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This special newsletter is dedicated to the efforts of our Guardian ad Litem staff and volunteers during 2020, a year 

that will definitely be remembered as challenging by those involved in the child welfare system. 

We are proud to say that even through these challenges, our staff and volunteers continued to rise to the occasion 

with creativity, will-power and grace under fire. 

Over the next few pages, you’ll notice that our newsletter looks a little different, but we hope that you’ll enjoy getting 

to know more about some of our 2020 award winners. 

Our newsletter will be back to “normal” (who else is tired of that phrase?!) next month. 

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

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

upcoming trainings and more! 

www.wearemiamiguardians.org 



On January 29th, our Miami-Dade Program held their annual recognition event virtually. During this special event, we recognized 

the efforts of all of our volunteers and our seven award winners. Last year proved to be difficult for our children and program, but 

that never diminished the efforts of our volunteer base. 

A special thank you to all of our volunteers who adapted to working their cases predominantly virtually. 

During the next few pages, you’ll learn more about some of our award winners. 

 

2020 Recognition 

Pilar Alayza 

Lloyd Zand Spirit of Excellence 

Ana Crucet 

Timeless GAL 

Paola Diego 

Rising Star 

Marita Jay 

Champion for Teens 

Betsy Skipp 

Community Advocate 

Marcia Manconi 

Outside of the Box 

Joe Compel  

Educational Advocate 



 

  

 Volunteer Spotlight:  

Get to know our Award Winners! 

 

Ana Crucet has been a Guardian ad Litem for 26 years. She is retired now, 

but previously worked at Florida International University. She is a long-time 

member of our Volunteer Advisory Committee, which she once lead as chair-

person. She found out about the program from some promotional materials 

left at FIU and came onboard soon after.  

 

GAL: What is your GAL philosophy/motto? 

Ana Crucet: Treat everyone with dignity and respect, mostly the kids we repre-

sent. 

 

GAL: What are some of your hobbies?   

Ana Crucet: Painting.  I learned of my love for painting after I retired. I am enjoying it very much.  

 

GAL: If you could go back to your first day as a GAL, what advice would you give yourself?  

Ana Crucet:  Always see the world through your child’s eyes; Don’t let your feelings of compassion toward others interfere with 

your child’s best interest; Be committed, read all documents, and take ownership of your case; Always remember this is team-

work. You have a marvelous team that supports you, so always go to your team first, when in doubt, before taking any action.   

 

GAL: What’s your favorite thing about being a GAL?   

Ana Crucet: Many things but, most importantly, knowing that the child will end up in a stable environment that promotes love, 

nurturing and welfare, all thanks to our team approach; the happy faces of all those little treasures when they are reunited with 

their parents or adopted;  and the fact that judges give much consideration to the GAL’s opinion. All these make our efforts worth 

it.   

 

GAL: How has being a GAL changed you/influenced your life? 

Ana Crucet:  Working as a GAL has taught me to be grateful to my ancestors for the wonderful family environment I was raised in. 

It has also enhanced my sense of compassion and generosity toward all children. Lastly, I feel blessed to give back to my communi-

ty. 

 

Ana Crucet, Timeless GAL 

Ana Crucet is the 2020 Joni Goodman Timeless Guardian ad Litem award recipient. 

This award recognizes a Guardian ad Litem whose advocacy has consistently enhanced the well-being of children in care and has 

volunteered with the program for at least 15 years. 



 

  

 Volunteer Spotlight:  

Get to know our Award Winners! 

 

Betsy Skipp has been a Guardian ad Litem for over 18 years. She considers herself a 

jack of all trades, but her favorite job ever was as a floral designer (she even owned her 

own floral design company). When she found out about the Guardian ad Litem Program, 

she knew immediately she wanted to get involved, but questioned if she’d be able to 

deal with so much trauma. Eventually, she decided to give it a go and has served as an 

advocate ever since.  

 

GAL: What is your GAL philosophy/motto? 

Betsy Skipp: No one is perfect, everyone deserves a chance and to be heard.  

 

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

you give yourself?-  

Betsy Skipp: Don’t be so scared. People got you covered. 

 

GAL: What are some of your hobbies? 

Betsy Skipp: watching the night sky, using my hands to create something, parties with friends. 

 

GAL: What’s the best compliment one of your GAL kids has ever given you? 

Betsy Skipp:  A young women once told me she didn’t ever need my help, I left her with a few words of wisdom and my cell. She 

called me two years after we last met on Christmas Day- I listened to you and you changed my life forever. And the one that calls 

me Mom.  

 

GAL: What’s your favorite book?  

Anything Isabel Allende or Eric Larson, I love historical non-fiction. 

 

GAL: What is your favorite place in the world?  

Betsy Skipp: Home is where the heart is. Anywhere will do as long as I have my husband and children.  

 

Betsy Skipp, Community Advocate 

Betsy Skipp is the 2020 Community Advocate of the Year award recipient. 

This award is given to a Guardian ad Litem whose advocacy efforts help raise community awareness about our mission.  



 

  

 Volunteer Spotlight:  

Get to know our Award Winners! 

 

Marita Jay has been a certified Guardian ad Litem for two years. She made 

a commitment to becoming a Guardian ad Litem after her retirement. She 

stuck to it! She came onboard shortly before officially retiring.  

 

GAL: Describe yourself in three words. 

Marita Jay: Tenacious, witty, creative. 

 

GAL: What is your GAL philosophy/motto? 

Marita Jay:  Lead by example, 

Persevere by grit, but 

survive by humor 

 

GAL: What makes you passionate about the cause? 

Marita Jay:  I want each child to believe in themselves; that they can succeed beyond their past, their fears, to become independ-

ent and resourceful.   

 

GAL: What are some of your hobbies? 

Marita Jay:  Skydiving, creative writing & performing, sewing, fostering animals, painting, volunteering for other charities, volun-

teering at the Florida Dept of Health to immunize for Covid-19.  

I was a Covid vaccine trial volunteer but is that a hobby?! 

 

GAL: What is your favorite place in the world? Why? 

Marita Jay: I have become more mindful to be “present” throughout the day, so I strive to find at least one positive element, even 

in unpleasant or disturbing circumstances. 

 

GAL: What’s the best compliment one of your GAL kids has ever given you? 

Marita Jay: : “I know you love me and my sister; that’s why I can love you.” 

Marita Jay, Champion for Teens 

Marita Jay is the 2020 Champion for Teens award recipient. 

The Champion for Teens award is given to a Guardian ad Litem who has supported their assigned youth by helping them prepare 
for independence and adulthood. 



 

  

 Volunteer Spotlight:  

Get to know our Award Winners! 

Paola Diego has been a Guardian ad Litem for just over a year. Paola 

was always shocked to see news reports of children being abused and 

neglected, and often questioned why this went on so often. When a 

friend told her about being a Guardian ad Litem, she decided it was her 

chance to help!  

 

GAL: What are some of your hobbies?  

Paola Diego: Biking, puzzles and family time. 

 

GAL: What is your GAL philosophy/motto? 

Paola Diego: Make sure you think about these kids as your kids.  

 

GAL: Describe yourself in three words. 

Paola Diego: Positive, shy, talkative. 

 

GAL: What makes you passionate about the cause? 

Paola Diego: That the group system can work so well and really change a life! 

 

GAL: What’s your favorite book?  

Paola Diego: I have that feeling that we always love the last great book we read…..The Century Trilogy – by Ken Follet: love that 

mix between romance and history that is so close to me and my heritage. 

 

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

Do not get caught up on details and worries about how to do the right thing. Just jump in the water and swim!  

 

GAL: What is your favorite place in the world?  

Paola Diego: Italy: My heritage, the beauty, the food. 

Paola Diego, Rising Star 

Paola Diego is the 2020 Rising Star award recipient. 

This award is given to a Guardian ad Litem who has been with the program two years or less but has demonstrated growth and a 
passion for child advocacy. 



 

  

 Volunteer Spotlight:  

Get to know our Award Winners! 

Joe Compel has been a Guardian ad Litem for the last five 

years. The Miami native recalls reading Letters to the Editor in 

the Miami Herald from Guardians ad Litem who spoke highly of 

their roles. After meeting one of our recruiters out in the com-

munity, he was all in. He’s been an accountant for over 45 

years and has two sons and two grandchildren. 

 

GAL: What’s your favorite book?  

Joe Compel: The Longest Day relates many individual stories of 

heroism, tragedy, and even humor in the massive cooperative 

undertaking that was World War II’s D-Day Invasion.  

 

GAL: Describe yourself in three words. 

Joe Compel: Detailed, attentive, caring 

 

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

Joe Compel: The overwhelming amount of information received in training becomes clearer when working through cases.  

 

GAL: What is your favorite place in the world? Why? 

Joe Compel: Key West. It has a rich history, interesting characters, and varied water related activities.  

 

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

Joe Compel: Actor Hal Linden’s character Barney Miller in the 1970s situation comedy by the same name. He was a New York City 

police captain who treated his officers and the criminals they arrested in a low key, firm, compassionate, and humorous manner.   

 

GAL: What makes you passionate about the cause? 

Joe Compel: I had a wonderful childhood and I felt badly when I learned about children experiencing the opposite. I wanted to 

provide them with guidance and some positive memories about growing up.  

 

Joe Compel, Educational Advocate 

Joe Compel is the 2020 Educational Advocate of the Year award recipient. 

This award recognizes a Guardian ad Litem who has prioritized the educational needs of the children that they represent. 



 

  

 Volunteer Spotlight:  

Get to know our Award Winners! 

 

Marcia Manconi has been a certified Guardian ad Litem for four years. She’s 

an artist and small business owen, who decided to get involved after meeting 

a fellow volunteer at a dinner party. Italy My heritage, the beauty, the food 

 

GAL: What’s the best compliment one of your GAL kids has ever given you?   

Marcia Manconi: I was fun. 

 

GAL: What makes you passionate about the cause?   

Marcia Manconi: I can make a difference in a child’s life. 

 

GAL: Describe yourself in three words.   

Marcia Manconi: I think I am forgiving, emotional and somewhat shy. 

 

 

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

Marcia Manconi: Relax, follow your heart and conscience. 

 

GAL: What is your GAL philosophy/motto?   

Marcia Manconi: Be kind, do my best and do the right thing. 

 

GAL: What are some of your hobbies?  

Marcia Manconi: Doing my art work, dancing, hiking, exercising. 

 

GAL: What is your favorite place in the world?  

Marcia Manconi:  Beaches and mountains because of the sounds and silence of nature.  

 

Marcia Manconi, Thinking Outside of the Box 

Marcia Manconi is the 2020 Thinking Outside of the Box award recipient. 

This award acknowledges the efforts of a Guardian ad Litem whose creative thinking has been of great benefit for the children they 
represent. 



Voices Corner 

 

Give Miami Day: 

We are incredibly grateful and 
humbled by our community mem-
bers during the most giving day of 
the year helping us raise over 
$170,000! A truly incredible feat 
in such a challenging year! Their 
continued support will ensure that 
Miami’s most abused, abandoned, 
and neglected children continue 
to receive advocacy as well as so-
cial and financial resources.  

Holiday Drive: During the holidays, our community partners and friends came together spreading joy for many chil-
dren in foster care.  Old Navy at the Shoppes at Dadeland organized a curbside Holiday Drive-By to ensure 85 chil-
dren’s wishes were fulfilled and hundreds of toys and gift cards were donated helping us spread the holiday spirit! 



Staff Spotlight 

 Khalid Allahar, Child Advocate Manager and Employee of the Year 

Child Advocate Manager Khalid Allahar was recognized as our 2020 Employee of 

the Year. During a particularly difficult year, Khalid went above and beyond to en-

sure the needs of the children on his caseloads were always met, assisted with toy 

drives during the holiday season and even had time to spread the word about our 

need for volunteers and helped with recruitment! 

One of Khalid’s volunteers states the following, which exemplifies why he is our 

employee of the year: “Khalid is one of the reasons I have continued my work as a 

volunteer. He works tirelessly, and I have yet in over a year had a phone call go 

unanswered. He makes the work we do as volunteers easier, and throughout my 

experience with the program I have felt nothing but unmeasurable support from 

Khalid. He has really shown me support during these trying times of COVID-19. He 

stepped up to help me, and I am extremely appreciative, and most importantly, the 

children I advocate for have always had a voice even when I was not there.” 

 

GAL: Tell us a little bit about yourself. 

Khalid Allahar: I’m from Trinidad and Tobago. Born in Chicago. Have a family busi-

ness. Few hobbies include building and restoring old things. I have a degree in po-

litical science and a minor in Business. 

 

GAL: What is your favorite part about working at GAL?  

Khalid Allahar: Getting to see the kids adopted and those aging out to see them make it in life. Getting their own places, going to 

college and getting their life on the right  track. 

 

GAL: Do you have a favorite quote?  

Khalid Allahar: Something like, "Any kindness that i can give to some in need, let me do it now, because I shall not pass this way 

again.”  

 

GAL: What is your motto/personal mantra?  

I don’t know if I have one but if I did it would be " Let me google that." 

 

GAL: What kinds of hobbies/interests do you have outside of work?  

Khalid: Volunteering at the safari, fixing up something old and worn out.  

 

GAL: What is something you learned in the last week?  

Khalid: Wawas has some good eats! But I learned how to put up drywall and finish it with knockdown. YouTube has it all. 



From the Director’s Chair 

Dear Advocates,  

Happy New Year! If ever there was a year that felt like it dragged on yet simultaneously flew 

by, that was 2020 for me. In just under two months, it will be officially one year since our 

office went on lockdown and the courthouse closed. I want to thank all of our staff and vol-

unteers for their continued dedication in providing quality representation for our children 

during this unprecedented year.  

Since we were unable to host our annual Volunteer Recognition Reception in person, we de-

cided to host the event virtually so that we could still recognize the amazing contributions of 

our outstanding volunteers. Congratulations to our award winners and shout-out to all of you 

for contributing your free time to advocate for children in care.  

Our Miami-Dade GAL Program finished the year out by representing 94% of the children in 

the dependency system in our county. Although the number of new cases coming into the 

system has been low, most likely due to the fact that our children are not in the community 

due to the pandemic, we fully expect those numbers to grow as children return to schools 

and the public eye. Our staff and volunteers are ready to meet that challenge when it comes.  

All the best to you in 2021 and here’s hoping we can host this year’s event in person.  

 

Jessica Allen, Esq.  

A special thank you to Judge Dimitris, our keynote speaker during this year’s 

awards recognition reception, for always sharing his wisdom and encouraging 

words with our volunteers and staff. 

During the pandemic, he has so graciously opened his virtual courtroom to our 

new incoming volunteers and has always made time to explain the legal process 

and answer any questions they have. 

Judge Dimitris, who was once a Guardian ad Litem himself, is a true champion for 

our program and continues to ensure that our program is known about in the 

community. On behalf of our program, we thank you!  


