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Volunteering at CASA

All volunteer policies are administered without discrimination on the basis of race, color, religion, sex, national origin, age (must be at least 21), handicap, marital status, or sexual orientation.

Application and Screening Process for Prospective Volunteers

All prospective advocates must complete an application packet, provide the names and addresses of three references (who are not related to the applicant), agree to a background check, and have a personal interview with a CASA staff member. CASA may verify any information contained in application packets. Acceptance or continuation as an advocate is dependent on a number of factors, including the results of the background check.

Initial Orientation and Training of Prospective Advocates
CASA provides prospective advocates with an initial training and orientation. Topics such as personal awareness, overview of the legal system and the Department of Human Services (DHS), casework strategies, and interviewing techniques provide helpful information about how to approach specific problems and situations. It is mandatory that all prospective advocates attend these training sessions (unless excused by the Director).

At the end of the orientation period, prospective advocates will be advised if they are accepted as a CASA advocate.

Advocate Performance and Evaluations

We recognize that CASA is not for everyone. Therefore, the first few months will be regarded as an evaluation period where you will work very closely with a supervisor.  During this time, if assigned to a case, you will be expected to fully participate in the case.  Discuss all concerns with your supervisor.

Within three to six months of an advocate being assigned to his/her first case, the advocate will be invited to sit down with the supervisor to discuss any areas of concern or suggestions for improving the advocate program.

All reports will be submitted 10 days prior to the court date.  Reports will be read and edited by CASA staff and returned to CASA advocate for additional information and to assure that the information is presented accurately.

Advocates are supervised and evaluated on a case-by-case basis. As the need arises, advocates are informed first verbally and then in writing of any issues that do not comply with CASA’s goals and objectives.  We reserve the right to determine at any time whether or not an individual’s participation continues to serve CASA’s best interests.  Occasionally, an advocate’s performance or conduct is inappropriate and will place the advocate in danger of dismissal. 
Possible grounds for dismissal include, but are not limited to, any of the following:

· taking action without program or court approval that endangers the child or is outside the role or powers of the CASA program

· initiating an ex-parte communication with the court
· violating a program policy, court rule, or law

· breaching confidentiality

· failing to demonstrate an ability to carry out assigned duties effectively

· falsifying an advocate application or misrepresenting facts during the screening process

· having existing child abuse/neglect allegations against you

· having an existing conflict of interest that cannot be resolved

· bringing a CASA child to your private home or inviting a CASA child to come to your private home

The staff supervisor will, after discussion with the volunteer, set a time period with specific goals for improvement and action to be considered. At the end of this period, the situation will be reviewed. The advocate will be either restored to his/her previous status or dismissed.

All advocates may discuss disciplinary decisions by CASA:

1. The advocate should first discuss the matter with the Director.

2. If dissatisfied, the advocate may further discuss the matter with the Executive Committee.

However, CASA may, in its sole discretion, take immediate disciplinary action up to and including dismissal with or without implementation of these procedures.

At any time, an advocate may request to see their file.  The file will be shared with the advocate in the presence of the supervisor.  The advocate may add any memo to their file.

Dress Code

The image that CASA projects to the public is reflected in the professionalism of its advocates.  Appropriate attire is an important part of this professionalism.  In order to maintain this standard, CASA has adopted a “business casual” code of dress.  Advocates attending court observation, court appearances, school meetings, meetings with social service providers, etc. should dress in either business or business casual attire.  If you are attending a community-based visit, dress should be appropriate to the activity i.e. jeans and sneakers to the park and playground.
Different definitions exist as to what constitutes “business casual” attire.  The following is a list of what this CASA program considers to be inappropriate clothing and should not be worn while working in public on a CASA case:    

· jeans and shorts

· sweatpants, sweatshirts, exercise wear, etc. 

· clothing that shows any skin in the midriff area or is excessively revealing

· clothing that is excessively tight or that rides up when sitting or walking

· clothing that is ripped or torn

· camouflage or hunting clothes

· flip-flops

All dress rules have been placed in effect for the protection, safety, benefit, and reputation of you as well as the CASA program.  For further clarification, discuss with your supervisor.
Case Files

All advocates must maintain a complete and up-to-date case file on each assigned case. Case notes should be written legibly and should avoid slang and jargon. Keep in mind that CASA’s case records could be subpoenaed and reviewed by attorneys or judges. Therefore, notes must be clear and accurate. Case files should be unbiased, historical records and should be free of subjective editorial comments.  In addition, each advocate must keep abreast of all deadlines and timetables involved in cases. Reports must be turned in on time.

Advocate Case Log (a.k.a. statistics) are due every month, by the 5th day of the month.

Ongoing Volunteer Training and Supervision

CASA believes that proper training is an essential ingredient for productivity as well as job satisfaction. CASA offers regular training for advocates, such as monthly in-service training meetings, group case review, and individual supervision. It is important that all advocates participate in the training sessions that are offered.

Advocates are expected to attend a minimum of six CASA in-service trainings or approved outside training sessions for a minimum of 12 hours per year.  In addition, advocates are encouraged to attend relevant workshops as offered.

General Responsibility to Protect Confidentiality
It is CASA’s policy that all volunteers, advocates and staff must respect children’s and families’ rights to privacy in regard to personal information. The basis for this policy can be found in statutes, professional codes of ethics, and licensing standards.

There should be no disclosure of case information to people not involved in the case or to the outside world in general. No information should be released to anyone not authorized to receive it.

No information should be released to family members or friends of parties to the case without the express consent of the party.

No disclosures of case information should be made to anyone who does not have a professional reason for receiving such information.
Confidential information may be shared with professional staff at CASA.

Limits to Confidentiality
Information about a CASA case is safeguarded as confidential to a limited and very specific extent. 

Unlike doctor-patient or lawyer-client relationships, there is no privilege of absolute confidentiality for CASA. In fact, it is CASA’s job to transmit the information it collects to the court, so it is important to let all parties to a case know this.  At the beginning of a case, the CASA should carefully inform all parties that any information he/she receives might go in a report to the court and all parties. The CASA needs to tell the parents and child that he/she will be speaking to many people on the case and that the information gathered may also be included in the report.

If the client chooses not to speak to the CASA, then the client should be told that this is acceptable but that the decision not to speak will be reflected in the CASA report to the court.

Access to CASA Records

No one outside of CASA personnel may have access to a CASA case record without a court order. Copies of CASA court reports may be provided to the presiding judge, caseworkers, DHS attorney, and attorneys or other representatives or parties or to the parties themselves if they do not have an attorney. 

Obtaining Confidential Materials

CASA is authorized to have automatic access without court orders to pleadings, orders, legal papers formally filed, findings, decisions, orders and transcribed minutes of Family Court proceedings to which the program has been assigned by the Family Court.  Information regarding the children can often be obtained by using the Court Order Assigning CASA.  CASA must get Authorization to Release Information forms signed by the appropriate parties for information regarding the parents.  (These forms are available in the CASA office.)  Such releases must be completely filled out before being signed.  
Re-disclosure of Confidential Materials

Any confidential materials received from another individual or organization may not be re-disclosed to anyone outside of CASA’s professional staff, except by court order.

AIDS and Confidentiality

Laws and policies on AIDS confidentiality are changing rapidly. There are competing means of accessing medical treatment and protecting against discrimination. The HIV, ARC (AIDS Related Complex), or AIDS status of any party to a case (child or birth parent particularly) should not be revealed in open court orally or in written reports. If there is suspicion of HIV, ARC, or AIDS, a CASA should bring this to his/her supervisor’s attention immediately to discuss how to handle this information in a professional and respectful manner.

Duty to Disclose

If asked to take a case, you must disclose if you know or are related to anyone on the case.

In some situations, CASA and staff may have a duty to disclose information.  

· CASA staff is expected to report any case of suspected child abuse or neglect to. If a CASA advocate has a “reasonable suspicion” that a child is being maltreated, neglected, or abused, then the advocate should report his/her suspicion to a CASA supervisor immediately.  That suspicion is also reported to the caseworker and the State Central Register of Child Abuse and Maltreatment.


· If you learn that someone may harm him/herself or others, you have a duty to disclose this information. You must discuss this immediately with your supervisor.

Drug-Free Workplace Policy

CASA has a strong commitment to providing a healthy, safe, and secure environment for all advocates to enhance the delivery of services and information.  CASAs are considered role models and, as such, are expected to conduct themselves in a responsible manner.  Pursuant to Sections 5151-5160 of the Drug Free Workplace Act of 1988, CASA has established a policy that recognizes that alcohol and drug abuse are potential health, safety, and security problems.

CASA expects all advocates to assist in maintaining a work environment free from the effects of alcohol, drugs, or other intoxicating substances.  Compliance with this policy is made a condition of volunteering. 

CASAs may not smoke or drink alcohol while carrying out their CASA volunteer responsibilities.

Reimbursable Expenses

In connection with day-to-day work, CASA will reimburse the following expenses, where reasonable, without prior approval:  case-related transportation, and parking (including in-service training parking expenses).  Advocates must obtain prior approval from the CASA staff for all other expenses, including transportation outside the county.

CASA will reimburse for the cost of parking during training and court observations after the advocate is sworn in and is assigned a case. 
Conference Expenses

Special arrangements must be made in advance with the Director for reimbursement of expenses related to professional conferences, meetings, and other extraordinary events. Funding for workshops outside of CASA is limited.

Property

CASA cannot accept responsibility for personal property. Advocates are requested to keep all valuable property under lock and key or in their own possession.

Safety Procedures for Field Visits

CASA’s safety procedures for field visits give advocates guidelines on avoiding possible harmful situations. Field work is difficult and at times can be dangerous. 
Here are some suggestions for ways to protect yourself:

· Dress in a fashion that is casual and not conspicuous.

· Do not travel around with expensive jewelry exposed. If you insist on wearing it, keep it hidden under shirts or blouses. No volunteer should travel with large sums of money.

· Upon approaching a building, if you do not feel totally comfortable about entering because of suspicious people hanging around, darkness in the hallways, etc., do not enter. Another visit can be made at another time, and, arrangements can be made to have someone accompany you.

Agency - Advocate Relations

Ultimate responsibility for all CASA cases rests with the Director and the staff. As an advocate, however, you too represent CASA, and what you do reflects the organization. Always conduct yourself in a way that reflects favorably on CASA. Advocates must comply with all rules and policies, which CASA may change, when warranted, at its discretion. CASA holds the final decision as to whether to retain the services of an advocate.  CASA may terminate any advocate for non-compliance with policies or procedures or for any other reason CASA, in its sole discretion, deems appropriate.

Open Door

CASA has an “open door” policy.  If you have any problems or questions concerning either the responsibilities or the provisions outlined in this manual, or other matters directly related to your work, you are encouraged to take up the matter directly with the Director.

Agency Letterhead

Advocates act as official representatives of CASA when using CASA letterhead in normal business situations. Use of letterhead is not permissible for personal correspondence relating to CASA, e.g., letters to the editor expressing personal opinions regarding legislation, etc.

E-Mail

Advocates may use email to receive updates from providers, contact information and to confirm appointments. On any case-related emails, the appropriate supervisor should be copied. In general, advocates should not give information regarding a case by email, choosing to only give verbal reports. In specific situations where a CASA has provided direct service such as supervision of a visit, the email report will be reviewed by the supervisor prior to being sent to the caseworker or provider. If there are extenuating circumstances warranting an exception, please discuss the situation with your supervisor.                    Rev 11/2012
Media Communication

The Director, or designee, handles all inquiries concerning CASA, its policies, practices, or clients. Employees and volunteers are not permitted to make any statements involving CASA to the communication media without the consent of the Director. This includes letters to the editor and op-ed pieces.
Personal Involvement with Children and Families

CASA’s effectiveness and standing in court depend on advocates maintaining professional relationships with children and families in their cases. Inappropriate personal involvement with a CASA client can be grounds for dismissal.  

No CASA should take a child to his/her home for any reason.  If you are planning to take a child for a “special visit” that will entail more than two hours, please call the CASA office for approval.

Giving gifts to your CASA child or family is allowed, but the gifts should be of a modest price.  Gifts should not be given at every visit and should be coordinated with the child’s caregiver.  

At no time should a CASA give money to a CASA child or family member. Nor should an advocate be giving legal, medical advice or engaging in therapeutic counseling.
Whistleblower Policy    

A whistleblower as defined by this policy is an employee, board member, advocate, or volunteer of the CASA program who reports any activity that he/she considers to be illegal, dishonest, unethical or inappropriate to one or more of the parties specified in this policy. The whistleblower is not responsible for investigating the activity or for determining fault or corrective measures; appropriate management officials are charged with these responsibilities. 
Examples of illegal, dishonest, unethical or inappropriate activities are violations of federal, state or local laws; billing for services not performed or for goods not delivered; and other fraudulent financial reporting. 

If a volunteer has knowledge of or a concern of such activities, they should contact the Board Treasurer who is responsible for investigating and coordinating corrective action. The volunteer must exercise sound judgment to avoid baseless allegations. A volunteer who intentionally files a false report of wrongdoing will be subject to discipline up to and including termination. 

Whistleblower protections are provided in two important areas: providing confidentiality and preventing retaliation. Insofar as possible, the confidentiality of the whistleblower will be maintained. However, identity may have to be disclosed to conduct a thorough investigation, to comply with the law and to provide accused individuals their legal rights of defense. The CASA program will not retaliate against a whistleblower. This includes, but is not limited to, protection from retaliation in the form of an adverse employment action such as termination, compensation decreases, poor work assignments and threats of physical harm. Any whistleblower who believes he/she is being retaliated against must contact the Board Treasurer immediately. The right of a whistleblower for protection against retaliation does not include immunity for any personal wrongdoing that is alleged and investigated. 

Volunteers with any questions regarding this policy should contact the Executive Director or Board Treasurer. 

CASA Transportation Policy

CASA of Rochester / Monroe County Inc. does not encourage nor prohibit transportation of individuals by CASA, volunteers or employees. In the event that any transportation does occur it shall be subject to the following conditions:

1. The driver shall have a valid New York State Driver’s License.

2. The driver shall have liability insurance as required by New York State law.

3. Transportation shall occur in vehicles that are registered with the New York State Department of Motor Vehicles and have current New York State inspection stickers. 

4. Proof of items 1, 2, and 3 shall be presented to the Executive Director of CASA annually, for the volunteer/staff member who wishes to transport in their vehicle.

5. No transportation shall occur in any vehicle other than that vehicle(s) represented to CASA. 

6. All transportation shall occur in vehicles that have four (4) wheels.

7. Each driver shall submit to CASA an authorization to allow CASA to make an investigation to the Department of Motor Vehicles annually for points on the driver’s license. Transportation privileges shall be revoked in the event that any worker has two (2) speeding tickets or five (5) points accumulated on his/her driving record, within the prior eighteen (18) months.

8. Each driver will sign a statement that has been approved by the board agreeing to accept responsibility for transport.  (See attached form)

9. In all cases the person transporting must receive the permission of his/her Supervisor or Director to transport an individual.  In the case of transporting a child under the age of 18 the individual shall obtain the written permission of the child’s: parent; legal guardian, or the custodial agency supervising the child. The form is to be promulgated by the Board.  (See attached form)

10. All drivers shall comply with New York State Department of Motor Vehicle Rules and Regulations regarding car seats. All such seats shall meet or exceed car seat and/or booster seat standards.

Ethics

Monroe County CASA Ethics Statement

· We will maintain high standards of personal conduct.  

· We will maintain confidentiality regarding the case information.

· We will be objective and professional when making statements and actions as representatives of CASA.

· We will resist influences and pressures that interfere with professional discretion and impartial judgment.

· We will take action through appropriate channels to inform the CASA Director or Board President of any unethical conduct by a Board member, staff member, or volunteer.

No CASA shall receive or enter into any agreement, expressed or implied, for compensation for services to be rendered in relation to any matter before CASA whereby compensation is to be dependent or contingent upon any action by CASA with respect to such matter, provided that this subsection shall not prohibit the fixing at any time of fees based upon the reasonable value of the services rendered.

To the extent he/she knows thereof, any CASA who participates in the discussion or gives an official opinion to the Board or CASA itself on any matter or action before the Board or CASA shall publicly disclose on the official record the nature and extent of any direct or indirect financial or other private interest he/she has in such action.  Where any vote is to be taken upon such matter, and the advocate has the authority to be heard and/or vote, the advocate shall refrain from commenting upon or voting upon the matter in which he/she has interest.

No CASA shall invest or hold any investment directly or indirectly in any financial, business, commercial or other private transaction that creates a conflict with his/her official duties.

The Court Appointed Special Advocate will:

· Report honestly and impartially to the court on a client’s progress.

· Not divulge information regarding the case to anyone other than those directly involved in the case.

· Make statements and actions as a representative of CASA that will be objective and professional.

· Resist influences and pressures that interfere with professional discretion and impartial judgment.

· Not exploit professional relationships for personal gain.

· Take action through appropriate channels to inform CASA staff of any unethical conduct by another volunteer advocate.

· Remember that as a CASA you represent the CASA program and must act in the best interest of the program.

· Avoid relationships or commitments that might conflict with the interest of the child.

· Turn down cases where personal knowledge of the clients is involved.

· Never engage in romantic or sexual activities with clients, or encourage romantic involvement between clients and CASA acquaintances or family members.

· Never give legal advice or engage in therapy with clients.

· Terminate service to clients and professional relationships with them when such service and relationship is no longer required, court-ordered, or in the client’s best interest.

· Never accept money or valuable gifts from a client.


Court Appointed Special Advocates of Rochester/Monroe County
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Family Court of the State of NY • Hall of Justice • Room 332 • Rochester, NY 14614-2115
Phone: 585-428-5297 • Fax: 585-428-2780 • Email: CASA@CASARochester.org • Web: www.CASARochester.org

Acceptance and Agreement
I, __________________________________________, have read a copy of the introductory section of the Court Appointed Special Advocates Training Manual.  I have familiarized myself with the contents of this section.  By my signature below, I acknowledge, understand, accept, and agree to comply with the information contained within this section.  

Signature______________________________  Date 
_____________________

This completed form must be returned to the CASA office.
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