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The eReader Prestigio is a free app you can download from the android and 

apple app stores .  

The intuitive app can read over 25 languages and an in app store library in-

cludes over 50,000 text (for children and adults) books and Text-To-Speech 

(read along) functionality. 

The app also works with multiple book formats including pdf books that can 

easily be found online for free. Listeners can even adjust the pitch of the 

voice! 

You can personalize it by selecting shelf themes, book backgrounds, and font 

styles and sizes. 

It’s a great app for children who can choose to read, follow along or just lis-

ten. 

A special thank you to GAL Rosi Alvarez, for giving us this tip! 

In this Edition: 

 Get to know volunteer       

advocate Gemma Torcivia 

 Our Out of Circuit Protocol 

 Office Update 

 Have you checked out our local website? You can find report templates, upcoming trainings and more: 

www.wearemiamiguardians.org 



Volunteer Spotlight 

 

Gemma Torcivia 

Gemma Torcivia was a GAL in Gainesville in the early 2000s while 

attending the University of Florida. Gemma returned to the GAL 

program in 2016, this time with our local Miami branch. Gemma 

considers being a Guardian ad Litem “the most impactful volun-

teer service I had ever been a part of, and I wanted to help make a 

difference.” 

The Florida native is now the managing partner of  TG Law and 

works primarily in business litigation and plaintiff personal injury 

law. Prior to being an attorney, Gemma taught  high school stu-

dents in Miami in the Teach For America program, and worked in 

economic development and community redevelopment for the 

City of Homestead and the Homestead Community Redevelop-

ment Agency (CRA). 

Find out more about Gemma below. 

GAL: What makes you passionate about the cause? 

Gemma:  It is a tough world out there, and it is even tougher for children in the dependency system.  I was supported throughout 

my youth by so many great adults, teachers, mentors and advocates, and I believe it is my duty as an adult to provide the same 

support and advocacy.  I also have seen throughout my career how important it is for children to have an adult in their life they can 

depend on, and if I can be that adult for a child who needs it then I want to do that.   

GAL: Describe yourself in three words. 

Gemma: Friendly, outgoing, kind 

GAL: What is your GAL philosophy/motto? 

Gemma:  If not me, then who – or, if I am not willing to go to bat for my GAL child/children, then who will?  There are many incredi-

ble and hard working people throughout the dependency system working hard for the children, but the person who is best posi-

tioned to advocate for the best interest of my GAL child/children is me.  So I try to be bold and fight for the best interest of my GAL 

child/children as fiercely as I do for my own children.   

GAL: What’s your favorite book? Why? 

Gemma: I have too many favorites to just pick one, but my current favorite is Promise Me, Dad by Joe Biden.  The book illustrated 

the depth of compassion, decency and humanity in President Biden.  I also learned a lot about how his personal tragedies have 

helped him develop into the man he is today, and that is inspirational to me.  I think when working with children in dependency it 

can sometimes seem hard to conceptualize how people can work through tremendous pain and trauma to achieve great things, 

and President Biden’s story really illustrates that it can be done. 

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

Gemma: The beach with my family.  I love being outside with them, swimming and playing and enjoying nature.   

 



A huge thank you to our former statewide director Alan Abramowitz for 11 years of leadership and dedication to our 

program and the children we represent. We will miss him but wish him the most success as he embarks on a new 

path. Alan, we thank you for always leading with compassion and optimism . We will miss you! 

-Miami-Dade Guardian ad Litem Program 

 

I’d like to recognize Jackie Echagarrua for helping two of our staff transition into retirement while also helping to fill 

multiple support positions these last two months. Jackie drove to multiple locations in the county to personally collect 

equipment, conduct exit interviews, and work with incoming and outgoing staff. She’s amazing and I’m looking for-

ward to seeing her soon! 

-Jessica Allen, Esq., Circuit Director 

 

Carol Ballet is an incredible volunteer for the GAL Program. She is always willing to take on whatever we ask of her. 

She is diligent and resourceful, and will do anything she can for our children and their needs, even if she's not the 

assigned GAL! I love seeing her name pop up on my cases, because I know that an outstanding GAL will be there for 

our kids and together, we will be able to advocate for everything they need.  

-Karissa Peralta, Esq. 

 

Lauren O’Neil is a new Guardian ad Litem but has jumped on and gained the trust of the child she ’s assigned to in a 

very short time. She’s thorough in her notes and reports to the court. Not to mention a real pleasure to work with! 

She has gained the respect from child, caregiver and parties alike. Which is a great feat. Lauren, thank you for being a 

dependable source of support to the child. I know it is making a difference in her life. We appreciate all that you do 

and are happy you’re a part of our GAL Team!  

-Ivanna Barrera, CAM 

 

I genuinely look forward to working with Natalie Freitas. As a staff member and coworker, Natalie is so positive 
and helpful. She never makes me feel embarrassed for not knowing something, and will take the time to make it a 
teachable moment. She always makes herself available to staff cases, so you never feel like you're working alone. She 
is a great and essential part of our team! 

As a volunteer, Natalie is an amazing GAL and works so hard to advocate for her child's best interest. Her diligence 
and constant communication with everyone on the team has gotten so much accomplished! She has been instrumen-
tal in helping her child get closer to permanency. Natalie is a star! 

-Frances Garcia, CAM 

 

Phyllis Greenberg is a joy to work with. She always has such a positive attitude. She is a dedicated member to our 
team and we are very lucky to have her. Thank you for making a difference! 

-Frances Garcia, CAM 

 

THANK YOU! 
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First of all, this is long overdue as she was a phenomenal guardian, yes phenomenal!  Ms. Patricia Baglietto really 

embodied the team work aspect of the guardian ad litem program, not just with her CAM and the myself, but with 

the case manager, the child, the mother, and  the caregiver. She was a constant source of information on our case. 

She worked to facilitate a relationship not only with the child on the case but the mother as well. The mother in this 

case was a Spanish speaker like the guardian, and Ms. Baglietto was often the translator between the mother and 

case manager. She would reach out to the mother to explain her services and even to help her set appointments. 

Ultimately the mother’s rights were terminated, but Ms. Baglietto has remained a constant on this case and has 

formed a lasting bond with the child. It was an absolute pleasure to work with Patricia Baglietto. 

-Princettia Kellman, Esq. 

 

Pamela Bernal will do anything she can to help the children she is assigned to. She staffs her cases regularly and is 

always willing to go above and beyond if it will have even a slight positive impact on the children. She's open-minded 

and a great team player - giving information and seeking advice where needed. I know her assigned children are in 

very good hands.  

-Karissa Peralta, Esq.  

 

Nisleidys Gonzalez is new to the GAL Program but she has jumped right in and has advocated with excellence and 

commitment. She is highly communicative and responsive with all parties involved. She works great with her case 

manager and is wonderful at gathering up to date information. She makes advocating an easy, collaborative effort 

and I am thankful for all she does. Thank you Nisleidys for all you do – I can’t wait to see you grow within our pro-

gram and continue to make an impact with our children.  

-Ivanna Barrera, CAM 

 

I am sure she has heard this before but – Rosi Alvarez is a force to be reckoned with! Her tenacious advocacy is in-

spiring. She has made such a difference in one of our children on her cases and I know that she does that for every 

child she comes in contact with. Rosi, I have loved working with you on our first case together. You are incredible and 

I am so thankful for all you have done for this child and family. I know it is changing their world for the better. You 

are awesome!  

-Ivanna Barrera, CAM 

 

Teresa Michelle Encalada:  Many times we overlook our CAMs because they do the job daily without acknowledge-

ment of CAM2’s or others.  I applaud Michelle for her endurance with cases that have 5+ children. 

She takes the lead when others just stop.  She will drill down to make sure the children are getting proper services, 

safe, and whatever it takes to achieve on the road to permanency.  Michelle is challenged by other professionals be-

cause of her assertiveness and accountability to her cases – but she never quits.   

If you are not part of the solution with Michelle – you may be part of the problem. Ask her where your position is. 

I am so glad she is on the team of OOC and Drug Court. Don’t stop your advocacy for children! 

-Mary Walton, CAMII 
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Am I allowed to say Desiree Masson is my favorite attorney I have worked with as a GAL? I have worked with a lot of 

amazing attorneys but Desiree is so dedicated to each and every case, she is on the ball, knows what is going on at all 

times, is the first to contact you if something changes and wants to be contacted if something changes. I cannot say 

enough good things about her. She is kind, intelligent, and caring and I'm so grateful to have worked with her! Thank 

you for all you do Desiree!  

- Deborah Feathers, Volunteer Guardian ad Litem, through a social media post 

 

I have been working with Tayra Suarez for over a year now and she never fails to impress me with her dedication to 

her children. She has been with our program since 2002 and is a true expert in her role. She's at every hearing, every 

staffing, is in constant communication with our team and other agencies... She goes above and beyond in all of her 

cases to be the best advocate she can be! She has the best heart and we are so lucky to have her on our team! 

-Frances Garcia, CAM 

Alene Goodis:  The GAL that keeps on advocating like the energizer bunny.  When Alene does her visits and sees an-

other child in the home – her 1st question is:  Does this child have a GAL?  If not, she is texting or calling the CAM to 

get on this child.  It doesn’t matter where the child is from.  Also, her reputation precedes her with foster parents as 

they will call her when they get another child in their home asking her to be the GAL.  What a ‘GAL’! 

Alene is the educational surrogate for many children.  She takes this part of her advocacy very seriously.  She has 

direct lines to tutoring agencies, RBT’s, etc – to get services for her kids.  She lets the case management know of ser-

vices in the area.   

She is known as the ‘donut lady’ to her kids.  When doing visits face to face – she brings donuts. 

-Mary Walton, CAMII 

We would like to recognize Olivia Barnett. She is a new GAL with us, but she has been outstanding with her commu-

nication and dedication to her first case with me. Not only is she always available to jump on a Zoom or a call at the 

last minute, but she has gone above and beyond to make sure the child has everything she needs. She is reliable, she 

is trustworthy, and she is already such an asset to our GAL team. . We are so glad to have Olivia share her experience 

from past HT dependency cases that she’s worked on outside of Florida. She really hit the ground running on this 

case which had several modification of placement hearings within the first few weeks of the case. Olivia has been 

extremely responsive and thoughtful about her recommendations and advocacy for the child.   

-Molly Galvin, CAM and Natalie Freitas, Esq. 

 

I would like to thank Ron Gilbert  for being such an exceptional advocate. During a recent emergency crisis on one 

of my cases Ron conducted not one but TWO courtesy visits over the WEEKEND and provided thorough and detailed 

updates that put everyone at ease that the child was doing okay. He was kind and compassionate to the mother on 

this case and showed exceptional empathy. It is evident that his advocacy, compassion and care does not waiver 

based on whether he is assigned to a case or not. Ron, thank you for your service to all our children. You go above 

and beyond to advocate with true excellence on behalf of every child. Truly cannot thank you enough. We are so 

grateful that you are a part of the GAL program!   

-Ivanna Barrera, CAM 
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Maribel Calderin just joined our program last month but you would think she has been with us for years. She is a 

natural with teens! She has not missed a beat since being assigned her first case last month and has gone above and 

beyond in learning her child's case inside and out to be the best advocate she can be. I can't wait to watch Maribel 

grow with our program, CAM. 

-Frances Garcia, CAM 

 

Carol Ballent is an amazing guardian.  I have her on an extremely difficult case and I have no doubt that without her, 

the outcome would be different.  

Her dedication to this child is immeasurable and she does  so without fanfare and with great humility. The guardian 

program is lucky to have her. 

On a personal level, I enjoy taking to her as well sense of humor. I've learned so much from her.  

-Patricia Cassells, Esq. 

 

Melissa Ruas took Sara Burris’ spot on our ECHO Workgroup and right away volunteered to put together a training 

for our CAMs. She worked with Ivanna, Haleh, and Laurie Blades and they put together a great training for our CAMs 

this afternoon. They focused on advocating for the family; why attending and observing parent visits is so important, 

covered incarcerated parents, what to do when we encounter parents with various disabilities - they did GREAT! You 

certainly have a fantastic team down there!  

-Brianna Apostolopoulos, Regional Certification Trainer 

 

I have been working with Carol Ballent for two years on some very complex cases and she is simply amazing. She is 

dedicated to the gal Program and goes above and beyond for every single child on her caseload. She advocates for 

them in and out of court and makes sure that they always have everything they need. She is an excellent educational 

surrogate and advocates for the children in the classroom and at IEP meetings. She keeps in touch with everyone on 

the case including case managers, therapist, parents, and caregivers not just the child. She keeps everybody up-to-

date at all times sending emails and putting notes in Optima. When I login to Optima and I have 30 contact notes to 

approve usually 29 are from her. She logs every phone call, every interaction, and every email that she sends. We at 

the GAL program are blessed to have Carol on our team. 

-Amanda Andujar, CAM 

 

Eric Schwindeman:  Eric is a volunteer GAL that uses a platform from his church – Hope, Heart, and Home to seek out 

volunteer’s, foster parents, and funds to help our children.  We all have to find our position-place to be of value. Eric 

has found his.  Thanks you! 

-Mary Walton 

 

Lynn Misset always ensures that the volunteers feel welcome and supported in their advocacy. She always makes 

us feel respected, engaged, and confident to achieve the children’s best interest.   Her calm demeanor along with her 

outstanding patience makes her a valuable part of our team. Lynn tireless promotes excellence on each case she 

takes. Her professionalism, compassion, and commitment to the children we represent, along with 17 years of expe-

rience, makes her an exceptional leader. Lynn has earned the highest respect from everyone in the GAL program. We 

all appreciate the ongoing support she provides. Her time as an attorney has been a true gift to all of us.   

-Ana Crucet, Guardian ad Litem volunteer 



Natalia Llopis-Martell Deleo started as a volunteer, worked for our Program, and has been a volunteer again for 

over a year. She took everything she learned as a volunteer supervisor and incorporated it in her advocacy as a volun-

teer. She has been assigned to a sibling group of 4 boys, and is one of the only constants in their lives. She has built a 

rapport with them, and they are willing to share how they feel when they otherwise wouldn't. They are able to say 

what they need or want, and Natalia has gone out of her way to make sure they get it. She has been the only reason 

they have had sibling contact over the past year. Natalia is a superstar!  

-Karissa Peralta, Esq. 

 

Frances Damus is extraordinary and such an essential asset to every GAL team in our office. Since becoming the 

Permanency Specialist, she has helped on countless cases to expedite and achieve permanency for our children. She 

has worked alongside me for over a year on the Adoption Workgroup, and it would be nothing without her guidance 

and input. She is organized, a creative thinker, and a wonderful support system for everyone she staffs with. She 

makes herself available to all staff regularly to help us in any way she can imagine, and it’s made such a huge impact 

for our children. Since she’s not an assigned member of any team, she’s gone unnoticed for far too long. I’m so happy 

to work with someone who is so incredibly dedicated to our children, and who does it without an ounce of recogni-

tion for the positive impact she is constantly making!  

-Karissa Peralta, Esq. 

 

Sara Ross joined division 02 during the middle of the pandemic and has really done an incredible job at remaining 

flexible in the midst of such changing times. She’s such a team player and makes me and our GAL volunteers feel in-

cluded. Sara is dedicated to the children on her caseload, always shows up and does her best. Sara, just wanted to let 

you know you’re doing great! Your hard work and commitment does not go unnoticed! We love having you in divi-

sion 02. 

-Ivanna Barrera, CAM 

 

I’d like to send a bouquets to Ivanna Barrera for creating an Adoption Status Report template for the Div. 02 Adop-

tion Blitz, saving her division collogues from a ton of prep work and making sure we presented uniform, easy to read 

reports to the Court.   

-Rita Ugarte, Esq. 

Penny Tannenbaum:  If I could clone Penny – I would and put her on multiple cases.  She has the finesse, advocacy, 

background, structure, knowledge, etc., to collaborate with all parties in the best interest of the child.  Penny likes to 

take on cases of special need children.  When she finishes – the child is better off with her advocacy.  She does not 

take NO for an answer.  If you are in her arena – you will become part of the Village for the child. The child becomes 

hers and will get all the support he/she needs.  Keep up the great advocacy. 

-Mary Walton, CAMII 

 

Thank you Rosi Alvarez, for always helping out our recruitment team with our monthly orientation sessions. 

Your experience and passion for the program make our jobs so much easier. We appreciate you! 

-Miami-Dade Recruitment Team 
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 Advocacy Corner 

OOC stands for Out of Circuit, not out of control 
By: Mary Walton, CAMII 

 All children in Florida’s dependency system belong to all of Florida’s 20 circuits.  Together, we can ease the 

trauma they have/are experiencing as a team, using collaboration and communication.  We are the Guardi-

ans ad Litem, social workers, and whatever, our children need us to be.  The ‘Village’ is who we are.   

 

When a child is placed out of their home circuit a request for a co-guardian should be made to the Guardian 

ad Litem program in the circuit of the child’s new placement. Co-guardians are an extension of the child’s 

GAL advocacy team and shall be respected and treated as such on all issues.  

When making an OOC request, a part of our effective and consistent advocacy for children, the following 

should happen in a cooperative manner between both Circuit Programs:  

  A Request for OOC Advocacy Assistance form (state office approved) must be fully completed by the Re-

questing Circuit and sent to the Receiving Circuit with a copy of all available documents listed on the 

form. It is critical that all available information be provided in order for the Receiving Circuit to be able to 

assign a GAL.  

 Please note the section of this form that allows the Requesting Circuit to share a more “personal picture” 

of the child. This information can greatly assist with the selection of a co-guardian.  

 Upon sending the request, the assigned CAM must enter the required information in the Child Details 

section in OPTIMA.  

Upon receiving the request, the Receiving Circuit will open a case in OPTIMA  

 

As in all of our cases, Communication and Collaboration, two of our Program’s core competencies are critical 

if successful outcomes are to be achieved for the child. To that end, the following should occur:  

 Once the OOC request form with all available documents is received, the Receiving Circuit should assign 

the case and complete an initial child visit within 30 days.  

 A phone staffing should take place with GAL advocacy team members from both circuits following the 

completion of the initial child visit. A phone staffing may also take place before the initial visit if neces-

sary. This will give the opportunity for additional information to be shared and questions to be answered. 

          . ..Continued on next page  



 Advocacy Corner, cont. 

 The co-guardian will enter all child visit reports in to OPTIMA and must also email a copy of the report to 

the assigned CAM in the Sending Circuit.  

 As an integral member of the Advocacy team, the co-guardian must receive all notices of hearings and 

case staffings, as well as copies of any reports and evaluations provided by professionals involved in the 

case. If possible, the co-guardian should attend court hearings and case staffings by phone.  

 

When the child moves or the GAL Program is discharged from the case, the Sending Circuit must notify the 

Receiving Circuit within 48 hours so the Receiving Circuit may close their case. 

 

 

Circuit News 

The shirt to the right was given to CAMII Mary Walton by her children. 

She won’t be needing to wear it much longer! 

Our staff is headed back to the office on a hybrid schedule that will allow for in 

office hours and remote work hours, starting July 12th. (Read our Director’s Piece 

for more on that!) 

Volunteers that were certified during the Covid-19 court closure period: 

If you’ve been assigned to a case, we will be emailing you with available dates and 

times to visit the Children’s Court House in order to receive your Guardian ad Litem 

badges. 

Looking for a place to cool down with your GAL kids this summer? If you’re transportation ap-

proved consider the movies! Regal Entertainment Group has scheduled 10 weeks of family friendly 

movies this summer at select theaters. 

During its popular Summer Movie Express, selected G- or PG-rated movies are offered at 10 a.m. 

every Tuesday and Wednesday. Tickets are just $1 each. 

Make sure to confirm the information for the specific theater you wish to attend! 



Voices Corner 

Support Voices For Children with a Smile in three easy steps:  

1. Visit smile.amazon.com and login with your Amazon account 

2. Search for Voices For Children Foundation 

3. Select us as your Charity and start shopping! 



Staff Spotlight 

Jennifer Martinez, Volunteer Support Liaison  

Jennifer Martinez is a Volunteer Support Liaison with our 002 Division 

Team. She has been working for the program since 2019.  She is current-

ly pursuing a Bachelor’s Degree in English from FIU. The young Cuban-

America has always been very passionate about helping others. She 

feels that working at GAL has allowed her to showcase her acquired 

knowledge of the law and has provided her the opportunity to give back 

to the community. 

Learn more about Jennifer below. 

GAL: What do you like most about working at GAL?  

Jennifer: Throughout my time at the GAL program, I have not only 

gained a greater sense of knowledge but also a second family. I love my 

job and everything that it entails but what makes me the happiest about 

the work that I do is knowing that I am a part of changing a child’s life 

and I am able to do it alongside my volunteers, my supervisors and 

attorneys.  

GAL: What is your favorite book? Why? 

Jennifer: My favorite book is called The Happiness Advantage: How a 

Positive Brain fuels Success in Work and Life. This is the one of the best 

books I have read up to date because it was able to help me gain a more 

positive outlook on life even when I am experiencing days when I may 

be sad. This book gave me the mental strength I needed to be able to 

achieve more in my career and my relationships.  

GAL: Where would you go on a dream vacation?  

Jennifer: My dream vacation is to be able to go to the Dominican Republic. I have always wanted to visit and explore the culture 

and hopefully soon I will get a chance to.  

GAL: Tell us something that might surprise us about you. 

Jennifer: Something that may surprise you all about me is that even though I suffer with Social Anxiety, I try every day to talk to 

others in the office and connect with each other outside of work because I want to be able to strengthen my social skills.  

GAL: What fictional character do you identify with the most? 

Jennifer: The fictional character that I identify the most is Violet Parr from The Incredibles. I feel like me and her are very similar 

because we both are quiet and enjoy feeling appreciated and respected amongst our peers.  

 

 



From the Director’s Chair 

Dear Advocates,  

A lot has changed in the past three months! I am happy to report that our offices are reopening for staff on July 12th. We still 

do not have a date as to when the courthouse will reopen to the public, or when court will begin to resume in person, but 

will communicate that information to you as soon as it’s available.  

It’s also been action-packed for me, as I’ve taken on the role of interim Managing Attorney in addition to your Circuit Director 

while we are waiting to fill that position. I was Managing Attorney 8 years ago and it was certainly interesting dipping my toes 

back in those waters, but made much more manageable by our amazing legal team. I am truly amazed by their advocacy and 

dedication to making sure that the legal needs of our children are being represented. It’s also gotten me more involved in 

staffing individual cases with our multi-disciplinary teams and seeing the hard work and dedication that our staff and volun-

teers maintained during a world-wide pandemic. You all inspire me to keep doing this work.  

It is my sincere hope that you all came through or are coming through this past year relatively unscathed. For those of you 

who fell on hard times or lost a loved one, you have my deepest of sympathies and please don’t hesitate to reach out and let 

myself or anyone at GAL know if there is anything we can do for you. And as we continue to emerge from our homes and 

back into the world, I look forward to seeing more of you in-person as the weeks go by.  Please continue to be safe and re-

spectful of each other. 

-Jessica Allen, Esq. 

 

 

 

On March 17th, 2021, our Program lost a wonderful 

child advocate volunteer. 

Fred Medina was an accomplished senior executive in 

media, entertainment, and technology. At the time of 

his death, he was the principal of the media mar-

keting consulting firm Redline Advisors. 

Fred joined our program in August of 2020 and quick-

ly became involved, attending trainings and taking on 

his first case. In his short time as a Guardian ad Litem, 

he left a lasting impression: His CAM, Colleen Brian, 

noted his diligence and dedication to his assigned 

youth.  

Our condolences go out to his loved ones.  

In Memoriam: Fred Medina 


