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Remember your first couple of months as a Guardian ad Litem volunteer? 

We’re looking for volunteer mentors to guide new Guardians ad Litem 

through the initial stages of their first cases. 

Volunteer mentors are an important point of contact for new volunteers. 

Mentors also works collaboratively with the new volunteer’s Child Advocacy 

Manager (CAM). Mentors must accompany new volunteers on their initial 

visit and be available to help guide them through phone calls, emails and/or 

meetings. 

Other tasks include assisting with the first report, court observation and an-

swering any questions the new Guardian ad Litem may have. 

If you’ve been a Guardian ad Litem for at least 18 months and want to join 

our team of mentors, email Leidy.Lantigua@gal.fl.gov for more information. 

Training is provided and interested mentors must be approved. 

In this Edition: 

 Volunteer Spotlight: Get to Know     

Debra Rollins and Pamela Bernal 

 Tips for Helping our Youth During         

the Holidays 

 Continued Education: Why it’s             

important and how you can get it 

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

www.wearemiamiguardians.org 

http://www.wearemiamiguardians.org


Volunteer Spotlight 

 

Debra Rollins 

Debra Rollins joined our program in 2015. After learning about trag-

edies in the child welfare system through news reports, she decided 

to get involved. Debra just celebrated her 6th anniversary as a 

Guardian ad Litem, and during those 6 years she has represented 

children in seven cases.  

Learn more about Debra below. 

 

GAL: Tell us about yourself. 

Debra: A Florida native. Former Senior Management Associate with 

Humana, Inc.  where I retired in 2015 after 30 years of service. 

Mother of two adult children and “Gee” Ma to four rambunctious 

adolescent boys and a feisty teen girl, who is a sophomore at the 

University of Florida. 

 

GAL: Describe yourself in three words. 

Debra: Enthusiastic, open-minded, trustworthy 

 

GAL: What makes you passionate about the cause? 

Debra: I am afforded a chance to make a profound difference in the 

lives of (child)ren that requires me to speak up for their best interest. In doing so, I am consistently visiting the child(ren), reviewing 

their case, attending hearings, staffings and educational meetings on behalf of the child. Observing children’s visits with parents/

caregivers, teachers, and medical service providers. Most importantly, I am making recommendations to the Judge.  

 

GAL: What is your GAL philosophy/motto? 

Debra: Collaborate with all parties in the best interest of the children. Advocate for their rights to services needed and let their 

wishes be known to the Court.  

 

GAL: What are some of your hobbies? 

Debra: Gardening, yoga, free-style dancing 

 

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

Debra: My backyard. It’s where I go to commune with the sights and sounds of nature. 



Volunteer Spotlight 

 

Pamela Bernal 

In March 2019, Pamela Bernal was certified as a Guardian ad Litem. 

Through personal childhood experiences, Pamela shared similarities with 

children in the system. Since there was not a Guardian ad Litem Program 

when she was growing up, she immediately understood the need for more 

child advocates and the importance of a consistence presence in the lives 

of children in care. She was a paralegal for many years, working for a For-

tune 500 company and sells real estate (something she’s been doing since 

she was only 20 years old). 

Learn more about Pamela below. 

GAL: How did you become involved with GAL? 

Pamela: I saw a program wherein a Judge was talking about the program 

and the need for volunteers. 

 

GAL: What makes you passionate about the cause?  

I was raised in a dysfunctional home surrounded by domestic violence.  

Unfortunately, there were no programs or assistance back when I was 

growing up.   

 

GAL: What is your favorite book? Why? 

Pamela: Erin Brockovich, “Hot Water”. The story shows that stresses of keeping the family together while pursuing her determina-

tion to make a better world for them is not an easy task.  Her persistence paid off and the reward was worth it in the end, despite 

the obstacles she had to incur during the process. 

 

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

Pamela: Wonder Woman! 

 

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

Pamela: Costa Rica is one of the top 20 biodiverse countries in the world.  From the Caribbean and Pacific coastline with black sand 

beaches to the rain forest to the volcano’.  You could not observe more eco systems in a limited area of approximately 19,000 

square miles. It is abundant with fruits and the coffee is outstanding.   

 

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

Pamela: THANK YOU 



Suzanne Nelson is an outstanding GAL. She is more like family to the child than a volunteer. Anyone that has 
worked with Suzanne knows how engaging she is. Despite risks of COVID she is always present for the child. An epito-
me of advocacy is how I would describe the work she does. Thank you Suzanne! 

-Kiara Gonzalez, CAM 

 

Dolores Padilla is always an incredible GAL but it is in times of crisis where she truly shines. She stays committed to 
the children and is a facilitator for all parties involved. When frequent placements disruptions and an agency case 
transfer happened all at once, Dolores was the one key consistent factor both for the agency, foster parents and the 
children. I’m always amazed at her devotion and it is evident that it is fueled by the love and care for the children she 
represents. Thank you Dolores for all that you do!  

-Ivanna Barrera, Recruiter 

 

Norma Isakow has been consistently attentive on her case despite the challenges associated with having a case out 
of county. She has reliably been a prudent voice in the child’s case. Thank you Norma! 

-Kiara Gonzalez, CAM 

 

From the moment Dr. Eric Terry was assigned his case, he has welcomed every situation with 100% commitment and 
grace. He continues to fiercely advocate to ensure his child’s medical needs are met! Dr. Terry has gone above and 
beyond for his child in such a short period of time, their bond only continues to strengthen. I appreciate Dr. Terry's 
efforts and I am very happy to have him as a part of our team! 

-Leidy Lantigua, Mentor Coordinator 

 

Vanessa Espinosa is one of the best attorneys the GAL program has. She is a strong leader, relentless in her advoca-

cy for the child’s best interest. Vanessa is innovative, thorough, thoughtful, and always willing to go the extra mile. 

She leaves no stone unturned, no option unexplored and learns her cases from the inside out, down to the most mi-

nute details. She creates an environment where GALs are comfortable to reach out to her if a problem arises, know-

ing advice, guidance and help are always readily available. Vanessa is one of a kind and an invaluable team member.  

-Teresa Encalada, Former CAM and now Volunteer Guardian ad Litem 

 

Ellie Goldberg is a volunteer who has been committed to making sure the children she oversees are very well take 

care of. She is responsive to the whole Gal team, constantly communities with the foster parents and case managers 

on her case, and always appear at every staffing, court hearing, AARC hearings, etc… She is very patient and under-

standing, and ultimately a fighter for a child’s best interest. I’m glad to have her on our team. 

-Suzane Rossoletti, Program Attorney, and Becky Gil, Assistant Circuit Director 

 

Joann Pierre has been a great volunteer in the GAL program. She uses all of her knowledge in child advocacy to 

support her case. Thank you Joann! 

-Kiara Gonzalez, CAM 

 

THANK YOU! 



I wanted to say thank you to Daniella Sanchez for being loud and proud about our Program. Just this month she’s 

spread the word about our program to her colleagues and two of them have started the process of becoming Guardi-

an ad Litems! Her enthusiasm is contagious and is bringing others along on the journey of advocacy. Thank you Dan-

iella for not only being a voice for our children but also a voice in our community.  

-Ivanna Barrera, Recruiter 

 

Michael Jimenez has been fantastic as a new GAL. He was able to connect to the boys spectacularly and has been a 

great asset to the GAL program. Thanks Michael!  

-Kiara Gonzalez, CAM 

 

Priscilla Molina has been a certified volunteer with our program for a few short months, but the amount of effort 

and dedication she continues to show her case speaks volumes. Your efforts are greatly appreciated!  

-Leidy Lantigua, Mentor Coordinator 

 

Mary Walton is extremely special in that she has a vast knowledge of the child welfare system, is resourceful, crea-
tive in her problem solving, resilient in her advocacy and graceful in the way she gets it done. Mary is a source of 
comfort, advice and reality checks – a truly exemplary GAL and person. I am grateful to have worked with her over 
the last 6 years. The GAL Program and the children we serve are extremely lucky to have her. 

-Teresa Encalada, Former CAM and now Volunteer Guardian ad Litem 

 

Congratulations to all mentees who have recently accepted their first cases and completed their first home visits, 
including: Patricia Ines Calvo, Veronica Waisberg, Shareen Patel, Julie DeStefanis, Anthony Marin and Deborah 
Mondlack! 

-Leidy Lantigua, Mentor Coordinator 

 

A big thank you to Melissa Ruas, for helping our recruitment team with orientation this past September. Thank you 
for sharing your expertise and passion with community members who are considering representing children in our 
system. 

-Patricia Abaroa, Recruitment Coordinator 

 

We would like to thank Sylvia Godoy, District Chairperson with Miami-Dade County Public Schools’ School Opera-
tions, for her assistance and support to our Guardian ad Litem Program. Sylvia has dedicated the last 40 years to dili-
gently working with and advocating for the educational needs of children throughout Miami-Dade County. During 
that time, she has always been a strong ally and source of information for our Guardians ad Litem. 

Our program thanks you for your years of service. We will miss you, Sylvia, but wish you a wonderful retirement!  

-Miami Dade-Guardian ad Litem Program Staff and Volunteers 

 

I want to send a big THANK YOU to our program attorney, Lana Buchbinder! Your ongoing support and collaboration 
is greatly appreciated!  Thank you for the great work you do on our case! 

-Leidy Lantigua, Mentor Coordinator 
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 Advocacy Corner 

Better Advocacy Through Continued Education 
By: Cindy Bobadilla, Training Coordinator 

 

Want to learn more about child welfare and effectively advocating for abused, abandoned, and neglected children? Join us in train-
ing! Trainings are an essential part of our program as they provides us with skills, knowledge, and the tools necessary to become 
the best advocates we can be. Our program requires that all volunteers complete 12 hours of in-service training (also known as on-
going education) every year after their first year.  

Don’t worry, it is not difficult to accrue those hours! 

Here are some great resources for finding online valuable training opportunities that will strengthen your knowledge, abilities and 
confidence when navigating the child welfare system: 

 I am for the Child Academy: Launching in 2018 by our Statewide Program, the I am for the child Academy was designed with 
the long-term goal of making training more comprehensive and widely available for all staff, volunteers and community mem-
bers. You can find trainings on a wide range of topics. 

 Kristi House: Kristi House is dedicated to eradicating child abuse and child sex trafficking - working nationally on solutions, and 
locally to heal child-victims. Online, you’ll find a calendar with trainings covering Human Trafficking and Sexual Abuse. 

 Florida’s Center for Child Welfare: On this site you’ll find online training opportunities for everyone involved in the child wel-
fare system, and even a specific section for Guardian ad Litem and Advocacy.   

 Florida Department of Children and Families: The Department of Children and Families website also offers a comprehensive 
list of trainings 

And there’s tons more ways to accrue hours! Movies and books pertaining to child welfare also count for in-service. Unsure if a 
movie, documentary or book would count for in-service? Just email me at Cindy.Bobadilla@gal.fl.gov  

Be on the lookout for our monthly in-service training emails for upcoming trainings.   

And make sure you don’t forget to log in your hours on optima: you’ll find a Training Logs section under your volunteer dashboard. 

Once there, follow these easy instructions to add your in-service hours: 

 Click “Add”  

 Enter Scheduled/Complete Date  

 Select “Training Topic” in drop-down menu ( If specific topic is not available, please select a topic that closely relates and enter 
additional details in the “Notes” section) 

 Select “Training Format” in drop-down menu. 

 “Trainer” field will remain blank. 

 Enter the “Hours” acquired. 

 Enter “Mileage” (If applicable) 

 Enter “Notes” (Brief description of training material and/or specifying training topic if unavailable in drop-down menu) 

 Click “Create” to save. 

https://florida-guardian-ad-litem-program.thinkific.com/
https://kristihouse.org/education/#calendar
http://centerforchildwelfare.fmhi.usf.edu/VideoTrainingTopic.shtml
https://www.myflfamilies.com/general-information/dcf-training/
mailto:Cindy.Bobadilla@gal.fl.gov


 We Have Heard You 

Tips for Helping Youth in Care During the Holidays 
By Shelly Macin Buncher, Volunteer Advisory Committee Member 

 

“Every kid is one caring adult away from being a success story.” Josh Shipp  

Holidays can be difficult, lonely, and stressful for anyone. This is especially true for our children in out of home care. Holidays em-

phasize the emotions and feelings. The children miss their families, traditions, beliefs, and cooking. They live with people who are 

not the same as them. They can be in a different home every year. They can be treated as “less than” by caregivers. They may be 

able to spend only one or two days with their family. Youth in college may have no one to go home to at all. They have suffered 

loss. 

 So, what can Guardians ad Litem do to help our children? 

 This one is obvious - listen to the child. Is there something specific that the child wants that you can arrange? Do it! 

 Some children have not celebrated holidays before. In this case, talk to them and explain what they might expect. Does the 

child have specific cultural or religious traditions that you might help incorporate? Ask the child about past holidays. Focus on 

any happy memories. 

 If the child wishes, and it is appropriate, work with the Case Worker to arrange visit(s) with bio-family. The visit(s) can be at a 

local restaurant or park. (Be sure to check with your GAL attorney to see if a court order is needed first ) 

 Does a youth want to communicate with relatives or old friends? If 

he or she wants to make cards to mail, help the youth. Help him or 

her collect phone numbers or addresses. Be mindful about not 

putting the return address of the residence – use the case man-

agement agency address instead. 

 If you give the child gifts, wrap them so the child feels special. 

 Assure the child that you are there, even if he or she pushes you 

away. Understand that children may feel grateful but at the same 

time resentful. Just keep showing that you care. 

 Understand that the child’s feelings and emotions can be complex 

and complicated, let them know that’s okay. Some negative behaviors might result from these feelings and emotions. These 

behaviors show the pain. Imagine if you were not living with your mom or dad on Mother’s Day or Father’s Day, or maybe your 

parent was deceased or incarcerated. Acknowledge the pain. Encourage the child to disclose his or her feelings. Validate those 

feelings! Do not judge! 

 If age appropriate, encourage the youth to keep a journal (this is a great idea all year long). 

 Talk to the child’s teacher about the child’s situation so that the teacher can modify holiday assignments appropriately. 

 Holidays are busy times, but it is important to visit the child if possible.  

 If you have a dog and you think the child would like it, bring the dog. Make sure it’s okay with the caregiver. 

Continued on next page... 



 We Have Heard You 
 Be a positive influence – put on a happy face. 

 Possibly the easiest thing that we can do (unless there are cultural or health-related barriers) is to hug our GAL children. Peo-

ple who have affectionate physical contact have substantially reduced feelings of loneliness and greater psychological wellbe-

ing (Tejada, Dunbar, and Montero 2020). 

 

“Hugs can do great amounts of good, especially for children.” Princess Diana 

Join us in congratulating our very own Khalid Allahar! 

He is the recipient of this year's Partners in Collaboration Award. Khalid was recognized during the Depart-

ment of Children and Families Summit this September. 

Khalid is an incredible volunteer supervisor and advocate who exemplifies teamwork and collaboration. He 

always goes above and beyond to represent our children's best interest. This recognition is well-deserved. 

We're lucky to have Khalid on our team! 

 

Want to share something with fellow volunteer child advocates? Words of encouragement? Tips? Resources? Let us know and 

we’ll share in our Volunteer to Volunteer column! 

 

Circuit News 

Volunteer to Volunteer 

From Guardian ad Litem Ana Crucet, Prayer of the GAL: 

Dear God of divine justice and unconditional love. 

Open my mind to see you on every child we represent. 

Open my heart so I can have compassion for those abused or neglected 

children. 

Open my mouth to advocate for the child’s best interest in and out of 

Court. 

Give me strength and wisdom to do what’s right. 

I thank you for the opportunity to bring peace and hope to each child. 

Let this job be your ministry. 

And remind me, every day, that what I do for them, I do for you. 

From Guardian ad Litem Paul Neuman, 

who feels this comic embodies what is 

truly needed to be an effective Guardian 

ad Litem: 

 

 



Voices For Children Foundation celebrated their 10th Annual Back to School Event on August 03, 2021.  The Old Navy at the 
Shoppes at Dadeland closed to the public to give 300 children in the Miami-Dade foster care system an opportunity to shop for 
uniforms and clothing essentials for the new school year. Each child in attendance received $100 to shop, a backpack full of school 
supplies, and $50 in Publix Gift Cards. The event was made possible by donations from Old Navy, The Mickey and Madeline Arison 
Family Foundation, Country Day School, The Florida Bar Young Lawyers Division, and the generous support of the public who do-
nated during our Back to School fundraising campaign.  Thank you for being a voice! 

 

Voices Corner 

Do you shop on Amazon?   

Support Voices For Children while you shop by clicking here: 
https://smile.amazon.com/ch/59-2746076.  By taking this simple 
action, you will help Voices make a difference in the lives of many 
abused, abandoned and neglected children in Miami-Dade      
County.  

http://www.beavoice.org
https://smile.amazon.com/ch/59-2746076


Staff Spotlight 

Patricia Cassells, Program Attorney  

Patricia Cassells has been a Program Attorney with our MIami-Dade 

Program since 2020. Born in Jamaica, Patricia migrated to the USA 

after high school and eventually decided to pursue law. After her grad-

uation, she worked with the State Attorney’s Office in Miami-Dade and 

later joined a private law firm, where she practiced Commercial law 

and Insurance Defense. She then started her own firm, where she fo-

cused on federal and criminal defense, as well as commercial litigation 

and family law.  After her daughter’s birth, Patricia moved to Italy, her 

husband’s homeland. For 5 years, Patricia was a full time mom, travel-

ling through Western and Eastern Europe. After her return to the 

States, she reopened her practice until coming onboard with our pro-

gram. 

Find out more about her below. 

Guardian ad Litem: What do you like most about working at GAL?   

Patricia: I feel honored to be a part of such an amazing organization.  I 

am inspired every day by the guardian ad litem volunteers who put 

their hearts and souls into the children they represent.  I especially 

enjoy the teamwork and the support that is given to the attorneys. 

Most of all, to be able to positively impact a child’s life is both hum-

bling and rewarding.   

GAL: What is the last book you read?  

Patricia: The last book I read was Caste by Isabel Wilkerson.  I highly 

recommend it! 

GAL: Where would you go on a dream vacation?  

Patricia: My dream vacation is a Safari in Africa!  My brother went a 

couple of years ago and the pictures were amazing.  It is definitely on 

my bucket list! 

GAL: Where is the best place you’ve traveled to and why?  

Patricia: The best place I’ve travelled to would be China. I went to Hong Kong, Beijing, Shanghai and Xian where I discovered a 

night market in the Muslim quarter.  It was a feast for the senses. The people, the history and the food were amazing.  I left there 

with a newfound respect for the Chinese people and culture.  

GAL: If you could learn to do anything, what would it be?   

Patricia: I would learn to cook!  Not like my mother who is an amazing cook but like a “Chopped” champion.  The kind that can take 

preserved duck eggs, chicken in a can, mashed potato candy , sea cucumber and within 30 minutes create a delicious gourmet 

meal.   



From the Director’s Chair 

Dear Advocates,  

I hope that your autumn is off to a good start. Thank you for continuing to support the Guardian ad Litem Program through 

your advocacy and representation of children in care. With your help, al-

most all of the over 1200 youth in the dependency system in Miami-Dade 

have legal representation of their best interests.  

With the next legislative delegation set to kick-off, your support of the 

Guardian ad Litem Program and our multi-disciplinary model of best inter-

est representation is more important than ever. As we are so fond of say-

ing, our hundreds of volunteers come from all walks of life. The various 

skills, diversity, and unique perspectives our advocates bring, along with 

the legal advocacy of our attorneys and guidance of our certified child ad-

vocate managers, are a huge part of what makes our organization so great. 

We welcome the opportunity to spread our message to any community 

partners, faith groups, or other organizations that you may be affiliated 

with, just reach out to myself or our recruitment team and let us know.  

We will be addressing some of the major statute changes that took effect 

this October at our next support group meeting on October 12th. If you 

cannot join us, we will record the call as these are important changes of 

which our attorneys and advocates need to be aware.  

Wishing you all the best and cooler weather to come,  

Jessica L. Allen, Esq.  

 

 

You can connect with us on social media! 

If you’re not following us on social media you’re missing out on upcoming events, 

fun giveaways, connecting with other GALs and staff and #FridayFlowers (where 

we celebrate the efforts of our Guardian ad Litem volunteers and staff), and other 

important information. 

Take a minute to follow us and don’t forget to comment, share and like: 

Instagram: MiamiChildAdvocates 

Facebook: The Guardian ad Litem Program Miami-Dade 

Closed Facebook Group only for volunteers: Miami Dade Guardian ad Litem Volun-

teer Center 

Have ideas for social media or want to contribute? Contact us! 

Email: Ivanna.Barrera@gal.fl.gov 

Our fierce Captain, Jessica Allen, with her trusty 

sidekick and confidante, Darryl 

https://www.instagram.com/miamichildadvocates/
https://www.facebook.com/GAL11Volunteers
https://www.facebook.com/groups/234860417228449
https://www.facebook.com/groups/234860417228449
mailto:Ivanna.Barrera@gal.fl.gov

