THE GUARDIAN VOICE
Can’t take a case but still want to help? Looking to get more courtroom experience? Just want to do more?
The 11th Circuit GAL Program would like to put you to work! We are
looking for certified volunteers to join our team of Court Advocates.
Court Advocates accompany our legal team to court to take notes
that are then distributed to our staff and volunteers. Sometimes
they also step out of the courtroom to talk to children that come to
court so that our Best Interest Attorneys can continue their legal advocacy. The latter scenario is especially common at shelter hearings,
when a new case comes into the system.
Those interested must complete GAL pre-service training, screening,
and background checks; have good writing skills; and be willing to
complete additional training by one of our staff Court Advocates.
If interested, please contact Patricia.Abaroa@gal.fl.gov
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Volunteer Spotlight: LIZ DIAZ
Elizabeth “Liz” Diaz has been a Guardian ad Litem for the last 18
months. As an advocate for twin girls, Liz has been persistent, patient
and communicative, and even moved the girls to a new foster home
when the case management agency couldn't. Through the ups and
downs on her case Liz always aims to support and keep the girls informed on what’s going on.
Professionally, Liz has owned a commercial real estate firm for over
35 years. During the last 7 years, she’s slowed down a bit and has
been dedicating more time to family and travel. She is happily married and, through her blended family, has four children and eight
grandkids.
Find out more about Liz below!
Guardian ad Litem: How did you become involved with Guardian ad
Litem?
Liz: I am passionate about kids and especially the ones that need
attention and love. Since I am winding down in my business, I was
seeking an organization that helps children in need.
What makes you passionate about the cause?
Liz: Seeing so many children that are in shelters and in foster care
that don’t have a normal home environment to grow up in.
What are some of you hobbies?
Liz: Reading, paddleboarding and walking.
What is your favorite book?
Liz: Love in the Time of Cholera by Gabriel Garcia Marquez. Besides that it was well written, it is about how love, devotion and believing can shape your life.
Which fictional character do you relate to most?
Liz: Mary Poppins because she always speaks her mind, is very organized, a problem solver and doesn’t judge people by
their appearance .
What is your favorite place in the world?
Liz: Our beach house in the Dominican Republic. We have had this house for 13 years and love spending quality time
with our family creating beautiful memories.
What is the best compliment one of your Guardian ad Litem kids has given you?
Liz: That I remind them of their grandmother.

Marilyn Azor Amador: This GAL volunteer truly dives heart
first into the children she advocates for. She has been a source
of support, encouragement and understanding to the children
and has helped these three siblings build their relationship once
again after being in separate placements. When the eldest child
was having a very hard time in her placement and was nearing
her 18th birthday – Marilyn worked alongside the case manager
to have the child transferred to the placement where her sister
was residing! Not to mention coordinating a trip for the child to
see her gravely ill father. It has been a turnaround moment for
the child! Marilyn is diligent and thinks outside of the box to
bring joy to the children she’s assigned to. She’s willing to share
herself with them and it’s made all the difference as she’s
gained the trust of every one of them! I am so grateful to have
her in the Guardian ad Litem program!
-Ivanna Barrera
Diana Alcala: thank you so much for taking your GAL children
out for ice cream, and getting a cake for one of their birthdays!
That was super sweet and caring—I know they really appreciate the time you spent with them!
-Sara Burris

Sofia Israel Ancona – Words can’t describe the dedication
Sofia puts toward her cases. She travels the entire county
and even into Broward to visit her children.
She goes to schools (sometime can’t get in – lol), parks,
doctor appointments, DDC staffings, wherever to see her
children. She works closely with the parents to measure
the goals and safety of the children.
She builds relationships with the foster parents to support
the children. An asset to C11 and OOC as well. A great asset and team player.
-Mary Walton

I’ve been a volunteer on a case for the past two years, and
we’re about to come off of it. I was lucky enough to have had
both Dana Viggiano and Natalie Freitas by my side. They’re
incredibly helpful, and their willingness to be available for the
child and for the Guardian Ad Litem is absolutely inspiring. It’s
amazing to have attorney’s that fight tooth and nail, and are
willing to listen and give great advice when things become
difficult or unsure. Seeing them work so hard for a child makes
me want to always be sure I’m giving 100% as well.
-Heather Juarez

Teresa Michele Encalada………….The greatest CAMI…recognized
by other circuits, but she is C11. Michele will call her CAMII to
see if any more cases came in. If we get an emergency request
for a visit – she takes on the challenge. Can’t do without
her. Her spirit of advocacy is above the norm, she cares deeply
for her children – seeks out advice from others in assisting her
children.
She is never too busy for her team or her children.
-Mary Walton

I was recently given the privilege of working alongside Anabel
Miguelez. Her passion for helping the children on her case is
evident. She is always hunting down case managers, trying to
figure out why things are the way they are and how we can do
better for the children we serve. Anabel started off with one
case, where the child himself spoke highly of her when I met
him. Then she took on easily one of my most challenging cases
and has made her voice heard for the best interest of those two
girls and even request to get appointed to another case of a
child placed in the same foster home as her other case. I am
thankful for her endless pursuit and determination to help our
children. Anabel, you are priceless, thank you for all that you
do.
-Melissa Ruas

Back when Flora Beal was officially part of Guardian ad Litem, she embraced the Each One Reach One slogan, and it’s truly a potent form of recruitment, which continually brings new volunteers into our ranks. Three months ago, Flora, who always has her
eye out for likely GAL candidate, recommended Lara Benezra for the program. While Lara was still going through the application
process, and long before she started in-class training, she brought on board a friend, Lisa Buchwald, who in turn immediately
brought along another candidate, her friend Dilia Grossman. All three took in-class training together and are now certified Guardians ad Litem. Subsequent to that, Lara Benezra recommended another candidate who is just starting the process. So, Each One
Reach One really works!
-Jeff Beal
Dilia Grossman is a newly certified GAL. On her last day of training, she got assigned to a case. She took it on, no questions
asked. Then, she took on another case. In her first month of being a GAL not only has she taken on two cases but has worked them
seamlessly. She is always engaging with the people on her case. Sometimes, she is the only constant communicator on her cases
giving a specific relative a sense of relief in this challenging time. Dilia, thank you for your generous spirit, I am thankful to have
you on my team!
-Melissa Ruas
Penny Tannenbaum……………..A great volunteer for OOC. Penny has a specialty for special needs children and advocates for them
whole heartedly. Penny worked a case by going to court with the family and to the point of providing special needed things (eye
glasses) on her own for the children. C11 will keep you - no other circuit can have you.
-Mary Walton

Lisa Buchwald has been an asset to the program since the day she came on board. She has voiced her opinions and thoughts on
how we can better serve our volunteers and our children. She has since taken on a case and has dealt with her first case wonderfully. Being new to GAL, she was faced with an issue on one of her case and was able to help in handling the issue to help the family go out of town. She always has the child’s best interest at her forefront and advocates fearlessly. Lisa, I cannot wait to see the
difference you make in the lives of our children.
-Melissa Ruas

I just wanted to take some time to let you know that it is amazing to work with a GAL like Alicia McAbee. As you know, we had a
post JR today and Alicia was extremely well prepared and had really gone the extra mile to ensure that what was needed for the
children was followed up on. I can honestly say that it makes a huge difference to have such an amazing GAL that arduously advocates for the best interest of the children in care.
-Karem Rodriguez, Foster Care Review Panel

Brandy Wells……………She has the motherly instinct to work with children from 0 to 18 and further. She knows when things are
not in the best interest of the children and will speak out. Brandy has gone above and beyond CAM1 or volunteer status. She will
visit children in Baker Act issues, buy them clothes, or whatever to be in the best interest of the children. She ask for nothing in
return.
-Mary Walton

CIRCUIT NEWS

On Wednesday January 30, 2019, the
Dade County Bar Association Juvenile
Court Committee presented its 2018 Dependency Caselaw Update at the Children’s Courthouse.
Pictured from left are:

Presenter Sandra Newmeyer, Esq.
Juvenile court Committee co-chair Brittany
Bonner, Esq.
Presenter and Juvenile court committee
cochair Jorge Tormes, Esq.
Presenter Sharon Hornett, Esq,
Presenter Kristen Feuer, Esq.

Our 7th Annual Child Abuse Awareness Picnic is coming up!
Plan to spend a fun day with other Guardian ad Litem volunteers, staff and community friends on Saturday,
March 30th. Our 7th annual picnic will be held at AD Barnes Park . Attendees will get to meet other volunteers, staff and community members and enjoy delicious BBQ and plenty of surprises and games for the little
ones. Be on the lookout for our picnic invite!

We need you!
We want to hear your unique stories, motivating factors and all about your passion for child advocacy. We’re
looking for volunteers who would like to be featured on our social media platforms as we grow our content
and volunteer features.
Also, if you’d like to participate in a future social media think-tank, please let us know.
Please email Victoria.Harris@gal.fl.gov with any questions or to be featured!

Staff Spotlight
Melissa Ruas, Child Advocacy Manager
Child Advocacy Manager Melissa Ruas has wanted to be a social worker since she was
5 years old. After finding out about the Guardian ad Litem Program from a church
member, she came in to learn more about the program. Shortly after, she was hired
as a volunteer Support Liaison and then promoted to Child Advocacy Manager, where
she works with child advocate volunteers. Outside of work, you can usually find Melissa checking out new (vegan/vegetarian) restaurants with friends.
Guardian ad Litem: What are your hopes for the child welfare industry?
Melissa: My hope is that this industry keeps being served by people that have a true
passion for what they do. I hope that those that are here stay and that we keep
attracting likeminded individuals that wish to make a difference in the lives of our
children. But, at the same token, this question is difficult, as I wish we would keep the
children at our forefront and no other motives. I hope that we all go home at the end
of the day feeling we fought the good fight.
If you could have another job for just one day, what would it be?
Melissa: I guess it’s not really considered a job, but, I would volunteer for the Peace
Corps. I really love to travel, while being immersed into new and different cultures all
while helping people.
What is your favorite sports team?
Melissa: Favorite sports team is the Oakland Raiders (soon to be Las Vegas Raiders).
My stepdad is a huge fan and to be honest, they’re no better than the Dolphins, but at
least the gear is cooler. Silver and Black all day.

Natalia Llopis-Martell, Child Advocacy Manager
Natalia Llopis-Martell was the MIami-Dade Program’s 2018 employee of the
year! She is Brazilian, Cuban and American and went to FIU where she acquired a
degree in sociology/anthropology and minored in business. During college, Natalia worked as a nanny which made her realize how much she loves kids. After
graduation, she began volunteering with the program and became a full time
employee in 2017.
Guardian ad Litem: What is your favorite part about working at GAL?
Natalia: Being able to help kids get things like tutoring, therapy, out of bad
homes, and or being adopted / being able to help families come back together.
What kinds of hobbies/interests do you have outside of work?
Outside of work I try to relax and spend time with family and friends / my dog
Roo.
What is something you learned in 2018?
That Christmas shopping online is one if not the best invention of our time

One of Elyse Hurtado’s children has been placed out of
county and has a courtesy GAL but Elyse has not
missed a beat in advocating for this child! In constant
communication with the child’s medical team, courtesy
GAL and staffing case plan goals – she’s advocating
hard even at a long distance! Elyse has been a bridge
for her child and sibling to maintain a positive relationship – making sure they’re having phone conversations
and building care packages to send to the child in out
of county placement. Elyse has provided security and
comfort to her children and has been an excellent GAL!
-Ivanna Barrera

Carol Ballent: thank you for continued dedication to your cases—your undivided attention and overall care that you take for the
children and families in your cases, is admirable.
-Sara Burris

Jose Loayza – This volunteer is so great, that another circuit wants him to be a Guardian based on the job he did with an OOC
child. C11 answer is NO! We have to keep him on our team. And, yes, he is on his second OOC case now.
-Mary Walton

Diana Mermell embodies what a passionate GAL looks like! She is in it for the long run with each child and family she encounters. Even when her cases can be emotional and draining, she does not give up or give in. In constant communication with all of
the parties involved in her cases she isn’t afraid to push hard to get things done for the children’s best interest. When one of her
previous cases reopened this year she did not hesitate to jump onboard as the GAL even when she was very active on another
case. Before the end of this year she will get her greatest reward of seeing one of her cases close out in adoption – which she was
a vital part of making happen. Diana is the kind of GAL every CAM wants on her team!
-Ivanna Barrera
Laura Abril: you are such a wonderful Guardian ad Litem and role model for your GAL child! Visiting your GAL child at home and
school, and during times that she really needs to speak with you, is one of the core values of the Guardian ad Litem program.
-Sara Burris

Barbara Jones----This volunteer did such a great job on a UFC case that went to TPR trial and the end result the children got adopted. At the adoption – the judge wanted Barbara to train other volunteers.
I don’t think a better compliment was ever paid to a volunteer. Now Barbara continues with another case – OOC. On the team.
-Mary Walton
I am so proud of the advocacy that you Carol Klopfer have put into this case for your OOC child. You involved the entire team –
collaboration with all parties – to make this happen. Your mentor – Betsy Skipp has been there also.
Carol, the success of this child was laid in your hands and you and Circuit 5 (with CAM Ella Daniels) have moved mountains. I know
he appreciates all the efforts.
Hoping the last phase pans out – placement here in Miami and college. The village took care of this child.

-Mary Walton

Soraya Mulet is one of those GAL’s that once she gets
going, she gives 100%. I was her mentor on her first
case and not for one second did I ever feel the need to
redirect or step in to give her guidance. She hit the
ground running and has shown nothing less than pure
dedication and persistence on her case. She is in constant communication with the family and has created a
bond with the child from visit one. I would trust her
eyes closed with any and all of my cases. Soraya, you’re
one of a kind. Thank you for everything you do!
-Melissa Ruas

I would like to thank Elle Schreer for the phenomenal work she has done on her case. She became a Guardian in August of 2017
and she immediately took on a case with 5 children. She has been determined and dedicated to these children. She comes to every court hearing and brings the 3 oldest girls with her to give them the opportunity to talk to the Judge. She visits every single
month without a reminder and sometimes she has seen the children over three times on any given month. She relentlessly advocates keeping the children’s needs and wants in mind. She goes above and beyond to move her case forward and consistently
finds solutions to the issues that come about. She has taken on placement issues and single handedly has located appropriate
placements for them in group homes. She has enrolled her children in magnet programs and provided transportation until the
agency resolved transportation themselves. Whenever the case manager told her that something could not be done she found a
way to surprise us all by breaking down the walls of the system and getting things resolved. You will find her at every volunteer
support group meeting, learning and mingling with others in order to gain more insight to help the children she advocates
for. Thank you Elle for absolutely everything you do!! It is a true pleasure to work with you. I am excited to see what obstacles
you conquer on the next case.
Monica Porrata
Domingo Dominguez – an asset to OOC and the 11th. He was out ill for a while, but kept in contact with his child – still talks about
him after he aged out. Domingo gives all his knowledge and support to the children that will listen. His knowledge base is great.
-Mary Walton
I would like to thank Vanessa Fleury for being such a consistent and thoughtful GAL. She is always finding ways to try and help the
Guardian Program. She invited us to speak to her criminal justice club to recruit volunteers and also conducted a Christmas Toy
Drive to donate to our kids. Even with being a full time student she has managed to stay dedicated to her five children. Vanessa, I
can’t thank you enough.
-Melissa Ruas
Gloria Montoya – What a volunteer – she keeps me up to date. Gloria took a case and even went to court with the caregiver –
another circuit.
Again, a team player who does the job. C11 is not giving up our volunteer.
-Mary Walton

Alene Goodis………….’The energizer volunteer’ ……………her advocacy is to get all the services the children need. Just read her
logs……..precise and to the needs of the child. If you don’t know what to do or need information as to who is involved…….read her
logs. What would OOC do without her.
-Mary Walton

Delia Bermudez………….glad she is back in the saddle for OOC. She does an outstanding job!
-Mary Walton

From the Director’s Chair
Advocates:
This year, we hope to put an emphasis on raising awareness about the important job that you all do as child
advocates, by sharing your stories through social media and other outlets. Our hope is to engage and recruit
likeminded individuals who can stand up for children in the child welfare system. We always ask for help
from you, our volunteers, for one simple reason: without even realizing it, you are our best recruiters! As volunteer child advocates, you are in the front lines every day in order to advocate for the children you represent in court regarding decisions that will forever impact their lives. When we hear you speak about the wonderful work you do, one thing always resonates: passion.
We want you to share that passion within your communities and circle of friends.
Below, we give you five ways to help us spread the word about the program:
Attend local council meetings. Community members who attend their local council meetings are usually
involved with community happenings. These are the kind of people that tend to gravitate towards meaningful volunteer opportunities. When attending these meetings, you may be surprised by who you meet and
who you can talk to about the work you do as a child advocate. An additional perk? You’ll receive in-service
credit for attending local council meetings.
Notice any community boards? Lots of places—like coffee shops, park and residential buildings—often have
community boards where community members can leave behind pamphlets or brochures. If you go somewhere that has a community board, or a dedicated space for people to leave behind information, let us know
and we will send materials your way!
Tell your employers/employee about us. Most of us spend about 40 hours a week with our colleagues. Do
they know that you volunteer as a child advocate? No need to brag, just fill them in on what you do and why
you do it. Even if they’re not interested, the message may resonate enough that they’ll pass the info along to
someone who may be a good fit.
Share our posts on social media. This is probably the easiest one: if you have a Facebook page, follow us:
(www.facebook.com/gal11volunteers) and every now and then share our posts. Consistency is key: make
sure you share a couple so that people build up the courage to ask you about what you do as a volunteer
child advocate.
Get a group of friends/neighbors together and invite us over for a GAL-aware party. Get a group of friends,
neighbors, colleagues together and we’ll bring over some goodies and provide a short presentation.

Jessica Allen, Circuit Director

