do we repair that? What do you need from the Council to restore public 
trust?  

o We would like stakeholders to give us regular feedback and advice. What should 
those stakeholder groups look like, and who should be included? We need 
people to be engaged continually, not just in times of crisis.  

o We need to give the caseworkers feedback and encourage them. We need 
public relations to restore confidence in the system, and to promote this field as 
one that is respectable and helpful.  

o We could do a Social Work Day at DFCS to show students that it is a respectable 
first job with a career path.  

¶ We need regular data presentations to show where we are and determine how to get 
where we are trying to go. We need to see the trends regularly, and not just in times of 
crisis.  

o Community groups may be more likely to rise to the occasion if they are 
presented with information on the depth of the problem.  

¶ The "system" is not just DFCS; it includes everyone in the community.  

¶ Would a standalone DFCS board help to better the system? The Department of Human 
Services (DHS) board is charged with everything related to DHS, not just DFCS.  

¶ Question: how do we overcome the negative stigma associated with DFCS and its 
investigations?  

o We need workers who stay long-term and who are highly qualified so that they 
can really get to the truth in their investigations.  

o Families being investigated have the right to feel violated, but they should still 
feel that they are respected and that the investigator is competent and qualified.  

¶ How do we keep promoting DFCS on an ongoing basis?  
o Change cannot be accomplished in one year, and reform should never cease.  

¶ Will the Council dismantle after recommendations are put forth? 
o No, there is no timeline and the governor supports any decision of the Council as 

it moves forward.  
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¶ We need to modernize (i.e. use tablets, better computers)ðthere are tools to make 
caseworkersô jobs easier.  

 
After Mr. Cagleôs presentation, the chair of each subcommittee updated the Council on the 
issues being studied and ideas being considered, and asked for any feedback or 
recommendations from other Council members. Melissa Carter, chair of the Policies and 
Procedures subcommittee, spoke first:  

¶ Streamlining processes across jurisdictions  

¶ Studying predictive analytics  
o Using a predictive model to predict which cases would be substantiated, which 

cases would result in a fatality, etc.  

¶ Intake and investigation procedures throughout the process, from initiation to 
completion.  

¶ Evidence-based practices for:  
o Foster parent recruiting and support  
o Content and time for search for relatives  
o Placement assessment and matching for permanency  

¶ We have been looking at caseload standards, and refer this to personnel subcommittee; 
we need an institutional review of caseload standards so that this continues to be a 
priority and is constantly monitored.  

¶ It would be helpful to post reports periodically; would that fall under the purview of the 
Policies and Procedures subcommittee?  

o Yes.  

¶ Are you looking at triage best practices?  
o Yes.  

¶ Emory law students are helping to staff the subcommittee by analyzing and producing 
information.  

¶ There should be "recipe cards" for case managers to have on hand for certain difficult 
situations.  

¶ Sometimes lack of access to technology hinders the ability of caseworkers to understand 
the big picture because they miss details due to a lack of information on-hand.  

o Subcommittee should come up with technology-specific questions, or a 
technology wish list.  

Donna Hyland, chair of the Personnel subcommittee, spoke next:  

¶ Career development  

¶ Started by consulting with DFCS to identify top areas of focus  

¶ Issues: compensation and benefits, training staff and supervisors, career development, 
career ladder, staffing and turnover, internal and external public relations, safety  

¶ If we cannot pay people very much, we should look to other forms of compensationð
sending letters from the governor for outstanding DFCS workers, etc. We are open to 
suggestions.  

¶ Local state representatives could also be responsible for recognizing the good work of 
caseworkers in their regions.  

Finally, Wendell Willard, chair of the Laws and Regulations subcommittee, updated the Council 
on his subcommitteeôs progress:  

¶ Subcommittee will be evaluating transparency  

¶ Identify how data can be better used and shared  

¶ Will the subcommitteeôs recommendations include legislation and analyzing proposed 
legislation?  
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o The Council was tasked with recommending passage of legislation that will 
benefit child welfare.   

¶ How our foster care system compares to other states  

¶ Child Abuse Registryðalmost every other state has one, but Georgia does not. Such a 
registry would include information about whether a case was substantiated or not, 
information from the investigation, etc.  

o How would you get expunged from the registry if you are listed in error? We need 
to have a registry that is constitutional.  

o Child abuse can be civil, but the most conservative approach would be to only 
include only those convicted of criminal child abuse. The second most 
conservative approach would be to include only substantiated cases. Would 
either of these approaches serve the needs of the system?  

o The registry would include anyone who was the subject of an investigation, 
including parents, foster parents, etc.  

o Issues with confidentiality and HIPAA  

¶ Is there merit to examining the structure of DFCS? Is Bobby doing an internal review of 
structure? Would it be helpful to have recommendations on this from the subcommittee?  

o We will consider it as we get a fuller picture of what is going on, but we are 
resistant to reorganization/ would like to leave to the agency.  

 
After these discussions, Council members broke into their subcommittees to further discuss 
their issues and recommendations. The meeting ended after these subcommittee discussions.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  



Georgia Child Welfare Reform Council 

Appendix 33 

 

 

Meeting 5 ï October 7, 2014 
 
 

Agenda 
 

 

12:30 Welcome 
Stephanie Blank, Council Chair 
 

12:30-1:30 Casey Family Programs Presentation  
Virginia Pryor, Casey Family Programs Consultant 
 

1:30-2:15  Subcommittee Updates 
Melissa Carter, Donna Hyland, Hon. Wendell Willard 
 

2:15-2:30 Break  
 

2:30-4:00 Subcommittee Planning  
 

4:00 Meeting Concludes 
 

Location DNR Board Room, Room 1252, Floyd Building, East Tower 
200 Piedmont Avenue, Atlanta, GA 30334 
 

 
 
Minutes  
 
The fifth meeting of the Child Welfare Reform Council began with Council Chair Blank 
welcoming everyone and introducing Virginia Pryor, Principal of Immersion Consulting, which 
works with agencies to improve child welfare. Her presentation was entitled, ñHow Are the 
Children?ò and was followed by a question and answer time:10  

¶ Georgia ranks 42 out of 50 for well-being of children 

¶ DFCS should be the last line of defense 

¶ Achievements:  
o Significant reduction in the backlog from 3,000 to about 1,000 in 45 days  
o Completed 25 out of 31 Kenny A. consent decree outcomes consistently  
o Leadership of DFCS is notably strong and committed  

¶ Challenges:  
o No solid practice modelðlack of clarity and consistency across the field  
o No articulated vision to guide the entire staffðBobby has started this, but it 

needs to become concrete  
o It is difficult to project a vision successfully when the system is in crisis mode  
o Lack of clarity across the field with respect to the Safety Response system, 

especially due to multiple changes in direction  
o The system is isolated  
o Constant leadership changes  

Á Employees don't take new leadership initiatives seriously because they 
have gotten used to high leadership turnover  

                                                           
10

 See infra ŀǘ мсл ŦƻǊ aǎΦ tǊȅƻǊΩǎ ǇƻǿŜǊ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΦ  
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o Caseworker and supervisor turnover  
Á Both are young; they make mistakes and are still figuring out what their 

skill sets are; they lack the "battle scars" that experienced workers have; 
the battle scars aren't always bad, but are what it takes to get better  

o Improve technology and infrastructure  
o Shines/VPN System has been down over 11 times in 30 days; it is a great 

system, but it needs to work consistently  

¶ Opportunities:  
o Political willðmake decisions about budget, message  
o Public willðthe public has to believe in DFCS; public perception is negative; we 

need a code of ethics for social workers  
o Resourcesðwe need financial capital to move the organization forward  
o Timeðwe have opportunities but need time; we can't be reactionary with 

leadership  

¶ National Implementation Research Network (NIRN)ðconsider 20 components of a 
practice model under 3 categories: 

o 1. Leadershipðthe leader has to be committed to the practice model and talk 
about it everywhere; needs to demonstrate practice model  

o 2. Paceðit takes a long time to implement a robust practice model; have to have 
flexibility and be able to evolve  

o 3. Stakeholder support  

¶ We need a robust workforce development plan that:  
o Exudes our values  
o Minimizes caseloads  
o Helps us with timely information, quality assurance, and equitable employment 

incentives  

¶ We need a public relations initiative that:  
o Builds a lasting, positive image of the organization  
o Communicates our positions internally and externally  
o Increases the public's awareness and satisfaction with our efforts, showing they 

are fast, timely, and of high quality  
o Showcases the department's personality  
o Displays the success stories of DFCS  
o Makes us transparentðevery system has its challenges, but we tend to be better 

at voicing what we struggle with rather than what is successful, and we need to 
do both  

¶ Question: how much will it cost to implement this over the next five years? We will need 
to address how we go about acquiring funding from the private sector.  

o BlueprintðLogic Model format, working backwards from what we want to how we 
get there  

¶ Question: when do you think we could get this blueprint? We should make sure that 
subcommittee recommendations are in line with 2015 priorities.  

o Bobby Cagle: we are at the point where we can develop that and have broad 
outlines of where we need to go.  

o The plan needs to be in line with what the Council recommends.  
o We need to define our priorities before the start of the legislative session.  

¶ Question: beyond implementation, how much will it cost to continue this work? We need 
to make sure we don't operate in isolation.  

o Blueprint of practice model should be able to demonstrate return on investment  
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After Ms. Pryorôs presentation, each subcommittee updated the Council on its progress:  

¶ Policies and Procedures  
o Normalcy in foster care  
o The law Congress passed on September 30  
o What performance measures do we want to report? Fatality pre- and post-

intervention? 
o Caseload and workload standards  
o Technology wish listðmobile technology, refer to other states  
o Andy Barkley's predictive analytics modelðfeasibility of using this model  
o Question: are there states that have used that tool effectively?  

Á We have asked the states that are doing this whether it is effective  
Á It has been falling short; they are looking for comfort in margins of error  

¶ Personnel  
o Training and career development  

Á 1. Career Path  
Á 2. Title IV-E Program  
Á 3. Re-establishing supervisor-mentor program  

o Best practices for law enforcement  
Á Using technology like a panic button, etc.  

o Georgia Tech is willing to help with technology innovation  
o Supporting the governor's target caseload of fifteen cases per caseworker  
o Lean process re-designðGeorgia Tech is volunteering to help with this  
o Staffing mixðmake sure we are optimizing the use of staff  
o Salary levels and recognition  
o Community supporters to thank and recognize workers  

¶ Laws and Regulations  
o Transparency and data sharing  
o Data sharing agreement across agencies  

Á Medical and education needs of children  
o Governance of DFCS by district and local boardsðstatutory responsibilities, 

what types of people should serve on local boards, etc.  
o Best model for communication between DFCS director, governor's office, etc.  
o Child Abuse Registry  

 
After these updates, the Council took a short break, which was followed by meetings of the 
subcommittees, after which the meeting concluded.  
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Meeting 6 ï November 13, 2014 
 
 

Agenda 
 

 

12:30 Welcome 
Stephanie Blank, Council Chair 
 

12:30-1:15 Personnel Subcommittee Presentation  
Donna Hyland 

1:15-2:00 Laws and Regulations Subcommittee Presentation  
Hon. Wendell Willard 

2:00-2:45 Policies and Procedures Subcommittee Presentation  
Judge Peggy Walker 

2:45-3:00 Break 

3:00-4:00 Council Discussion and Finalization of Recommendations  

4:00 Meeting Concludes 
 

Location DNR Board Room, Room 1252, Floyd Building, East Tower 
200 Piedmont Avenue, Atlanta, GA 30334 
 

 
 
Minutes  
 
Each subcommittee presented its recommendations to the full Council. Donna Hyland, chair of 
the Personnel Subcommittee, presented first, followed by Hon. Wendell Willard of the Laws and 
Regulations Subcommittee, and Judge Peggy Walker presented for the Policies and 
Procedures Subcommittee last.11 The full Council discussed the recommendations, and then 
voted to approve the recommendations pending the discussed changes.  
 
 
 
  

                                                           
11

 See infra at 164 for subcommittee reports and presentations.  
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Presentations and Research Provided to the Council 
 
 

 
Included in this section:  

 
37 ð 163 

 
Presentations from Meeting 1  

 
38 ð 69 

     The State of Child Welfare in Georgia 
          Melissa Carter 

38 

     Georgia Foster Care Profile  
          Melissa Carter  

51 

     Dependency Case Flowchart  
          Melissa Carter  

52 

     Dept. of Human Services  
          Commr. Keith Horton and Dr. Sharon Hill  

53 

 
 
Presentations from Meeting 2  

 
 
70 ð 107 

     Judicial Process  
          Judge Peggy Walker  

70 

     Reasons for Caregiver Abuse  
          Dr. Tanisha Grimes  

81 

     Office of the Child Advocate  
          Ashley Willcott 

92 

     Youth Perspective  
          Crystal Williams  

99 

 
 
Presentations from Meeting 3  

 
 
108 ð 159 

     Differential Response System Update  
          JoAnn Lamm  

108 

     The Effects of Abuse and Neglect: A Childôs Perspective  
          Dr. Jordan Greenbaum 

121 

     Georgia Families 360  
          Earlie Rockette 

154 

 
 
Presentation from Meeting 5  

 
 
160 ð 163  

     How are the Children?  
          Virginia Pryor  

160 
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THE STATE OF CHILD WELFARE IN 

GEORGIA:  UNDERSTANDING THE 

OPPORTUNITIES AND 

CHALLENGES  

Melissa D. Carter, Esq. 

Executive Director 

Barton Child Law & Policy Center 

Emory University School of Law 
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Georgia CPS Dynamics 

Jan 2000 to Sept. 2013  
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Recurrence of Accepted Intake 
By Initial Disposition, Jan 2001 to June 2013 
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SAFETY 

Detecting Child Abuse in the Community 
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ILP Funded Supports/ Services 

Å Tutoring , Summer School, Community Activities, 
Driver's Education, GED Preparation 

Education & 
Enrichment 
Expenses 

Å Partial Rental Reimbursement, Utility Deposits, 
Rental Deposits, Emergency Assistance 

Transitional 
Living  

Å Tutoring, Tuition, Books, Room and Board, 
Transportation Assistance. 

Post Secondary 
Educational 
Expenses 

Å Savings Account Matching, Stipends. 
Individual Development 

Account (IDA) 

Q&A 
Melissa Carter, melissa.d.carter@emory.edu 
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Judicial Process 
Peggy Walker, Judge 

Child Welfare Reform Council 
June 12, 2014 

 
Criminal Justice Reform 

¶ Adopted many best practices arising from NCJFCJôs Resource Guidelines: Improving 
Court Practice in Child Abuse & Neglect Cases and Key Principles for Permanency 
Planning for Children.  See www.ncjfcj.org.  

¶ Among those is one judge one family to provide continuity in decision making and 
development of relationships over time.  

¶ Issues now are implementation of the code across the State. 
 
Purpose of Dependency Proceedings 
15-11-100 

¶ Assist and protect children whose physical, mental health and welfare are at risk of harm 
from abuse, neglect or exploitation and who are threatened by the conduct of others  

¶ Conduct hearings expeditiously to avoid delays in permanency plans for children  

¶ Provide greatest protection as promptly as possible for children  

¶ Ensure health, safety and best interests as paramount 
  
Assistance for Investigator 
15-11-101 

¶ Apply to Court for medical examination and evaluations of a child or other children in 
household to allow DFCS to conduct and complete investigations without having to seek 
unnecessary removal  

 
Removal 
15-11-133 

¶ By court order  

¶ By law enforcement or duly authorized officer of court if child is in imminent danger of 
abuse and neglect if the child remains in the home  

¶ Upon removal the child shall receive medical care if it is needed or shall notify intake  

¶ Notice to parent, guardian or legal custodian as to basis for removal 
 
Verbal Custody Order 
15-11-132 

¶ Court or intake may issue verbal or electronic orders (Question about delegation of 
authority from Judge to staff)  

¶ Sworn complaint or affidavit and written order to follow next business day  

¶ Notice to parent, guardian or legal custodian by DFCS as to nature of the allegations, 
time and place of preliminary protective hearing 

 
Findings for Removal 
15-11-134 

¶ Continuation in home contrary to welfare  

¶ Return to home contrary to welfare of the child  

¶ Reasonable efforts to avoid removal  
 

http://www.ncjfcj.org/
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Reasonable Efforts 
15-11-102 

¶ Shall be made to preserve and reunify families  

¶ Prior to removal except as provided in 15-11-103  

¶ To eliminate the need for removal and to make it possible for child to return home safely 
at earliest possible time  

¶ With paramount concern being childôs safety and health  

¶ Through appropriate services to child and family  

¶ At every stage of the proceedings 
 
Factors for Reasonable Efforts  
15-11-102 

¶ Were the services offered relevant to safety and protection of child?  

¶ Were services adequate to meet the needs of the child and family?  

¶ Were the services culturally and linguistically appropriate?  

¶ Were the services available and accessible?  

¶ Were the services consistent and timely?  

¶ Were the services realistic under the circumstances?  
 
Long Term and Implementation Issues  

¶ Problems with conflicting regions among agencies-Judicial circuits, DFCS, DJJ, Public 
Health, Behavioral Health, school districts  

¶ Absence of consistent services and providers for urban, suburban and rural areas  

¶ No integration of work across agencies 

¶ Child Abuse Protocol, Family Connections, Domestic Violence Task Force, Truancy 
Protocol operate in isolation rather than integration  

¶ IV e waivers 
 
Right to Attorney 
15-11-103 

¶ Applies to child as a party or any other party at all stages of dependency proceedings  

¶ Appoint attorney for child prior to first hearing with attorney-client relationship  

¶ Provide consistent representation to children  

¶ Continue representation through appeal  

¶ Cannot be waived by child or childôs representative 
 
Implementation Issues 

¶ Juvenile Courts are county courts.  

¶ State grant for judicial circuits based upon number of Superior Court Judges to assist 
with salaries so that every circuit except one is served by a Judge of the Juvenile Court.  
No increase in funding during difficult budget years as the work is much harder as more 
work is done prior to bringing cases to court.  

¶ Judges are in a difficult position in advocating for budget needs including their salary, 
staff, and indigent defense needs for each county they serve resulting in wide range of 
what is provided to support the Juvenile Courts. 

 
Implementation Issues 

¶ Availability of attorneys in all jurisdictions (Recruit retired attorneys, Judges, new 
graduates, student loan credit to serve)  
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¶ Training of attorneys as child welfare specialists (incentives to achieve certification)  

¶ Payment of attorneys for representation (State grants for child welfare specialists) 
  
Guardian Ad Litem 
15-11-104 

¶ Mandatory appointment  

¶ Childôs attorney may serve dual role when there is no conflict  

¶ No party to proceedings or representative of a party may serve in role  

¶ Mandatory appointment of CASA where possible (foster care)  

¶ Mandatory training administered or approved by OCA 
 
GAL Duties 

¶ Advocate best interests  

¶ Consider these factors in context of age and development  
o Physical safety and welfare (food, shelter, health and clothing)  
o Mental and physical health of all involved  
o Domestic violence current and past in home or home being considered  
o Childôs background and ties (culture, religion, family) 

 
GAL Duties 

o Attachment, security, familiarity, continuity of affection  
o Least disruptive placement or alternative  
o Childôs wishes and long term goals  
o Childôs community ties to church, school, friends  
o Childôs need for permanence, stability, continuity of relationships with parent, 

siblings, other relatives  
o Uniqueness of family and child 

 
GAL Duties 

o Risks to entering and being in substitute care  
o Preferences of persons available to care for child  
o Any other factors relevant and proper 

 
Best Interests of the Child 

¶ Defined O.C.G.A. Section 15-11-105 for GAL  

¶ Comprehensive  

¶ Restated with additional catch all provision defining best interests for the Court 
 
GAL Minimal Standards 

¶ Regular, sufficient in person contact with age appropriate interview prior to all hearings  

¶ Ascertain childôs needs, circumstances and views  

¶ Assess facts and circumstances independently  

¶ Consult with the childôs attorney  

¶ Communicate with health care, mental health care and other professionals 
 
GAL Minimum Standards 

¶ Review all reports of child and respondents  

¶ Review all court related documents  

¶ Attend all hearings and advocate for best interests of child  
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¶ Advocate for timely hearings to obtain permanency  

¶ Protect cultural needs  

¶ Contact child prior to proposed change of placement 
  
GAL Minimum Standards 

¶ Contact child after changes in placement  

¶ Request reviews  

¶ Provide written reports  

¶ Encourage settlement and use of alternative means to settle disputes  

¶ Monitor compliance with case plan and court orders  

¶ Receive notices, pleadings, documents, notice of changed circumstances 
 
GAL Minimum Standards 

¶ Receive notice of case plan meetings and have opportunity to be heard by Court on plan  

¶ Access to all records not otherwise protected  

¶ Disclosure of confidential information subjects GAL to misdemeanor charge  

¶ Communicate to successor GAL when there is a change of venue and forward all 
pertinent information 

 
CASA 
15-11-106 

¶ Swearing in after training and certification by program  

¶ By order at earliest possible time for dependency cases  

¶ Role is to advocate for best interests  

¶ Court retains authority to discharge for actions contrary to mission and purpose of the 
program 

  
Long Term Issues 

¶ CASA continues to grow  

¶ Not all judicial circuits are served  

¶ Federal funding was significantly reduced  

¶ State funding has remained steady with some increase  

¶ Quality of advocacy and training continues to improve  

¶ Fund raising is challenging  
 
Spiritual Treatment 
15-11-107 

¶ Use of prayer or other spiritual healing cannot be sole basis for dependency  

¶ Religious beliefs of parents, guardian or legal custodian shall not limit the medical care 
of a child in a life threatening situation or condition that will result in serious disability  

¶ Court may order medical evaluation  

¶ Court may order medical treatment upon evidence, medical evaluation, affidavit of 
attending physician  

¶ Contempt for interference in treatment 
 
Implementation Issues 

¶ Training for judges was cut from ICJE budget resulting in less training and reduction in 
the quality of training  
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¶ Many judges attend one training per year rather than two which was customary before 
the cuts  

¶ Appointment process may result in someone with no experience becoming a Juvenile 
Court Judge with no requirement for additional training beyond 12 hours in that first year  

¶ NCJFJCôs Child Abuse and Neglect Institute training paid with federal court improvement 
funds is voluntary  

¶ Council of Juvenile Court Judges has recently implemented some basic training for new 
judges 

  
Continuance 
15-11-110 

¶ May continue upon request provided not contrary to interests of child with court giving 
substantial weight to childôs need for prompt resolution of custody, need for stable 
environment, and damage from prolonged temporary placements  

¶ Requires showing of good cause for period necessary entered into court record (order)  

¶ Stipulation of parties is not good cause  
 
Continuance  

¶ Convenience not good cause 

¶ Conflict with criminal case or family law matter is not good cause  

¶ Discovery is not good cause 
  
Court Orders and Oversight 
15-11-111 

¶ Court has discretion based upon evidence to accept or reject all or part of DFCS report, 
to order additional evaluation, to undertake other review, to incorporate all or part of 
DFCS report  

¶ Court shall make findings of fact 
 
Implementation Issue 

¶ Train judges, attorneys, GAL, CASA and caseworkers  
o standards for the work  
o oversight powers of the Court  
o Use of no reasonable efforts findings when necessary 

  
Visitation 
15-11-112 

¶ Order for reasonable visitation consistent with age and developmental needs of child if it 
is in best interests of child  

¶ Order specifies frequency, duration, terms of visitation, supervised or unsupervised  

¶ Presumption for unsupervised visitation unless court finds it is not in childôs best 
interests  

¶ Review of visitation order w/in 30 days of court finding there is lack of substantial 
progress on case plan 

 
Implementation Issues 

¶ Lack of foster homes in proximity to parents  

¶ No funds to assist with transportation for visits which are linchpins to reunification efforts 
and may result in findings of no reasonable efforts meaning a loss of IV e funding to 
reimburse State for foster care  
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¶ No funds for in home services to address relationship between parent and child  

¶ IV e waiver 
  
Placement 
15-11-135 

¶ Child taken into custody not placed in foster care prior to hearing unless  
o Foster care is required to protect child  
o Child has no person able to supervise and care for child  
o Court order for foster care  
o No use of detention facilities for placement absent a delinquent  act or 

adjudication that meets requirements for detention 
 
Placement 

¶ Requires the approval of Court as to physical placement in foster care  

¶ Requires placement with siblings or DFCS statement in report and case plan as to 
efforts to place together or why placement together is not appropriate  

¶ DFCS shall provide frequent visitation where siblings are not placed together unless 
documentation contrary to interests of children to do so 

 
Implementation Issue 

¶ Not enough foster homes to accommodate large sibling groups  

¶ No funds to facilitate visits where siblings are separated in foster homes  

¶ Risk of no reasonable efforts finding which keeps the State from receiving IV e funding 
for foster care reimbursement 

 
Preliminary Protective Hearing 
15-11-145 

¶ Within 72 hours of removal  

¶ Oral or written notice of time, place and purpose given to the child who is a party and 
parent, guardian or legal custodian  

¶ Right to rehearing for parent, guardian or legal custodian without notice of hearing upon 
affidavit  

¶ Right to participate includes parent, guardian or legal custodian; childôs attorney and 
GAL; child unless evidence of harm presented and not in best interests, parentsô 
attorney, DFCS caseworker and attorney 

 
Findings for PPH 
15-11-146 

¶ Probable cause for dependency  

¶ Necessity of protective custody to prevent abuse and neglect pending hearing  

¶ Continue child in DFCS custody  

¶ Enter an order based upon evidence presented finding continuing in home contrary to 
childôs welfare, removal in best interests, reasonable efforts or  

¶ Dismiss if no probable cause and return the child 
  
Timeline 

¶ Child remains in custody, five days to petition  

¶ Child not in custody, within 30 days of PPH  
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¶ Good cause and notice to all parties to extend time to file petition with written court order 
reciting facts to justify extension  

¶ Not filed timely, Court shall dismiss without prejudice 
 
Petition 
15-11-150--153 

¶ Brought by DFCS employee, law enforcement, or any person with actual knowledge of 
abuse and neglect, abandonment  

¶ Verified  

¶ Statement that it is in the best interests of child and public to bring proceedings  

¶ Name, date of birth, residence of child  

¶ Name and residence of parent, guardian or legal custodian 
 
Adjudication 
15-11-180 

¶ Petitionerôs burden of proof clear and convincing  

¶ Ten days after filing for children in foster care  

¶ Failure to adjudicate child in foster care within 60 days of removal may result in 
dismissal without prejudice  

¶ 60 days after filing if child not in foster care  

¶ Participants include parent, guardian or legal custodian; attorney and GAL for child; child 
unless evidence of harm and not in best interests; attorneys of p/g/lc, DFCS caseworker 
and attorney 

 
DFCS Report and Case Plan 
15-11-200 

¶ Due within 30 days of removal with plan for reunification or statement why reunification 
is not appropriate  

¶ Provided to child 14 years of age and older  

¶ Written notice of case plan meeting five days in advance to child age 14and older, childôs 
attorney, p/g/lc  

¶ Report to court includes dissent and recommendations of others not included in plan 
 
Implementation Issues 

¶ Case plan comprehensive but difficult format  

¶ Very long and is often incomplete and inaccurate  

¶ Not a flexible format  

¶ Hard for parent to find and understand what is required of them (ROAD MAP HOME)  

¶ Expensive to solve these problems but as technology continues to advance should 
become cheaper and easier to resolve 

 
Report on Non-Reunification 
15-11-200 (e) 

¶ Reasons child cannot be maintained in home  

¶ Services offered prior to removal  

¶ Reasons that reunification is detrimental to child  

¶ Whether grounds for termination exist 
 
Long Term Issues 
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¶ Assess for parental ability at beginning of a case  

¶ Screen for substance abuse  

¶ Screen for domestic violence  

¶ Screen for mental health issues  

¶ Continuing assessment as issues become more apparent over time  

¶ Modification of case plans as issues arise 
 
Implementation Issues 

¶ Training for Judges, attorneys, guardians ad litem, CASA volunteers, caseworkers on 
when non-reunification should be the case plan and not waste 12 months working 
reunification then filing for non-reunification  

¶ Training on how to work reunification and concurrent plan at the same time 
 
Case Plan Contents 
15-11-201 

¶ Least restrictive and most family like placement in close proximity to family and school  

¶ Description of circumstances giving court jurisdiction  

¶ Assessment of strengths of child and family and placement appropriate to meet childôs 
needs  

¶ Description of childôs type of placement, safety and appropriateness of placement 
 
Implementation Issues 

¶ New code requires stability of education  

¶ No mapping of removals, foster homes and school districts  

¶ Not enough foster homes within districts of removal for stability of education  

¶ No funding for transportation with DOE and DHS for complying with the code  

¶ Limited services for respite and support of foster homes in danger of disrupting  
 
Reasonable Efforts Not Required or May Cease  
15-11-203 

¶ Not required where child subjected to aggravated circumstances  

¶ Conviction for murder of another child of such parent  

¶ Conviction of voluntary manslaughter of another child of such parent  

¶ Conviction for aiding, abetting, etc. to commit murder or involuntary manslaughter of 
child of such parent 

 
Reasonable Efforts Not Required 

¶ Convicted of felony assault with serious bodily injury to child or another child of said 
parent  

¶ Convicted of rape, sodomy, aggravated sodomy, child molestation, aggravated child 
molestation, incest, sexual battery, aggravated sexual battery of child or another child of 
the parent  

¶ Registered as sex offender and preservation of parent-child relationship is not in childôs 
best interests 

 
Reasonable Efforts Not Required 

¶ Rights to a sibling were involuntarily terminated and circumstances leading to 
termination have not resolved  
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Non-reunification Hearing 
15-11-204 

¶ DFCS shall notify court whether it intends to file TPR  

¶ Court shall hold a permanency plan hearing to consider options  

¶ DFCS has burden of demonstrating clear and convincing evidence that reunification is 
not appropriate considering health and safety of the child and the childôs need for 
permanence 

 
Disposition 
15-11-210 

¶ At adjudication or 30 days after  

¶ To include social study report of DFCS; study or evaluation of GAL; psychological, 
medical, developmental, or educational study or evaluation of child; other relevant 
evidence  

¶ Attorneys may examine reports prior to disposition unless portions are withheld based 
upon Courtôs discretion regarding prejudicial or confidential information 

 
Disposition 

¶ Parties have right to dispute content of reports and to cross examine those making the 
reports  

¶ Court sets first periodic review  
 
Relative Search 
15-11-211 

¶ Diligent search is initiated at outset of a case and continues for duration when 
appropriate  

¶ Includes interviews with parent, child, relatives, any other person with information, 
comprehensive search of data bases available including employment, residence, 
utilities, vehicle registration, child support enforcement, law enforcement, corrections, 
and any other records 

 
Relative Search 

¶ Inquiry continues  

¶ Completed and filed before final disposition  

¶ Notice to all adult relatives except for those with domestic or family violence that child is 
removed, options to participate in care and placement which are lost by failing to 
respond, process for becoming an approved home and services and supports available, 
financial assistance available for relatives 

 
Relative Search 

¶ Written and filed with Court within 30 days of removal  

¶ Continuing duty to search unless excused by Court (Huge practice issue for DFCS, child 
attorney, and GAL) 

 
Disposition 
15-11-212 

¶ Child can remain in the home with supervision  

¶ Child can be placed in temporary custody of biological parent appropriate to meet needs 
of child, an agency or organization licensed to receive child but not DJJ and no detention 
facility unless the child is delinquent, a person in another state subject to ICPC  



Georgia Child Welfare Reform Council 

Appendix 79 

 

 

¶ Order counseling or educational programs  

¶ Order DFCS to implement and parent to cooperate with approved plan 
 
Implementation Issues 

¶ Interstate Compact for Placement of Children takes too long  

¶ Automate the process from county to State and work with other States to automate 
system nationally 

 
Disposition 

¶ Where substance abuse is a basis for adjudication, the parent/g/lc shall not receive 
custody until the person completes treatment and has clean random screens for not less 
than six consecutive months  

¶ When case plan requires concurrent plan, the Court shall review reasonable efforts of 
DFCS to recruit, identify, and make a placement in a home that can be permanent if 
reunification fails 

 
Notice of Change of Placement 

¶ Notify five days in advance of placement change to child 14 or older; p/g/lc; attorneys, 
GAL  

¶ Notify 24 hours where health or welfare endangered by delay  

¶ May request hearing  

¶ Court may reject DFCS plan with written findings as to why and may order new 
recommendation 

 
Review Hearings 
15-11-216 

¶ 75 days after removal from home  

¶ Four months after initial review  

¶ Focus is childôs health and safety 
 
Lack of Substantial Progress 
15-11-216 (d) 

¶ At any review after initial review where the Court finds lack of substantial progress 
towards completion of case plan, the court shall order DFCS to develop a case plan for 
non-reunification or a concurrent plan contemplating non-reunification  

 
Permanency Planning Hearing 

¶ 7 and under at nine months, over 7 at 12 months  

¶ Court shall consult with child in age appropriate manner  

¶ Written findings including reasonable efforts by DFCS to finalize plan, continuing 
necessity for safety and appropriateness of placement, compliance with the permanency 
plan by DFCS, parties and service providers, efforts to involve service providers in 
addressing special needs of child and p/g/lc 

 
Termination of Parental Rights 
15-11-233 

¶ DFCS shall file TPR  
o if child remains in foster care 15 of 22 most recent months  
o Court finds parent subjected child to aggravating circumstances  
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o Court finds conviction murder of another child of parent, voluntary manslaughter 
of other parent, voluntary manslaughter of another child of parent, aiding or 
abetting murder or voluntary manslaughter of other parent, committing felony 
assault with serious bodily injury to child or another child of parent 

 
Termination of Parental Rights 

¶ May not be in best interests where child cared for by relative  

¶ Case plan documents compelling reason that filing not in best interests where parent is 
participating in services to make return possible, another plan is better because the child 
is 14 or older and objects to TPR  

¶ Court shall personally question child to assure objection to TPR is voluntary and 
knowing 

 
Termination of Parental Rights 

¶ May find it is not in best interests of child who is 16 and requests emancipation for 
permanency plan  

¶ Not in best interests where there is a significant bond, parent is disabled physically or 
emotionally, and child has permanent caregiver who will raise child and permit visitation 

 
Termination of Parental Rights 

¶ May not be in best interests of child in residential care when childôs needs cannot be 
served in less restrictive placement  

¶ May not be in best interests if placed with relative committed to providing permanent 
home but is unwilling or unable to adopt and removal of child is detrimental to childôs 
emotional well being 

 
Termination of Parental Rights 

¶ May not be in best interests of child where Court made findings DFCS did not make 
reasonable efforts for reunification  

¶ May not be in best interests of child who is unaccompanied refugee, international legal 
obligations or foreign policy reasons  

¶ May not be in best interests if DFCS did not provide services for safe return within time 
frame of case plan goals  

¶ DFCS recommendation for TPR based on present circumstances and subject to change 
 
Other Topics of Importance 

¶ Permanent Guardianships  

¶ Child In Need of Services (Bartow problem solving court in partnership with DFCS)  

¶ Protective Orders prior to removal or after reunification  

¶ Family Drug Treatment Courts  

¶ Zero To Three Court 
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