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20 YEARS OF ADVOCACY: ANA CRUCET
VOLUNTEER SPOTLIGHT
In November, Ana Crucet celebrated her 20th year as a
Guardian ad Litem. In her time as a Guardian ad Litem,
Ana has advocated for well over 100 children and been a
crucial part of the Volunteer Advisory Committee. In
2010, Ana was recognized as the Guardian ad Litem of
the year and in 2012, she was the Community Advocate
of the year. For most of her life, Ana has worked in the
legal field and is now the Director of the Legal Studies
Institute, affiliate of the College of Law at Florida International University.
Q: What makes you passionate about being a Guardian ad Litem?
Ana: To put myself in the place of each child in need of
help, makes me feel that they are part of me and gets GAL Ana Crucet (left) with Jessica Allen, Circuit Director and Patrithe best out of me. They depend so much on our assiscia Abaroa, Recruitment and Training Coordinator.
tance. They reach out to us expecting to be fairly treated
and that is why we try to do with each child we represent. In the end, you feel the joy when you make the difference in
the children we serve.
Q: What’s the best compliment one of your GAL kids has ever paid you?
Ana: Without you I couldn’t have gone through so much pain. I had a person next to me, giving me the support and the
security I needed so much.
Q: What do you consider a happy ending for a child in care?
Ana: To see justice made and the child’s best interest has been served. To have a child paced in a safe and loving environment.
Q: What’s the best experience you’ve had as a Guardian ad Litem?
Ana: To see a fragile and innocent child again, when he is 24 years old, getting married and living a happy life.
Q: Do you plan on being a Guardian ad Litem for more years to come?
Ana: To be a Guardian ad Litem is an honor and a privilege. Working as a volunteer in front of the Honorable Cindy Lederman has given me the perfect role model to follow. She gives me the encouragement I need when we are frustrated
with the system. She is just such an individual and treats the children so fairly that it makes you think twice about leaving
the program. I plan to be a Guardian ad Litem for another 20 years and if I have to leave this world before, I will leave
knowing that I made a great difference in the lives of our wonderful children. That will be my legacy.

WE HAVE HEARD YOU!
Our Volunteer Advisory Committee discusses important issues within our
Circuit. This month, Andi Steinacker fills us in.
Last year GAL leadership reached out to several experienced GALS and created two committees- one to assist with
GAL retention and the other for GAL recruitment. Those committees have now been combined into the VARC and Rosi
Alvarez will be chairing this committee. We reached out to GALS and got several responses (thank you!!!) with two different surveys. The first survey addressed: 1) what you like BESTabout being a GAL, GAL attorney, GAL supervisor or
staff advocate, 2) what you like LEAST about being a GAL, GAL attorney, GAL supervisor or staff advocate, 3) what
support you would like to receive that you don’t feel you are currently getting and 4) what the GAL program can do better. The second questionnaire asked what topics you wanted to learn more about, speakers you wanted to hear or training you wanted to receive.

WE HEARD YOU! The February meeting of the GAL support group will have the leadership team as our panel. They
will be there to listen to your frustrations, suggestions, thoughts and ideas concerning the program, attorneys, supervisors and the system. Many people also requested a support group meeting with children telling us what they need from
their GALS, etc. We will have a panel of former/current foster youth from Youth Shine for our April meeting (date TBA).

VOLUNTEER NEWS

This past holiday season, staff and volunteers
looked to spread holiday cheer!
On the left, Guardian ad Litem staff, Judges
and other court staff combined their efforts for
Bench Buddies. They read to children at Melrose Elementary and shared donated books.
On the right, Guardians ad Litem Alice and Bill
Masterson spread the holiday cheer by dressing up as Mr. and Mrs. Claus for more than
300 children!

I wanted to take a minute to send kudos to volunteer Terri
Silver! I am so impressed with all that she does! Every
time I talk to Terri (after hours, on weekends, whenever!) I
find out that she is on visits, or at school meetings, or at a
shelter taking care of our kids. I do not know how she does
it! Thanks to Terri’s incredible advocacy four of our girls,
who’ve had a truly difficult upbringing, will be guaranteed a
very memorable Christmas! This made my week and I
wanted to share it with you all and thank Terri for all that
she does. Our team never ceases to impress me!
-Meliza Frias, Esq.

Thank you to GAL volunteer, Cindie Blanck, and her book club for their generous donation to “Bench Buddies”, a core
group of volunteer dependency court partners including the GAL Program, the Judiciary and Administrative Office of the
Courts, DCF and Our Kids, that have adopted our neighborhood school, Melrose Elementary. “Bench Buddies” meets
once a month to read to the students in (4) Kindergarten and (4) First Grade classes, and donate the books to each
classroom to help inspire a love for reading among elementary-aged children. With this generous donation, we expect
to be able to buy enough books for Bench Buddies to read through the rest of the school year. Thank you again for
your generous support, Cindie! A thank you also goes out to Cindie’s daughter, staff GAL attorney Kathryn Lea, for
reaching out to ask for donations… like mother, like daughter!
-Susan Somers, Esq.

Even though volunteer Annie Gonzalez has already won Guardian ad Litem of the Year, she continues to amaze! Recently, she took one of her GAL kids to watch Beauty and the Beast at the Arscht Center and the child loved this totally
new experience. The child is fascinated with all things Japanese, so she treated her to lunch at a Japanese Restaurant. The amazing thing is, Annie does things like this for all the children she represents (she now has three cases)
helping them to explore their interests and introduces them to new possibilities. This past weekend, she took two other
kids to see the Lion King!
-Brandon Bartley, Child Advocacy Coordinator

In November, while working the recruitment booth at the Miami International book Fair, I met a young lady who told me
that when she got older she wanted to be a Guardian ad Litem Volunteer. She had a great reason, too. As it turned out,
this young lady is part of the dependency system and she has her own Guardian ad Litem, volunteer Marielle GomezKaifer. She praised Marielle’s efforts and even told me that while everything was constantly changing in her life while in
care, one thing had always remained constant: her Guardian ad Litem, who she hopes to be like when she gets older.
-Cristina Ramirez

Congratulations GAL volunteer Mirta Fuentes for receiving Barry University’s Distinguished Alumni Award! We are
very proud and honored to have you as part of the GAL team.
-Jessica Allen, Circuit Director

FROM OUR TOOLBOX
In each newsletter, we will highlight a tool to help our advocates navigate the dependency system.
This month, we are featuring a case plan checklist.

FROM OUR TOOLBOX, cont.

2014 FALL FAMILY PICNIC
On Sunday, November 9th (despite some rainy weather) community members joined the Guardian ad Litem Program
and Educate Tomorrow at Greynolds Park for the Fall Family Picnic. A special thanks to all who came out, Empowered
Youth for serving up delicious grub and Laura Juncadella for being there to document it all through pictures.

TACOVIA KNIGHT,
VOLUNTEER MENTOR COORDINATOR
Staff Spotlight

Since I was a child, I could always be seen helping
other children in need or standing up for them when
they were being bullied. Anytime my teacher asked a
question in regards to a classroom situation or fight, I
typically was the first to respond and knew the Who,
What, When, Where, Why, How and made it my job
to advocate for the victim. Everyone, including myself, just knew I was going to be a Children’s Rights
Attorney until one “Take Your Child to Work Day”. I
shadowed a Child Advocacy Coordinator (CAC) at
the GAL 11 circuit and there, God revealed to me my
true calling. It was at that moment sitting in court my
10th grade year that I found my passion and true
love. After graduating from college I returned to Miami and reconnected with the GAL Program by becoming a GAL Volunteer. Within months, my desire
to help even more children in the foster care system
grew and I decided to pursue a career with GAL Program and was became the GAL Volunteer Mentor
Coordinator. Being a GAL Volunteer Mentor Coordinator really opened the door of expansion in the
number of children that could be reached, because it
allowed me to guide new volunteers in being effective and proficient guardians who were truly for the
child. Working with the GAL Program has been a really rewarding and blessing experience. Being a
Guardian Ad Litem is who I have become and
who I am, not what I do!

Currently, our program is looking for more volunteers to take on the role of volunteer mentors.
If you are interested in learning more about the qualifications and the duties of a Volunteer
Mentor, please feel free to email me at: Tacovia.Knight@gal.fl.gov
We want to hear from you! What staff members would you like to learn more about and see featured in an upcoming Staff Spotlight? Email your suggestions to: Patricia.Abaroa@gal.fl.gov

UPCOMING TRAININGS AND MEETINGS
Encouraging Literacy: Reading is Succeeding - Saturday, February 14 at 11 AM at JJC located at 3302 NW 27 Ave,
T300, Miami, Florida 33145
Research has shown school performance, more than any other single factor, is a major contributor as to whether a youth
becomes involved in drugs or violence. Reading is a gateway skill for success in school. Reading comprehension level
by Grade 3 is one of the best predictors as to who will finish high school. Children with low reading achievement in early
grades (by Grade 3) have a greater likelihood of school retention, dropout, drug abuse, early pregnancy, delinquency,
and unemployment. Preparation – or lack of preparation - for literacy begins in infancy and tends to relate to socioeconomic status. There are essential elements to improve literacy which include mentoring by caring adults.
 Identify the risk and protective factors that affect student literacy
 Discuss research evidence for predictors of student failure
 Recognize teacher’s professional development as essential
 Describe techniques to positively motivate student reading achievement
RSVP to: Flora.Beal@gal.fl.gov

Panel of GAL Leadership Team– February 17th at 6:00pm at Grove Spot, 3324 Virginia St Coconut Grove, FL 33133
Jessica Allen, Becky Gil, Yvonne Palmer-Bennett, Nicole Robertson and Susan Somers will attend. An opportunity to
discuss your questions, frustrations, suggestions with the program, your supervisor, your attorney, the system, etc.
RSVP to: Andrea.Steinacker@morganstanley.com

The New Florida Practice Model (safety methodology)- March 24th at 6:00pm at Grove Spot, 3324 Virginia St Coconut Grove, FL 33133
Presented by Shannen Davis of Our Kids and/or Jenny Soriano-Priestley and Rosa Baez from DCF. This practice model
(safety framework) is the new assessment/standards made by DCF and Our Kids to determine safety and risk.
RSVP to: Andrea.Steinacker@morganstanley.com

MOVIE SPOTLIGHT:
Short Term 12
Short Term 12 is a film written and directed by Destin Daniel Cretton, who was inspired to write Short Term 12 based on
his own experience working in a group facility for teenagers. The film follows a 20-something supervising staff member
of a residential treatment facility as she navigates the troubled waters of that world alongside her co-worker and longtime
boyfriend. The film is critically acclaimed and is said to provide an insightful look into the world of neglected youths.
In-Service credit: 2 hours

BOOK SPOTLIGHT:

SPILLED MILK by K.L. Randis
Brooke Nolan is a battered child who makes an anonymous phone call about the escalating brutality in her home. When
social services jeopardize her safety condemning her to keep her father’s secret, it’s a glass of spilled milk at the dinner
table that forces her to speak about the cruelty she’s been hiding. In her pursuit for
Spilled
Milk
is
a
novel
of
shocking
narrative,
triumph
and
resiliency.
In-Service Credit: 8 hours

FROM THE
DIRECTOR’S
CHAIR
Mary Walton and Jessica Allen at this year’s Voices for Children Feel the Passion
Gala.

Dear Advocates,
Happy 2015! I hope the new year is treating everyone well so far. We wanted to take this opportunity to share
some year end statistics from 2014 with you, as well as share some new things going on with the GAL Program at the local and state levels.
Last year, 1272 new dependency petitions were filed (up by 434 from 2013.)GAL volunteers and staff helped
200 children achieve permanency through adoption; 489 children were reunified with their parent or legal
caregiver; 149 children were placed in a permanent guardianship; and 92 young adults “aged out” of foster
care. We discharged off of 31 children due to a lack of available resources.
We certified 298 new GAL volunteers and discharged 185 volunteers. Please feel free to call or shoot me an
email with any ideas on how we can better retain quality volunteers. Also, if you would like for us to reach out
to a specific group as part of our Each One, Reach One recruitment campaign, let myself or Patricia know.
Some initiatives we have been working on as part of this effort include elimination of the one year commitment to the Program; instead we are asking volunteers to commit to the children whom they are assigned.
We are also in the process of obtaining “service centers” in the North and South ends of the County for our
staff and volunteers to utilize, and new screening tools during the precertification process.
This year, the Statewide GAL Program will be asking our legislature to support full funding for GAL to ensure
that every abused, neglected and abandoned child has a voice. We are also asking for funding to pay our
GAL staff on equal footing with other government agencies so that our staff can continue the great work they
are doing with the Program. You can help! Contact your legislators and governor and thank them for their
continued support of the GAL Program and let them know about the wonderful things you are doing as an
advocate with us.
Finally, April is Child Abuse Awareness month and time for our annual Child Abuse Awareness Picnic, to be
held on April 12th, 2015. We are asking our community partners to help us “Paint the Town Blue” (the official
color of Child Abuse Awareness month) to raise awareness. If you know of any individuals or organizations
who may wish to sponsor or help spread the word, please contact Patricia.Abaroa@gal.fl.gov.
Thanks for all that you do!

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.
Email:Patricia.Abaroa@gal.fl.gov

