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According to last published statis-
tics, 1,176 Wyoming children were 
in out-of-home care in 2008.1 This 
may not seem like a large number, 
but for a state with only 124,976 
children in 20082, the number be-
comes more significant. Out-of-home 
care includes foster care, kinship care, residential 
treatment, detention, etc. The types of placements 
can vary, but the end result is always the same–chil-
dren are living away from their families, homes and, 
oftentimes, their friends. 
 The vast majority of residents and attorneys in 
Wyoming have no knowledge of the lives these chil-
dren live and the difficult jobs attorney guardians ad 
litem (GALs) and other juvenile court stakeholders 
have attempting to achieve the best outcome pos-
sible for these children through the juvenile court 
system. The reason most people aren’t aware of the 
number of children and families involved in juve-
nile court is due to the tremendous confidentiality 
standard to which these cases are held.
 In Wyoming, the simple fact that a child is in-
volved in the juvenile court system is confidential. 
Therefore, a GAL cannot go home and discuss the 
plight of their clients with her spouses or friends; 
nor can she hope that a community non-profit orga-
nization will become aware of the family’s situation 
and offer assistance. Consequently, the majority of 
the abuse and neglect that occurs in a community 
goes unseen by its residents. A resident in Laramie 
County for example, may be shocked to know that 
in 2008, of the 21,327 children living in Laramie 
County:

• 2,943 children were living in poverty;
• 5,210 children were eligible for free or re-

duced lunch;
• 40% of births were covered by Medicaid;
• 7,808 children were enrolled in Medicaid 

and KidCare CHIP;
• 89 cases were substantiated for abuse and 

neglect;
• 690 incidents of domestic violence oc-

curred;
• 1,611 children were arrested; and
• 271 children were in out-of-home care.3 

 Attorney GALs know these statistics and the 
children behind the statistics well. They work daily 
in an often unnoticed and unappreciated area of 
law to help these struggling families and children 
succeed. The GAL Program currently employs eight 
full-time attorneys and 36 part-time attorneys. All 

but three of these 44 attorneys are in private practice 
and are paid by the hour with no benefits. The cur-
rent rate of pay is $70 per hour and $35 per hour for 
travel, and every last one of them could make more 
per hour in other areas of private practice. For com-
parison purposes: Workers’ Compensation attorneys 
(who are paid by the state just as GALs) are paid 
$120 per hour and $60 per hour for travel, in ad-
dition to being reimbursed for their costs and their 
paralegal’s time.4 Additionally, the majority of attor-
neys in Wyoming charge between $150 and $300 
per hour. Thus, attorneys do not get involved with 
the GAL Program to make money.
 The number of children the attorneys in the 
GAL Program serve has been increasing since the 
Program was created by the Legislature; from 1,296 
children in FY2006 (July 1, 2005, through June 30, 
2006) to 2,153 children in FY2011 (July 1, 2010, 
through June 30, 2011).

 The 44 attorneys in the GAL Program, at all 
stages of their careers, are conscientious, caring and 
sharp attorneys who work hard for their child cli-
ents. They work on a variety of cases–everything 
from a family in extreme poverty that cannot meet 
the needs of their children and are, therefore, found 
neglectful; to a case of severe physical abuse of a 
young child with bruises and broken bones all over 
his body; to a 15-year old child who has run away 
from home and may be battling mental illness or 
substance abuse. Every day is different, just as ev-
ery client and family is different. GAL attorneys are 
forced to find creative ways to help these families 
and children in need.
 Attorney GALs are asked to be experts in an ev-
er-evolving area of law that covers a large volume of 
state and federal law. They must be experts in Title 
14 of the Wyoming State Statutes and knowledge-
able in areas of family law, adoption, guardianship, 
termination of parental rights, child support, crimi-
nal law, etc. They must be experts in over 20 differ-
ent federal laws and have a working knowledge of 
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many more federal laws, such as the Adoption and 
Safe Families Act (ASFA), Indian Child Welfare Act 
(ICWA), Fostering Connections, Child Abuse and 
Prevention Treatment Act (CAPTA), and many oth-
ers.  There are so many acronyms, your head would 
spin! They must know and understand all of the Wy-
oming and federal case law on child protection and 
juvenile justice issues, and they must have a working 
knowledge of a substantial number of related areas 
that these families and children are involved in and 
struggle with, which is no small feat. These other 
areas include:

• mental illness, substance abuse, developmen-
tal disabilities, child development, educational 
law, physical abuse, sexual abuse, neglect, at-
tachment, bonding, communicating with 
children, domestic violence, cultural issues, 
poverty, immigration issues, independent liv-
ing, department of family services roles and re-
sponsibilities, systems of care, visitation, family 
engagement, child engagement, psychotropics 
and other medication issues for children, Med-
icaid, benefits, trauma and so much more.

 Finally, although most of a GAL’s work is done 
outside of a courtroom, lately this area of law is 
requiring more and more specialized trial skills as 
these attorneys are asked to litigate complicated and 
emotional areas of law. Jury trials, once a rarity in 
the juvenile court system, are now occurring more 
frequently in addition to bench trials. The trial skills 
used in this system require quite a bit of finesse since 
working in juvenile court requires you to collaborate 
with a team and use many team dynamics and me-
diation skills, yet still be able to zealously advocate 
for your client in the courtroom. 
 One thing this area of law lacks little of is emo-
tion. Attorney GALs watch painful and sometimes 
horrific things happen to families and children. 
They are asked to be non-judgmental, understand-
ing and empathetic, which forces them to internal-
ize this pain. In contrast to their peers, they can’t 
then take that pain and frustration and vent to their 
friends. When their spouses or significant others 

sense something wrong, they can’t explain. It can 
be a very emotionally draining job that is impos-
sible to leave at the office. Yet, GALs reap many 
rewarding emotional experiences as well, which is 
what keeps these attorneys tied to this type of law 
practice. Nothing can replace the feeling of seeing a 
foster child graduate, go home to a loving family, or 
be adopted by a safe and nurturing family. A success 
for one child can make up for hundreds of heart-
wrenching experiences, and those pleasant feelings 
aren’t soon forgotten.
 There are also many other attorneys that work 
in this area of law alongside the GALs. Parents’ at-
torneys, county/district attorneys, assistant attor-
neys general and judges work day in, day out on 
these cases as well. They struggle with the same is-
sues the GALs do within the same unseen system 
and do a tremendous job every day. For the judges, 
they are balancing this area of law with all others, 
as being a juvenile court judge is only one hat they 
wear each day. Despite the additional responsibili-
ties, each judge takes these cases seriously and makes 
hard decisions daily.
 What I do know without a doubt is how impor-
tant and worthwhile this work is and what it means 
to the children these attorneys represent. I will re-
member each and every one of my clients years from 
now. I will think of them often and wonder where 
they are and how they are doing. Some check back 
in with me and let me know what’s new in their 
lives— which I appreciate more than they know. I 
am sure this is true for all of the GALs. I wish I 
could share with you the success stories of my clients 
as they would break your heart and brighten your 
day all at the same time. My clients’ stories would 
show you how strong and resilient children can be. 
As members of the Bar, I hope you realize and appre-
ciate the hard work and dedication these GALs give 
to their clients and their cases. A GAL’s hard work 
will reap benefits for families in your counties and 
for the social fabric of our state for years to come.
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ENDNOTES

1. Child Welfare League of America, Wyoming’s Children 2011, available at www.cwla.
org or 202-688-4200.

2. Id.
3. Wyoming Kids Count Data Center, 2008 Profile for Laramie County, available at 

http://datacenter.kidscount.org. 
4. Wyoming Office of Administrative Hearings, Special Rules Relating to Workers’ Compen-

sation, Chapter 5, Section 3 (5/7/2008), available at http://oah.state.wy.us/OAH%20
Rules/OAH%20Ch5.pdf. 

 
 

 
 
 
  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 




