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Carol Cohan is this year’s Guardian ad Litem of the Year.
GAL: What makes you passionate about our cause?
Carol Cohan: Children, the care of children, the well-being of children -- these have
always been at the center of my life. As a teen I taught babies to swim. I was a
camp counselor and a teacher. As a young mother, I served on the boards of a
childcare center and music school. My conviction that every child deserves to be
loved and nurtured – not my feminist leanings -- is what moved me to serve for
twelve years as pro bono executive director of Women’s Emergency Network,
which assures that women have access to all options for resolving a crisis pregnancy regardless of their financial circumstances.
After WEN, becoming a GAL was the perfect next step.
GAL: What’s the best compliment one of your GAL kids has ever paid you?
CC: My first case was a huge challenge: an angry, moody, rude, defiant 9 th grader in foster care who skipped school, dabbled in
drugs, and seemed headed for disaster. Sticking with her wasn’t easy, and at times it wasn’t pleasant. But I knew this child’s
anger was the result of recurring abuse, neglect, rejection and loss, and I was determined stand apart from the pattern. So I tolerated her ugly behavior. I became her educational surrogate, got her an IEP, and worked with her teachers and counselors. Against all odds, she graduated from high school on time. At a party my husband and I hosted in her honor, she stood in
front of 20 people who had stood by her, and she expressed her gratitude. In tears – we were all in tears – she acknowledged
how difficult she had been, how she had been her own worst enemy, how tempted she had been to drop out, and how grateful
she was for our unflinching support. It doesn’t get better than that.
GAL: What are some of your best experiences as a Guardian ad Litem?
CC: I love it all: developing a relationship with the children, working with the families, talking to the therapists and other related
professionals, participating in the courtroom. Perhaps it’s the voyeur in me -- I like being a part of their lives and supporting
them through a difficult period. I find it especially gratifying to be able to help the children and their families deal with the system, solve problems that arise, take advantage of the resources available to them, and turn an experience that they likely perceive as onerous into something positive.
Any advice for anyone thinking about becoming a GAL?
Keep a sense of balance. Just as a physician can be totally devoted to her patient but must not become emotionally caught up in
his illness, it’s important for a GAL to maintain a degree of emotional detachment. It’s equally important to be able to distinguish a problem you can solve from a problem that’s too big and to not get mowed down by frustration. There will always be
frustrations – case managers who don’t answer your calls, judges who keep you waiting for hours, therapists who fail to keep
you in the loop, services that are poorly provided or inexcusably delayed, and the system itself, which too often destroys the very
lives it is mandated to protect. I don’t embrace the frustrations. I focus on the rewards. I keep an emotional distance, and I
strive for a sense of balance.

GAL attorney Meliza Frias and I cannot thank Maria Anduiza enough for her stellar advocacy. The three members of
this strong GAL advocacy team truly achieved success for optimal permanency together; however, Maria, the GAL Volunteer Child Advocate, took the lead while the GAL attorney and GAL supervisor simply supported for the most effective path possible.
-Riana Maryanoff, CAMI
J. (age 14) and J. (age 10) were originally placed in foster care after removed from their mother. After being there for
some time, a maternal grandmother came from Haiti to take custody of her two grandsons. The GAL, Carol Abia, was a
bit apprehensive about this placement but after the boys were placed with their MGM, their behavior and grades
made a noted improvement. The MGM continued to care for these boys as her own sons, even when the mother was
TPR’d. When I became the CAM on the case, the case had just came back from AARC and the MGM was denied in the
adoption of J. and J. The GAL called me asking what was the next step as she knew it was in the boys’ best interest to
be adopted by their MGM. After further looking into, the MGM was denied due to a 20 year old inadequate supervision DCF abuse report, her inability to read and write, and her income; things that did not seem to be an issue during
the 2 years the boys had been placed with her. At that time, Lily had just came on board as an Adoption Attorney specialist; I found her in her cramped office in the file room at the old GAL office and laid out the issues and asked her
what we could do. The MGM could not afford an attorney to help with the appeal process so we figured we’d staff with
DCF and the agency but there was only more frustration as an agreement could not be met. Lily had even reached out
to a few adoption attorneys to see if they would take this case pro bono. Finally, after a hearing, J. came to court to
find out why his “Mom” could not adopt he and his brother with tears coming down his face. All the while, Carol was at
every hearing and meeting making sure to advocate for
the boys’ adoption. Lily even filed a motion to intervene
in the administrative proceedings. After many months,
MGM was able to adopt the boys. Well it turns out, we
could not celebrate just yet... there was an error with
J.’s “no legal father”order and TPR was needed on his father. Lily made sure to follow-up with DCF to make sure
this took place in a timely manner. Once this was taken
care of, we finally had an adoption date. J. and J. came
in that day very well behaved and well dressed (just like
MGM presents them at every hearing they’ve attended)
but what I saw most was the big smiles on their faces as
they “finally were done”. MGM was pretty much dancing
out the courtroom and thanked everyone she came in
contact with (and in perfect English, I might add).
-Jessica Mancuso, CAMII

C. (age 2) was removed as a newborn in 04/2014 due to her mother’s mental health and substance abuse. She was placed with a
non-relative, who had always kept C.’s best interest at heart even when the mother continued to use substances and cause issues
amongst the family. The mother was TPR’d in 2014. Some time before that, the maternal uncle who lived out-of-state shared he
was also interested in caring for C. The GAL, Teresa Kowall, made sure to speak with both interested parties to try to determine the
best interest for C. At this time, there were two competing families; both of which appeared to be great and there was nothing
against either family. Teresa had even offered to check out the maternal uncle’s home on her next trip if it was needed. The initial
AARC recommendation was for the families to mediate and come to an agreement on which family would adopt and allow visitation. This did not work out so well as neither family would budge. At this point, C. had been placed with the non-relative for over a
year and had continued to thrive and be loved. C. also had access to her maternal grandmother and her maternal cousins as the exwife remained close to the family. Teresa’s recommendation was in favor of the non-relative’s as she did not believe it was C.’s best
interest to be uprooted from the only home she’s ever known. The case went back in front of AARC and the recommendation was
in favor of the maternal uncle on the basis that he was an actual “relative”. The non-relative’s then sought out counsel to assist
them with the appeal process. There was a 3 full day administrative trial, where the GAL also testified. The Administrative Judge
ruled in the non-relative’s favor (a 23 page ruling J) and the final adoption date was set for June. The non-relative’s brought the
MGM, their children to be witness to the official addition to the family. C. got to hold a sign that read “I have shared their home for
669 days but today I will share their last name” in the cutest white dress with blue flowers.
-Jessica Mancuso, CAMII
On behalf of the Leadership Team, I’d really like to thank Rosi Alvarez for (once again) stepping in to help on a very difficult case.
Rosi stepped in at the last minute and it has made all the difference to this family.
-Jessica Allen, Esq, Circuit Director
Stephanie Castillo has been such an Amazing staff advocate since the day she joined the 009 team. She is a perfect match for the
program and the team. She is my go to girl and I can always depend on Stephanie to be there and come to the rescue. Thank you to
Stephanie for being amazing ALL AROUND!
-Amira Hayes, CAMII

I had the great luck to get Carol Ballent on one of my cases and she is a rock star!! She came to me to ask if she could be the Educational Surrogate for a teenager with medical problems who was being home schooled. As soon as I realized that she would be
visiting the child I asked if she would be willing to be her GAL too. The assigned GAL lives in Broward County and the child was in
Homestead, and visiting her had been very difficult. She agreed to let Carol take over the case, and it has worked out very
well. The child has Sickle Cell disease and she also qualifies for APD, and she was spending most of the time going in and out of the
hospital. Eventually a new, more appropriate placement was sought and Carol was totally involved with this process. She reached
out to everyone involved in the case and she also contacted the FSU Law Clinic to get an Attorney ad Litem for the child. Finally,
after she was in the hospital almost two months for lack of an appropriate placement, an APD home was identified. The foster
mother is also an RN so she will see that she receives all the services that she needs, medical, educational, and psychological. The
foster mother is very welcoming and she visited the child in the hospital to make her more comfortable and to get to know
her. She was recently placed in the home and it looks like a perfect match. Carol also applied to Boggy Creek Camp for the girl for
this summer. They have a session for children with Sickle Cell disease in August. None of this would have happened without Carol
leading the way.
-Cooky Silverman, CAMI

Special thanks to GAL volunteer Karen Kerr, ICO Miami and Voices for Children for making these eco-outings possible
for our children and volunteers. This is a partnership we truly love and hope to continue. The next outing will be the
ICO Reef Snorkel, Saturday, July 30, 2016 from 11:00 AM to 5:30 PM (EDT) at John Pennekamp Coral Reef State
Park 102601 Overseas Highway Key Largo, FL 33037. Reservations are free for Guardian ad litems and their court appointed children. All participants must know how to swim! For more info and registration contact Flora.Beal@gal.fl.gov.

CIRCUIT NEWS

Senator Anitere Flores named 2016 Legislative
Champion by Florida’s Guardian ad Litem
Program
The Statewide Guardian ad Litem Program and the 11th Judicial Circuit Guardian
ad Litem Program are pleased to announce that Senator Anitere Flores will be
honored for advocating on behalf of Florida’s children. Senator Flores has been a
long standing child advocate and has initiated legislation aimed at advocating for
Florida’s most vulnerable population. She has been a champion on behalf of students with disabilities, human trafficking victims, and public education.
Guardian ad Litem is a public/private organization that advocates for children
Senator Flores
who have been victims of abuse, abandonment or neglect. The program is comprised of staff and volunteers, who advocate for children which through no fault of their own, find themselves in the
dependency court system. Volunteers make sure that Florida’s foster children are heard and not forgotten in the midst
of these court proceedings, while making sure that each child is provided with appropriate services and resources.
It is the distinct pleasure of the Statewide Guardian ad Litem Program to honor Senator Flores as the 2016 Guardian
ad Litem Legislative Champion of the Year for her tireless efforts in protecting Florida’s children. Through her resolve,
Senator Flores continues to help abused children find their voices.
Please join us on July 21st, at the Coconut Grove Spot (3324 Virginia St. Coconut Grove, FL 33133) from 6:00pm to
9:00 pm in honoring Senator Anitere Flores. Please RSVP to Victoria.Harris@gal.fl.gov

Employee of the Quarter Travis Harmon is all smiles as
he poses with Alex Falcon and Yvonne Palmer-Bennett.

Susan Somers is having a blast with a Bench
Buddies classroom!

Our amazing GAL team at the Corporate Run!

Attorney of the Quarter Katrina Velez surrounded by teammates
Susan Somers, Mary Walton and Jorge Tormes.

WE HAVE HEARD YOU
Our volunteer advisory committee addresses the needs of our volunteer staff. This month General Magistrate Steven Lieberman fills
us in on a new initiative to improve the adoption status.

ADOPTION IMPROVEMENT COMMITTEE:
Starting in September, 2015, General Magistrate Steven Lieberman and the Guardian Ad Litem Program; Our Kids representatives; Department of Children and Families ; Clerk’s Office representatives; agency representative; adoption
attorneys; foster parents and pre-adoptive parents have been identifying issues and proposing solutions in an effort to
make adoptions a more efficient process. Monthly meetings are held and one or two identified issues are discussed
along with ideas for improvement.

General Magistrate Lieberman has been keeping detailed spread sheets on all adoption cases which were referred to
him. The information on the spread sheet allows an analysis regarding which agencies and case workers are efficiently
processing the adoption paperwork with the pre-adoptive parents. Additionally, for those cases in which adoption may
not be the appropriate goal (for whatever reason); those cases are being identified earlier and the case plan goal is
changed to reflect the current situation. Other information regarding the progress of any Adoption Review Committee
hearing or decision from an Administrative Law Judge was constantly updated as well as any reason for a delay in the
that process.
Statistical improvements were noticed by October, 2015 in both the number of adoption cases and the number of children being adopted. Most striking is that in each month since the start of the initiative, there has been continued improvement in these areas. The statistics show that the 11th Judicial Circuit has been able to significantly cut the length
of time between when the child is legally free for adoption and the date of final judgment of adoption. In 2015, as a
direct result of the efforts of the Adoption Improvement Committee, the Miami-Dade County Dependency bench (5
circuit court judges) adopted 305 dependent children. That was the highest number of adopted children since 2013.
Through the end of May, 2016, the judges adopted 156 children- well on pace to exceed the totals for 2015.
Without the help of all partners, the desired outcome would not be achievable. For example, the Guardians, as a group,
volunteered their time to be trained by the agencies on the adoption process so that when the guardian visit the home,
they could assist the agency workers in helping the pre-adoptive parents through the process. The adoption attorneys
presented issues and discussed with all participants, the need for certain documentation which they need to finalize the
adoption and how best the caseworkers can get that information early on in the case. Our Kids agreed to change the
process of the adoption review committee which has resulted in faster recommendations ffrom the committee. The
adoption forms have been put on the website for those pre-adoptive parents who have access to computers. The forms
can either be downloaded for completion or can be filled out and saved on the individual’s computer until all forms
have been completed. In those cases where the pre-adoptive parents are not completing the adoption paperwork in a
timely manner-they are ordered to appear before the court and explain the nature of the delay. Foster parent associations are investigating the possibility of applying for grant money to have someone with a complete knowledge of the
adoption process to be IN COURT and available to help the pre-adoptive parents complete all necessary paperwork.
The Miami-Dade Police department implemented certain procedures to speed up the process for getting “police call
outs” documents to the agencies workers. We are working with the State of Florida to do the same for Putative Father
results. We have gone to Broward county to discuss with them certain issues and have vowed to assist them when they
have children from their jurisdiction living in Miami-Dade County.
In upcoming meetings, we will discuss the tax benefits of adoption so that the pre-adoptive parents have a better idea
of the tax consequences of adoption. The issue of requesting adoption subsidies will be thoroughly explained to all parties. There is a never ending list of topics to be explored. We invite all who are interested in helping to improve the
adoption process to join us. Please email me at slieberman@jud11.flcourts.org to be added to the list or to provide additional topics to be discussed at the meeting. The next meeting is scheduled for September 15, 2016 at 12:00pm
through 1:30 pm at the Children’s Courthouse on the 5th floor.

TRAINING OPPORTUNITIES
JULY 2016
Below please find In-Service trainings and community events for July 2016. In-Service trainings do qualify for the 12 ongoing education credits required for the GAL Program yearly recertification. Take a look and be sure to RSVP, as directed, for those you wish to attend. Some trainings
have limited availability so don’t wait to RSVP.

WHEN:
Wednesday, July 20, 2016
From 12 p.m. to 1 p.m.
WHAT:
Miami Child Well-Being Court Model Trainings Series:
Co-Parenting
We all share in the responsibility of ensuring the well-being of children in the custody of the State. We
undertake this responsibility as a partner-ship, aware that none of us can succeed in the task by ourselves. Children need normal childhoods, as well as loving and skillful parenting, which honors their
bond and loyalty to their biological family. Learn how we can work together to achieve these goals
through the sharing of information
WHERE:
Children’s Court House – Fifth Floor Community Conference Room
155 NW 3 Street, Miami, Florida 33128
RSVP:
To register go to Eventbrite by Monday, July 18, 2016
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/co-parenting-tickets-26311840423?aff=es2

WHEN:
Thursday, July 21, 2016
From 8:30 a.m. to 10 a.m.
WHAT:
CBC Alliance Board Meeting
With the support of the Casey Family Programs, the CBC Alliance is proud to present Dr. Patricia Chamberlain, who has conducted several studies on treatment for children, youth, and families in the child welfare, juvenile justice, and mental health systems. Dr. Chamberlain also founded Treatment Foster Care
Oregon and KEEP intervention models, KEEP providing enhanced support and training to state foster
and kinship parents in a effort to prevent disruption, improve reunification rates and reduce child behavioral and emotional problems.
WHO:
All are welcome to help improve our child welfare practice in Miami-Dade.
We’re looking forward to your participation and feedback.
WHERE:
Rohde Building, North Tower – 10th Floor, Visionary Conference Room,
401 NW 2nd Avenue, Miami, FL 33128
RSVP:
None required. For additional information contact
Issa Hosein, Executive Director, executivedirector@miamidadecbcalliance.com

WHEN:
Friday, July 22, 2016
From Noon to 1 p.m.
WHAT:
CBC Alliance Lecture Series
With the support of the Casey Family Programs, the CBC Alliance is proud to present Dr. Patricia Chamberlain, who has conducted several studies on treatment for children, youth, and families in
the child welfare, juvenile justice, and mental health systems. Dr. Chamberlain also founded Treatment Foster Care Oregon and KEEP intervention models, KEEP providing enhanced support and training to state foster and kinship parents in a effort to prevent disruption, improve reunification rates and
reduce child behavioral and emotional problems.

TRAINING OPPORTUNITIES, cont.
WHO:
Dr. Patricia
Chamberlain, Published national Child Welfare Expert
WHERE:
Children’s Court House – Fifth Floor Community Conference Room
155 NW 3 Street, Miami, Florida 33128
RSVP:
Not required. For questions please contact Yamile Hernandez
yhernandez@JUD11FLCOURTS.ORG

WHEN:
Wednesday, July 27, 2016
From 6 p.m. to 8 p.m.
WHAT:
Happy Hour Reunion
WHO:
We would like to invite ALL GALs to join us in congratulating
and celebrating our newly certified GALs. We want to give our recent graduates the opportunity to reunite with the rest of their class, as well as a chance to mix and mingle with other GALs and
staff. It is an open forum to discuss concerns and challenges, as well as share success and accomplishments. We look forward to seeing everyone there.
WHERE:
Tarpon Bend Raw Bar & Grill
65 Miracle Mile, Coral Gables, FL 33134
RSVP:

Send an email to Flora.Beal@gal.fl.gov by Tuesday, April 12, 2016

NOTE:
There is no GAL Support Group meeting in July

SAVE THE DATE: UPCOMING EVENTS/TRAININGS
August 15, 2016
9 a.m. to noon
CSEC— AND BOYS TOO!
Presenter Nathan Earl shares three Case Studies that will give the audience a more well-rounded perspective of the
various pathways to exploitation and trafficking situations of boys. Studies narrate one male, one gay male and one
transgender survivor. Active participation and engagement by audience is strongly recommended. Audience feedback
through pre and post presentation survey is requested. Survey supplied by presenter. For additional information contact Tisha.Pierre@myflfamilies.com
Rhode Service Center
401 N.W. 2nd Avenue
Room: N106
Miami, FL 33128

August 23, 2016
GAL SUPPORT GROUP
From 6 p.m. to 8 p.m.
Immigration issues facing children in dependency- panel from Americans for Immigrant Justice- Jennifer Anzardo and
Farahnaz Jamette.

TRAINING OPPORTUNITIES, cont.
Third Week of August – Date to de announced
From 12 p.m. to 1 p.m.
Miami Child Well Being Court Model Trainings Series
September 20, 2016
GAL SUPPORT GROUP
From 6 p.m. to 8 p.m.
Adoption- new procedures, standardization of the adoption packet, ARC, etc. Panel: GM Steve Lieberman, Lucy Pineiro (adoption attorney), Marcel Rivas (Our Kids) Lisanne Mentis (FRC)

RECOMMENDED READING:

I Speak for This Child: True Stories of a Child Advocate- by Gay Courter
In I Speak For This Child, best-selling novelist Gay Courter recounts her experiences as a
Guardian ad Litem, a volunteer court-appointed advocate for children involved in Florida's
court system. Following her first tentative approach to her local Court Appointed Special
Advocates program to her more determined efforts, we get an insider's glimpse on this
hidden world and learn what it takes to ensure that America's most vulnerable citizens are
treated with care and respect. Courter's story is both heartbreaking and heartwarming, and
is an inspiration for anyone who has ever looked up from a newspaper and wondered,
"What can I do to help?"

RECOMMENDED VIEWING:
Gimme Shelter (2013)
(Based on true story, teen pregnancy, foster care)
A pregnant teenager flees her abusive mother in search of her father, only to be
rejected by her dad and forced to survive on the streets until a compassionate
stranger offers a hopeful alternative.

FROM THE
DIRECTOR’S
CHAIR
Dear Advocates:
It’s been an exciting few months here at Miami GAL. We held our Volunteer Recognition event and Child Abuse Awareness picnic in April and some of our staff had the opportunity to attend the Guardian ad Litem Disabilities Summit in
Orlando and the National Court Appointed Special Advocates convention in DC. Between all of these events, you may
have heard that we also transitioned to a new database called Optima, and if not, I’m here to tell you about it.
Your first thought may be, “Why do I care about the GAL’s new database?” The answer is that now our volunteers have
certain access to this database and can communicate with their supervisor and attorney through the system. Optima
allows you to upload your home visit logs, make notes for your supervisor and view documents that we have uploaded
on our end. It is important to note that Optima is not intended to replace verbal communication with your supervisor,
however the hope is that it will ease your communication and help to serve everyone, especially the children we represent, in a more efficient manner.
I am not going to tell you that the transition to the new system has been seamless; in fact many of us are still learning
what it can and cannot do. You are highly encouraged to join us in this learning process and to make use of the benefits
that Optima has to offer. If you have not yet received your log-in information or been trained on how to use the system,
please reach out to your supervisor, mentor, or myself so that we can get you set-up. We also have volunteer user manuals that we can give you to help guide you in the process.
Thank you all so much for al that you do for Florida’s kids. Have a wonderful summer and try to stay cool!
Jessica Allen
Jessica.Allen@gal.fl.gov

We’re looking for contributors!
Want to see something featured in our newsletter or want to write an article for an upcoming issue? Let us know.

