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PROJECT 365: A look into your first year as a                  

Child Advocate 

Are you nearing your 1 year anniversary as a Guardian ad Litem? If so, 

we’d love to hear from you.  

Project 365 will be a YouTube series chronicling the experiences of 

Guardians ad Litem during their very first year as child advocates Partici-

pants will receive in-service credit hours. 

For more information, please contact: Patricia.Abaroa@gal.fl.gov  

#Project365 

 

In this edition: 

 Tips for Active 

Listening  

 2019 Volunteer 

Recognition 

Event 

 2019 Recap 

 
Have you checked out our local website? You can find report templates, 

upcoming trainings and more! 

www.wearemiamiguardians.org 



 

 

Maria Diaz is one of the latest Guardians to join my team. 
Maria is superb! She is communicative and very hands on! If 
you ever have the pleasure of meeting her, you will always find 
her with a smile. Maria, I’m looking forward to working many 
cases together and eager to see the impact you will make in 
your children’s lives.  

-Melissa Ruas  

Since being certified as a Child Advocate volunteer, Pam-
ela Bernal has taken on two cases totaling 9 children 
which she actively advocates for. Pam not only attends 
all her hearing dates she offers to pick up and drop off 
her GAL kids to and from doctors appointments and eve-
rything in between.  

Pam also stepped in and helped on the emergency re-
sponse team on other case and was able to break-
through to a teen and provided case updates to the 
GALV supervisor which led to the child receiving  much 
needed therapeutic services. Pam as hit the ground run-
ning and has left positive changes in her cases.  

-Olga Hernandez, CAM 

I would like to commend my fellow Guardian Ad Litem 
Volunteer, Carol Ballent.  Besides having her own cases, 
Carol also mentors new GALs.  She has been extremely 
helpful to me as a GAL, educational surrogate, and as a 
new mentor giving me advice and suggestions.   Alt-
hough each one of us have our own way of doing things, 
it is useful to listen to our experienced fellow GALs as 
each case is different and their experiences valuable.  As 
she was (is) a teacher, her knowledge of the educational 
process such as IEPs is freely shared.   She always 
attends Andrea Steinacker’s GAL Monthly Support 
Groups, so she keeps up to date as to advocacy is-
sues.  Attendance at those support meetings is highly 
recommended as I have learned so much more that 
complements what is taught in Training.  I can also 
speak directly to the higher-ups in organizations that 
have enable me to more effectively access individuals 
and programs to help my case children.   
 
Carol has exchanged her previous job as a teacher to a 
full-time volunteer advocate and we are more fortunate 
for it.  Thank you, Carol! 
 
-Angela Brown, Guardian ad Litem Volunteer 

Margie Kalik is by far one of my most exemplary volunteers 
on my team. She is always eager to learn and dives right in to 
every single one of her cases. She currently carries 3 cases and 
she never misses a beat. Margie gives me peace of mind when 
it comes to effective advocacy. I am so thankful to her for her 
commitment to the children on her cases and her devotion to 
making their lives better. Margie, I can’t thank you enough.  

-Melissa Ruas  

I would like to commend Penny Tannebaum for her outstand-
ing dedication to a special needs child.  Penny always ask for a 
special needs child due to personal experience. She utilizes her 
individual struggle from the past to make things right for any 
child she advocates for.  Penny is resourceful and works in 
collaboration with all to ensure the best interest of the 
child.  She will visit sometimes twice a week if needed.  Penny 
makes sure the caregiver is supported when needed also.  She 
is always looking for opportunities to help the child have nor-
malcy.   

Any child that Penny advocates for will never be left without 
reaching the permanency they need and deserve. 

Congratulations and keep doing the right thing. 

-Mary Walton, CAM 

Tamoya Joseph took on one of my most challenging cases 
with 3 girls that at one point were all in separate placements. 
Today, due to her constant advocacy these girls are on their 
way to achieving permanency. Tamoya, thank you for loving 
those girls and making sure you could assist them in every way 
possible to overcome this chapter of their lives.  

-Melissa Ruas  



Christopher Gathman is the definition of consistency. He is currently working a case where the mother has voiced several times 
that Chris is the only person on her case that makes her feel heard and seen. Chris has gone above and beyond for this family. 
From picking up the kids to bring them to the Old Navy Event, to visiting them in their multiple placements despite the distance he 
is always there for them. Chris, thank you for making the children on your case a priority always. I’m honored to work with you!  

-Melissa Ruas  

Soraya Mulet has been working a case for quite some time now and during her case she was relocated to Orlando for work. 
Even with the distance, Soraya did not even think for a second to give up her case. She still remains the Guardian on her case and 
comes to Miami to do her monthly visits to the child on her case. Soraya, thank you for all you have done for this family and con-
tinue to do selflessly.  

-Melissa Ruas 

John Pritchett never says no. He is always available and ready for whatever is asked of him. He single handedly carries 3 of my 
most difficult cases with ease. One of the cases is a child whom is placed out of county in a SIPP facility and when we asked John 
to visit her in Walton Beach, FL he didn’t even hesitate. If it benefits the child, he is there, always. John thank you for being so re-
lentless in the pursuit of the children on your cases despite the obstacles you face while working them. 

-Melissa Ruas 

Ivanna Barrera has been such an amazing supervisor and I feel very lucky to have her. She genuinely cares about my GAL kids 
and knows all about them. She goes above and beyond in remembering details about their case and following up on things that 
may have fallen through the cracks. And when I fall short in any way (like being late to get a draft JR report or putting my visit en-
tries in), she always makes sure that together we get the work done that we need to and, at the same time, is patient and under-
standing. I’ve also noticed she is able to interact with case managers, children, and foster parents very well. I wish every GAL had a 
supervisor like Ivanna.  

-Mikayla Espinosa, GAL 

I want to commend the collaboration between the Case Manager, Ms. Veronica Sagastume and our volunteer Guardian ad Litem 
Miriam Fisher on a case they share. Both the Case Manager and Guardian ad Litem Volunteer worked extremely well together 
on the very difficult situation of looking for the Best Interest of the three siblings. The Case Manager was able to find a foster 
home where all three siblings can be placed together in record speed. The Case Manager and Volunteer both testified in court and 
because of great team work and communication between both of them they collectively advocated for the Best Interest of the 
Children.  

-Rebecca Tabares, Esq.  



 

Learn to Listen: Active Listening  
By Hugo Guzman, Guardian ad Litem Volunteer 

  

 Advocacy Corner 

One of the first things a Guardian ad Litem learns is that life circumstances can be extremely challenging for these little human 

beings we’ve been entrusted to guard over and advocate for. Therefore, it’s not surprising that we sometimes go into our cases 

with an underlying sense of pity and sadness. But it’s important to remember that no matter how tough the circumstances of a 

case might be, virtually all children are surprisingly resilient. And as Guardian ad Litems we can help manifest that resiliency 

through our thoughts and actions. 

One arguably indispensable tool at our disposal is referred to as active listening. While typically associated with clinical healthcare 

professionals (mental health therapists, nurses, etc.) active listening can be employed by anyone, and when utilized as a tool for 

interacting with young children it can help them express their feelings in a very authentic way and thereby open a pathway to in-

creased emotional resiliency over time. 

What is active listening exactly? Generally speaking, it’s a way of listening and 

responding to another person that improves mutual understanding. This is 

obviously of critical importance considering a Guardian ad Litem’s role as a 

party to a family court case that will be called upon to testify under oath, but it 

is also just as important considering our role as a beacon of hope, stability, 

and resiliency to the young people we are charged with advocating for. 

But general definitions are not all that actionable, so here are a few specific 

techniques that can help facilitate active listening in a concrete sense: 

Restate - restate what the child has said to you to make sure that you’ve un-

derstood them.  

Ask open-ended Questions -  Avoid questions that result in a yes-or-no an-

swers. Instead, try and think of questions that will allow the child to express 

him or herself. 

Validate - Thank the child for expressing him or herself and for sharing their 

thoughts and emotions, regardless of whether they are good, bad, or indiffer-

ent. 

Make Eye Contact - This is a good way to engage with anyone, including a child, but it is also a good tool for evaluating the mental 

and emotional well-being of a young person. A child that constantly averts their gaze might be telling you something without say-

ing a word. 

Smile - Circling back to the beginning, it’s easy to feel sadness or pity for what these children are going through and those internal 

emotions of ours can be projected onto and into our interactions with the children we are working with. That’s not typically some-

thing that will engender resiliency, so it’s important to remember that nature has equipped children with an uncanny ability to 

find joy and happiness under even the most strenuous of circumstances.  

So smile! It helps engender communication and it sends a subtle queue to the child that they are safe, that someone cares about 

them, and that life can and should be good. 



 

Circuit News 

In September 2019,  Florida Foster Care Review named our very own Nikki Weisburd, Esq. their Child Welfare Profes-
sional of the Month. Here’s what they said: 

“Nikki has been a staff attorney at the Guardian ad Litem Program for over a decade. Nikki attends the CRP hearings for 
her cases always submitting detailed reports and advocating for the children’s best interests.  She works collaboratively 
with the panel answering their questions, and she encourages the youth to attend their hearings and to speak to the 
panel directly.  Nikki searches to uncover a child’s passion and assists the CRP in doing so as well. Congratulations 
again, Nikki! “ 

 

Guardian ad Litem volunteer Karen Kerr was recently honored by the Sierra Club and was awarded the prestigious 2019 
Madelyn Pyeatt Award, for her work with the Sierra Club, Every Kid in the Park and the Guardian ad Litem Program.  

Congratulations, Karen! We’re so honored to have you on our team. 

 

 

On October 12th, staff, volunteers and guests attended our annual Volunteer Recognition Event. 

 

Honoring the efforts of all our child advocates, 
2019’s event took place at the University of Mi-
ami’s Newman Alumni Center.  

A special congratulations goes out to this year’s 
award winners: 

 Emmanuell Cagol-Landrieu, Lloyd Zand Spirit 
of Excellence Award 

 Linda Hausmann, Joni Goodman Timeless 
Guardian ad Litem Award 

 Reinaldo Velazquez, Rising Star Award 

 Carol Klopfer, Out of the Box Award 

 Andrea Steinacker,  Community Advocate 
Award 

 

A huge thank you to our Volunteer Advisory Committee members and Victoria Harris whose efforts made this incredi-
ble night a success. 

To see more pictures from the evening, please visit: www.simplebooth.com/pic/GPsVRvM   

 

 

If you’d like to contribute to an upcoming newsletter, please email: Patricia.Abaroa@gal.fl.gov 

 





Volunteer Spotlight 

Aurelio Rojas 

From the Director’s Chair 

Dear Advocates,  

As 2020 begins, I wanted to let you know some of the impact that you have made as a part of the 11th Circuit Florida Guardian ad 

Litem Program in 2019. Last year, we advocated for over three thousand children in dependency, delinquency and criminal court. 

That number includes not only the current children we are representing, but also those whom we have helped reach permanency 

through reunification, adoption and permanent guardianship. Additionally, we certified over 160 new volunteer Guardians ad Li-

tem. If you are one of those people, welcome to the team and thank you for helping us advocate for our county ’s most vulnerable 

population. None of this would be possible without the dedication of our staff and volunteers. You are what I am most thankful for 

this year.  

If you were able to join us for our annual volunteer recognition event in October at the University of Miami, I hope that you en-

joyed yourself. It was great to see so many familiar faces and meet so many new ones and congratulations to all of the award win-

ners. Once again, I want to thank our Volunteer Advisory Committee for all of the hard work they put in to making the night such a 

success.  

Here’s hoping that you all had a wonderful holiday season and I look forward to working with you this year!  

 

Jessica Allen, Esq.  

This coming June, Aurelio Rojas will celebrate his 5th year as a Guardian ad 

Litem. Before retiring, Aurelio worked for the federal government for over 42 

years. Aurelio has a variety of interests and goals that he is still aiming for, in-

cluding obtaining a pilot’s license. For Aurelio, volunteerism goes back to his 

boy scout days, and believe that becoming a Guardian ad Litem was a natural 

progression for him after his retirement. 

Learn more about him below: 

GAL: Describe yourself in three words. 

Aurelio: Positive-thinking, honest, tenacious. 

GAL: What makes you passionate about the cause? 

Aurelio: To quote an old adage, if not me, who; if not now, when?  Everyone 

needs someone.   

GAL: If you could travel back to your first day as a certified GAL what advice 

would you give yourself? 

Aurelio: There will be challenges that become opportunities to help you learn 

and grow.   

GAL: What fictional character do you relate to the most? 

Aurelio: Jack Ryan in the Tom Clancy book series.  He melds logic and action. 




