THE GUARDIAN VOICE

As we all know, children with Guardians ad Litem by their sides spend less time in
the dependency system, receive more necessary services and build positive relationships with caring adults.
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Volunteer Spotlight: Erika Grossbard

As more children enter our system of care, we need more Guardians ad Litem
volunteers.



Advocacy Corner: Have you talked to
your assigned child’s parents?

There are many ways you can help us:



Staff Spotlight: Lynn Misset



Spread the word! Tell your friends, family and colleagues about our mission
and encourage them to reach out to us with any questions they may have;



Interact with or share our posts on social media;



Take on an additional case! If time permits and you are ready to take on
another case, let us know.

If you are ready for another case or know someone who would like more information about volunteering, please contact: Patricia.Abaroa@gal.fl.gov

Volunteer Spotlight
Erika Grossbard
Erika Grossbard has been a Guardian ad Litem volunteer since 2017. Her father served as an attorney within the dependency system, so being familiar
with our mission, she submitted an application when she met the age requirement. Throughout her life, Erika has always devoted time to community service, and as an aspiring attorney is passionate about using her voice to effect
positive changes in the community. Find out more about Erika below.
Describe yourself in three words.
Erika: Conscientious, determined, and loyal.
What is your Guardian ad Litem philosophy/motto?
Erika: To always contact as many members of the children’s lives as possible to
learn about their observations of the children, and be unafraid to voice my
opinion after analyzing all the information received.

If you could travel back to your first day as a certified Guardian ad Litem what
advice would you give yourself?
Erika: I would tell myself that these children truly do see me as a friend. I can
fulfill my duties by advocating for them, while also serving as a trusted adult to
them. They will naturally confide in me due to my personable approach during
our visits.
What fictional character do you relate to the most?
Erika: When watching Suits, I find that I can strongly relate to Donna Paulsen,
personality wise. She is loyal, analytical, detail oriented, organized, witty, and
honest. Through my personal and school/ work life, I always find myself embodying these traits.
What are some of your hobbies?
During my free time, you will find me spending time with my dog, friends, and family. For my mental and physical
health, I also enjoy spending time on my skincare routine and attending pilates classes. I also love going shopping and
exploring new places.
What is the best compliment one of your Guardian ad Litem kids has ever given you?
My favorite compliment from every case I have been on is when the children eagerly ask me to stay longer during my
visits, and already ask when they will see me next. I am always moved by how much they appreciate and value our time
together.

THANK YOU!
This is a long overdue message to my amazing CAM Amanda Andujar. We both started with Guardian ad Litem back in December of 2018. We took our oath and our training together; we were even partners in the class group activities. Though
Amanda had her degree and was going right into child advocate management she never once treated me like she was more
knowledgeable or superior in anyway. She has been my guide through 15 out of my 18 kids since starting with Guardian ad
Litem three years ago. She has been the most encouraging and kind person anyone could ask for in a CAM. She provides
me guidance without control and support without micromanagement. She is always available to talk and to listen when I
have concerns regarding a case or even just person to person sharing our traumas and giving advice. She sees the potential
in me and all I am capable of. She believes in me even when I do not believe in myself. She helps me to not only feel appreciated, but to feel like I am making a difference in the lives of the children and families we work with everyday. The truth is
at the end of the day it is she whom has made a substantial difference in me and my life. She is the reason I am going back
to school for forensic psychology to work for the office, the reason I have become an educational surrogate, and the reason
I am now a mentor for new volunteers. I have so much more confidence now in who I am and my ability to help these children. I would be remiss if I didn't thank the one person responsible for always being there with an encouraging word or
two, and a gentle push forward because she saw something in me I never did. Everything I am now and I am about to become is due in large part to you, Amanda! Thank you! Having you as my CAM has been an absolute blessing and I don't
know where I would be without you! To many more cases together!
-Deborah Feathers, Guardian ad Litem volunteer

Austin Lan is a Guardian ad Litem Volunteer in Division 8 and has been a joy to work with. Her advocacy on her first case
with our office has been immaculate.
With various complex elements within the case, she has tackles them all. She has gone above and beyond to ensure that
the child is receiving everything that is needed and connects with the child on her case. Austin, I thank you for everything
you have done on your case!
-Villardia Philistin, Child Advocate Manager

Although Frank Irias and Alex de la Rosa they have left our office in a professional capacity, they still remain dedicated to
the children we serve. I have reached out to both of them on several cases. Even though they are busy in their new jobs,
they have always responded to me and have even come to court. I appreciate them and although they are not physically
with our office, in their hearts, they will always be Guardians ad Litem.
-Patricia Cassells, Esq., Attorney

Manuel Lecour constantly goes above and beyond expectations to try to help the kids in his cases. I am so impressed
with his willingness to contact providers, meet with the kids and the Judge, and attend Court. Manuel, it is clear and obvious to everyone that you are a passionate advocate and I appreciate all of your hard work!
-Brian Roffman, Esq., Attorney

Shout out to Sharon Hornett for her willingness to take the extra step even when the odds were against us. Her extra
effort let us achieve an outcome we really didn’t think would happen. It just goes to show that you have to keep trying and
never assume things won’t happen. Thanks Sharon- you got it done!
Andi Steinacker, Guardian ad Litem Volunteer

During the time I have worked with the Guardian ad Litem office, I have learned from, been mentored by, worked with, and
tolerated by, some incredible people who have been there for my kids. Recently, the office had a young lady return to us
who had worked previously with Guardian ad Litem. Ms. Loreal A. Arscott, Esq., stepped into my child’s case and has been
so active and responsive to his needs. I just want to take an opportunity to express my gratitude for all her effort, deeds,
and successes in such a short time.
Aurelio Rojas, Guardian ad Litem volunteer

We Have Heard You
Advocating for LGBTQ+ Youth in Foster Care
By: Betsy Skipp
Betsy has been a Guardian ad Litem for 19 years and is a member of our Volunteer Advisory Committee, a group of volunteers that
act as liaisons between our local volunteers and leadership team.

LGBTQ+ children and youth have a right to live in an environment that is safe, understanding, and supportive of their
needs.
We Guardians ad Litem are fierce advocates for the children we watch over. No matter the child, we strive to support
them, always thinking of their best interests. Therefore, we must continually educate ourselves on issues with which
we might be unfamiliar. Our cases run the gamut. Here, we will shine a light on our LGBTQ+ population and their
unique challenges and needs.
LGBTQ+ youth enter the child welfare system for reasons like those of other children but LGBTQ+ adolescents are estimated to make up a disproportionate share of the youth who are in foster care according to the Child Welfare League
of America and the Lambda Legal Joint Initiative.
According to the National Network for Youth, 20 to 40 percent of homeless youth are LGBTQ+ and that LGBTQ+ youth
face higher rates of suicide and suicide attempts than their heterosexual peers. In some cases, families reject, neglect,
or abuse young people when they learn that they identify as LGBTQ+ or are questioning their romantic/sexual orientation or gender identity.
The National Network for Youth reports that LGBTQ+ foster children and youth, may face discrimination, neglect, and
mistreatment by peers, foster families, caseworkers, and other agency staff that can compound the problems facing
many foster youth, resulting in higher risks of health and mental health problems, school failure, homelessness, and
suicide. LGBTQ+ children and youth have a right to live in an environment that is safe, understanding, and supportive
of their needs.
I found these tips and guidelines from National CASA.org very helpful in learning to be a strong advocate. This is a snippet of the tips:


Obtain
specific
education
and
training
on
how
to
advocate
for
LGBTQ
youth.
Your local office may provide an in-service training on this topic as part of your continuing education. Also investigate local training opportunities with other agencies.



Research and be aware of resources in your area.



Use general terms when speaking with people. Rather than asking a boy if he has a girlfriend or a girl if she has a
boyfriend, ask whether there is someone special in the youth’s life.



Respect confidentiality and don’t “out” a youth. If an LGBTQ youth comes out to you about his or her sexual orientation or gender identity, it is not for you to share with others.
continued on next page

We have Heard You


Learn
the
laws
pertinent
State and local laws vary greatly.



Advocate strenuously for permanency. Long-term foster care is not a permanent living arrangement for any youth,
including LGBTQ+ youth.

to

LGBTQ

individuals

in

your

state

or

city.

Guardians ad Litem can also provide support for parents, families, caregivers, and foster parents by using these basic
tips and sharing resources, here are a few available recourses.:


If you know of a child or youth who is not being respected in their placement contact your attorney. If it is a youth
not on your case an available resource is the Children & Youth Law Clinic (305-284-3123)



For legal issues affecting LGBTQ+ youth, please reach out Legal Services of Greater Miami.

Always remember, your advocacy team (CAM and attorney) is a great source of support. When in doubt, reach out to
them for guidance.

Circuit News
Our very own Permanency Specialist Frances Damus was named as Florida Foster Care Review‘s Child Welfare Professional of the
Month in May 2022. Here’s what Florida Foster Care Review had to say about Frances:
“Ms. Damus participates in a majority of the PRT Program roundtables and is an excellent collaborator having recently identified a
case for a combined PRT/permanency staffing as well as new cases for the PRT Program. She is truly a team player, and the PRT
team appreciates her partnership. During the roundtables, Frances actively engages and suggests great ideas and resources. She
also assists with follow-up tasks.
More specifically, she assumed the follow-up task pertaining to a case where the barrier to sibling visits was an open abuse report. Frances was able to provide the closing documents connected to the abuse report, which then allowed advocacy for sibling
visitation. Also of note, Ms. Damus has assisted in assigning a Guardian ad Litem to one of the Reunification Roundtable cases”
Frances, we are so proud to have you on our team!

Voices Corner
A message from the new President & CEO of
Voices For Children Foundation:

Advocacy Corner
Have You Reached Out to your Assigned Child’s Parent?
By: Rita Ugarte, Esq., Senior Attorney and Former General Magistrate

As Guardians ad Litem you have many responsibilities: visiting your child monthly, attending court and staffings, reviewing documents, writing reports, and documenting your work on Optima, just to name a few. All of them are equally important in your
advocacy for the best interests of your guardian child. One responsibility that often seems to present challenges is contacting
and maintaining contact with the child’s parent if their parental rights are still intact. Yes, that is a Guardian ad Litem’s responsibility. Many of you might ask, “Why?” or say “Well, my guardian child’s mother or father is incarcerated or on drugs, mentally
ill, rude, or aggressive or there is a language barrier.” Maybe you feel that it might be dangerous or uncomfortable to reach out.
You should always keep in mind that our best Guardians ad Litem are the most prepared: the ones that can answer any question
posed by the court or attorneys. Those that cannot be exposed by a savvy defense attorney as only partially informed or biased.
Those whose recommendations are found credible and are given great weight by the court.
How can we, as a team, make recommendations about visitation, reunification,
termination of parental rights, or service needs if the sole basis of information
about a parent is an evaluation done by a third party, a skeletal report from a
provider, or what a case manager or foster parent has told you? Guardians ad
Litem can offer the court so much more when they have actually spoken to or
visited with a parent and even developed a healthy relationship with them.
Remember, the primary goal in most cases is REUNIFICATION.
So, HAVE YOU REACHED OUT TO YOUR GUARDIAN CHILD’S PARENT? If so, wonderful! Make sure it is documented in Optima and continue to reach out to that
parent regularly at the direction of your advocacy team. If you have not, do so
immediately. If your parent is incarcerated, work with your CAM to get an incarcerated parent letter out to them. If you don’t have the parent’s contact
information, ask the case manager for it and reach out. Keep in mind, what a
parent tells you directly is usually admissible in court and not Hearsay.
Remember we all work together as a team, so make sure contacting a parent is something you are regularly doing and if it presents challenges talk to your CAM today.

Our local fundraising arm, Voices for Children, has funds available to
assist the children and youth we represent. Reach out to your CAMs to
see if your assigned children or youth qualify.
Some examples include: Clothing, shoes, birthdays, special events,
sporting activities, educational opportunities, and summer activities
(among others).
Have questions? You can also reach out to Dorothy at
dmarin@beavoice.org

Staff Spotlight
Lynn Misset, Attorney
Lynn Misset has been a practicing attorney for the last 38 years,
but says she found her professional true calling almost 18 years
ago when she joined Guardian ad Litem. The Ohio native has lived
in Florida for 30 years and previously worked in insurance law and
as associate general counsel to an insurance benefits company.
Lynn is a proud mom whose children have wonderful lives and she
strives help other children in our community achieve the same.
Read more about Lynn below.
Where would you go on a dream vacation?
I have been so lucky to have traveled many places in the world. My
husband is from France so we have traveled to France many times,
and while in Europe ventured to other countries. I love the small
villages in France, so one day, I’d like to spend several months in a
quaint, little village, and experience a quiet, relaxing time walking
through the village each morning to pick up croissants and a freshly
baked baguette, going to the outdoor market to purchase justpicked produce to cook for that day, and appreciating the evening
sunsets.
What is your favorite meal?
One of my favorite things to eat is a really good crabcake, but it has
to be done just right. I also enjoy hand cut French fries … delicious.
If you could learn to do anything, what would it be?

I would like to learn to prepare authentic French and Italian meals from true French and Italian chefs.
When you have 30 minutes of free time, how do you pass the time?
I have a table herb garden where I grow several types of basil, two kinds of thyme, rosemary, chives, and two types of
parsley. I tend to my little garden when I have 30 minutes of free time.
What’s your motto or personal mantra?
My mantra is to try not to worry so much because it does not help anything nor does it change anything.
If you could meet anyone, living or dead, who would you meet?
Bruce Springsteen and Paul McCartney!

From the Director’s Chair
Dear Advocates,
For this newsletter, I would like to stress the importance of in-person child visitations. For over two years, we have been very
cautious in regards to the pandemic and rightfully so. Between COVID-19 and gas prices, it has been a bit more difficult to
return to our prior system of ensuring that each of children receive the attention and advocacy that they deserve with
monthly, face to face contact.
In-person visits are critical for the following reasons: assessing placement appropriateness and ensuring that the child’s safety, educational, cultural, mental health, physical, emotional, and normalcy needs are met. We also must assess if there are
other people in the home and if it is appropriate for them to be around the child(ren). Many of our judges, who trust the
opinion of Guardians ad Litem so highly, also prefer us to see the children in person so that we can help them make decisions
that are in the best interests of the children.
Of course, with the rates of COVID-19 in our county fluctuating, there are steps we encourage you to take to protect yourself
and our kids and their caretakers. First, call ahead to confirm that all in home are well; wear a face mask; and social distance
as much as possible while indoors during a visit. If you are unwell or unable or uncomfortable doing in-person visits, let your
CAM know ASAP. We can ask another Guardian ad Litem to go out in your place, or take steps to assess if a video call/
telephone call will suffice for the month. If a caregiver is unreasonably withholding access to the child, you must let your
CAM and Attorney know immediately so it can be addressed.
In certain circumstances, myself or our Managing Attorneys may approve your case for an Alternate Visitation Plan (AVP)
where appropriate. For example, if the child’s placement has been stable for a sufficient amount of time and the team has no
immediate concerns, we can approve every other month visits with telephonic or video contact in between. Another instance where an AVP may be appropriate is when the child is in a pre-adoptive home with only paperwork pending and there
is no upcoming litigation. If your case qualifies for an AVP, it is important that this is noted correctly in Optima so that leadership is aware. Please keep in mind we must ALWAYS do an in-person visit within two weeks of the court closing any case so
that we can make a solid recommendation.
Finally, please remember the importance of documenting your monthly visits as soon as possible after any visit or contact,
whether in-person, virtual, telephonic or even attempted. This is critical to ensuring the accuracy of information in our files
and helping our children receive any needed advocacy in a timely manner. This also helps the rest of your team have up-todate information in case of an emergency or court hearing.
I hope you enjoy the rest of your summer. Please stay safe and feel free to contact me if you have any questions about the
above, or anything at all.

Jessica L. Allen, Esq.
Jessica.Allen@gal.fl.gov

