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
relationships with caring adults.
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In this Edition:


Volunteer Spotlight: Stephanie Da Costa

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



Advocacy Corner: Learn about our new
Independent Living Specialist Position

There are two ways you can help us:



Director’s Piece: April is Child Abuse Prevention Month



Spread the word! Tell your friends, family and colleagues about our program and encourage them to reach out to us with any questions they
may have. You can also 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’re ready for another case or know someone who would like more information about volunteering, please contact: Patricia.Abaroa@gal.fl.gov

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

www.wearemiamiguardians.org

Volunteer Spotlight
Stephanie Da Costa
Stephanie Da Costa became a Guardian ad Litem in July 2018.
A friend, aware of Stephanie’s desire to help children, told
her about the program. When she came across a recruitment
booth at an event she was attending, she decided to sign up.
Since coming onboard, she has been a fierce advocate for 13
children.
Stephanie is Cuban-American, born and raised in Miami. She
is a UF and FIU graduate and has worked in the advertising
industry for over 20 years.
Find out more about Stephanie below.

GAL: Describe yourself in three words.

Stephanie: Empathetic, Curious, Adventurous
GAL: What’s your favorite book? Why?
Stephanie: The Celestine Prophecy that I read in college. It opened my mind to the idea of energy being all around us.
GAL: If you could travel back to your first day as a certified GAL what advice would you give yourself?
Stephanie: You’ll be surprised at how your service will help more than just the kids in these cases.
GAL: What makes you passionate about the cause?
Stephanie: From a very early age, I remember developing a passion to help children less fortunate than myself. I was
luckily able to volunteer with orphanages throughout my school years, which is how I was first introduced to this kind
of work. I believe that experience, coupled with the fact that my dad, who came from Cuba with the Peter Pan movement, grew up in foster care and orphanages until he was reunited with his parents, created this desire in me. Additionally, I don’t have kids of my own, so becoming a Guardian Ad Litem has helped me fulfill my yearning to give back by
helping children.
GAL: What are some of your hobbies?
Stephanie: I love to spend time with family and friends, travel, enjoy plays, shows, and local events.
GAL: What is your favorite place in the world? Why?
Stephanie: The Beach, I find it very therapeutic and good for the soul.

THANK YOU!
From the moment Erika Grossbard and I started working together you could see the drive and effort she put into the case.
She’s a great communicator and exemplary in court. Thanks for all that you do!
-Kiara Gonzalez, Child Advocate Manager II

Maegan Azpiazu is an outstanding GAL and I am very lucky to have her on my team. Not only does she advocate for
what’s in the best interest of the children on her case, she keeps us updated with anything that occurs. She has excellent
communication and is a dedicated member of our team. Thank you Maegan!
-Amanda Andujar, Child Advocate Manager

Villardia Philistin never stops working or advocating for the kids in her cases. I speak to her multiple times a day often
after hours because she is always dedicated to helping any way she can. Thank you so much for everything you do to help
these kids Villardia! I appreciate it a lot!
-Brian Roffman, Esq., Program Attorney

I wanted to commend volunteer Guardian ad Lite, Mr. Daniel Best, as I attended a staffing with him and Child Advocate
Manager Elizabeth Zayas. It's clear that Daniel has a true passion to help the children we serve and he was a fierce advocate when advising the agency as to the child's needs. I truly appreciate the dedication and collaborative team work
demonstrated by this dynamic duo!
-Alicia McAbee, Independent Living Specialist

Deborah Feathers is a GAL volunteer in Division 9 and has been an outstanding advocate for our children. She has become an educational surrogate to further be able to assist us with some of our hard cases. She is a mentor to other volunteers, and has been a very consistent part of my team for the last three years. She can give me an update on any of the
cases that she is on without notice, and I appreciate her hard work and dedication.
-Amanda Andujar, Child Advocate Manager

I told Margie Kalik after her testimony at a TPR trial that she was a rock star! The new Judge complimented her today on
how great her JR report was and reinforced her rock star status! Thank you so much Margie for all your hard work! You
truly are a rock star!
-Brian Roffman, Esq., Program Attorney

Thank you to CAM Patricia Royer! She is very organized, thoughtful and communicative with me as her attorney on a case. I
can count on her to appear for staffings or court and to provide reports in a timely manner. And she’s a pleasure to work
with! But it’s not just the attorneys who can count on her; she’s a dedicated advocate for the children on her case plan also. Recently, she made sure to visit the children’s home with the therapist and case manager to support the children who
had just lost their mother. The Guardian ad Litem Program is blessed to have Patricia!
-Natalie Freitas, Esq., Program Attorney

I want to give a bouquet to my entire Division 2 team (CAMs and attorneys). These past few months have been trying to
say the least. However, my team has adapted and everyone is working together to serve the best interest of our children. I
can’t begin to thank them enough. I don’t think I could effectively do my job as a CAM ll without them! Division 2, you all
ROCK!!!!
-Dominique Turner, Child Advocate Manager II

Emely Chirino is absolutely fantastic on her case. She handles every bump on the road with poise and has been
able to create bonds with ease. Thanks Emely!
-Kiara Gonzalez, Child Advocate Manager II

I would like to take this opportunity to send an abundance of Bouquets to the Division 001 Team. I am so proud
to be associated with a group of kind, generous, thoughtful, caring, compassionate, (I could go on) advocates such
as you all are; this includes of course our attorneys and VSL because you are all advocates at the end of the day.
Whenever there is a child or youth who would benefit from a little “extra” I know I am able to reach out to any of
them and no matter how busy they may be they will gladly help out. They have never exhibited even a hint of hesitation…even when just asked to perform a courtesy visit they come back and ask me if they could be assigned as
the child’s advocate. Every day you are all awe-inspiring to me. We have shared difficult times but I think the happiness far outweighs all the sad stories we have witnessed.
We have been down two positions since June of 2021 but you have jumped in and never complained, like the true
troopers you are.
Attorneys, you have absorbed the DDC cases gracefully and didn’t even blink now that you’re covering for
Princettia.
So thank you, Alicia McAbee, Anais Nin, Andres Galeano, Carl Alonso, welcome to the group, Gru Irias, Haleh
Setayesh, Lana Buchbinder, Nicole Villegas, Phil Bailly, Princettia Kellman, Shana Exavier, Suzane Rossoletti andTravis Harmon. To the attorneys throughout the other divisions with whom we work…you also ROCK!!!!
Your admirer,
Alex Falcon, Child Advocate Manager II
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Desiree Masson is a wonderful attorney, and she always makes sure she is up to date on anything with our cases. When emergencies occur she is always there to walk through them with our GALS and assist in any way she
can. We are very lucky to have Desiree on our team.
-Amanda Andujar, Child Advocate Manager

Patricia Abaroa Is an amazing volunteer and recruitment coordinator! She keeps us updated with guardians who
are looking for cases, and if we have a case we need to find a guardian for she will assist us in seeing if any are
available. She is an asset to the GAL program and makes these bouquets possible with her hard work and her dedication to all of the GAL team!
-Amanda Andujar, Child Advocate Manager

A huge THANK YOU to all of our volunteers who participated in our photoshoot at the park for our social media
campaign for Child Abuse Prevention Month: Paul Czekanski, Daniel Best, Joe Compel, Elena Munoz, Angela
Brown, Juliana Hellbrugge, Terri Silver, Vanessa Joseph, Sara Solomon, Yolanda Valencia, Dimo Panov, Julie
DeStefanis, Nicholas Zamora, Kassandra Casanova, and Sheaffa Delince.We know your efforts will go along way
in helping us recruit more volunteers and bring awareness to the program. And Victoria Harris: thank you for donating your time and photography skills!
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-Ivanna Barrera, Volunteer Recruiter, & Patricia Abaroa, Volunteer & Recruitment Coordinator

!

We Have Heard You
Transitioning to Independent Living
By Shelly Macin Buncher
Shelly Macin Buncher has been a Guardian ad Litem for 22 years and is a member of our Volunteer Advisory Committee.

“Adulting is hard.” Demarco Mott, Youth Advisory Council
When a youth in foster care ages out of the child welfare system, they go from never having been in control to having
to make all their own decisions to survive in the world. BAM! You’re 18 and on your own!
Not only is it common sense to prevent setting these young people up for failure, but Florida Statutes (Title V, Chapter
39) require that Citrus and the case management agency (CMA) develop a transition plan and provide life skills training
to guide youth through the process of adjusting to living on their own. This starts when a youth reaches 16 years old.
This begins at age 13 with a “Life Skills Annual Plan.” At 16, the youth completes the “My Pathways to Success Plan.”
Miami-Dade County CMA’s have dedicated Independent Living (IL) Specialists who set up periodic staffings that include
the child, beginning with an initial 16 IL staffing. The GAL team and the Attorneys ad Litem are welcome to attend. At
the initial meeting the IL Specialist and a Citrus liaison get to know
and assess the youth. They ask about grades, tutoring, therapies,
special needs, and gauge what the youth wants, knows, plans, is
learning, and must know to prepare for the next stage of their lives.
The youth prepares a life skills assessment plan to be amended as
needs or goals change.
Life skills training can include laundry, cooking, cleaning, opening,
and maintaining a bank account, paying bills, budgeting, using a credit card, shopping (on a budget), transportation (buses, metro, learning to drive), basic first aid, basic home, car repairs and maintenance,
writing essays, resumes, how to study, renting an apartment, or
getting health insurance. Foster parents are expected to teach these
skills, but not all of them can or do. The youth learns about educational/housing opportunities and get job training.
The youth learns the options for additional services and funding available that is best suited for them after they turn 18
so they can make wise decisions. These programs include Extended Foster Care (EFC), Postsecondary Education Services and Support (PESS), medical/legal services, tuition waivers, and housing vouchers.
The IL team makes sure the youth has a birth certificate, social security card, and identification card.
...continued on next page

We have Heard You
As the GAL, we should determine if these services have started. If not, call the IL Specialist at the CMA to begin the process. Say that you have a youth who turned 16 and request initial staffing. You should also contact Educate Tomorrow
to assist the youth with attaining their educational goals. They do not participate in IL staffings. They service everyone
according to their unique needs in academic, financial, and personal domains to enable scholastic success. If the youth
has not started driving lessons, contact Keys to Independence to help them get their Learners Permit (which they can
get at 15 years of age). The GAL Program now has an IL Specialist, Alicia McAbee, who will identify and focus on key
barriers that prevent successful transition for our youth in care. (You can find out more about this new position in this
newsletter’s Advocacy Corner)
Together, IL and you as the GAL will help young adults turning 18 to attain happy outcomes with purposeful, productive, and successful lives!
WHOM TO CONTACT:
GAL IL Specialist: Alicia McAbee – Alicia.McAbee@gal.fl.gov
CFCE IL Specialists: Wayne Chance – 786.879.1791, wchance@cfceinc.org; Marah Mason – 305.586.8991, mmason@cfceinc.org

FRC IL Specialists: Leslie Sinclair – 786.457.6349, lsinclair@frcflorida.org; Atarrus Harris – 786.296.1282, aharris@frcflorida.org (does initial 16 IL)
CHS IL Specialist: Ashley Dunn – 305.213.3830, ashley.dunn@chsfl.org
Citrus Transitioning Youth Services Program: 866.572.9493, Transitioningyouth@citrusfcn.com
Citrus Mentoring Program (re: school or jobs): Dayorsha Attis, Education & Youth Services Supervisor - 786.769.4644,
mentoring@citrusfcn.com
Keys to Independence Driving School: Elias Quintana – 407.243.8687, Elias.Quintana@EmbraceFamilies.org
Educate Tomorrow: Andrea Arrechea - andrea@educatetomorrow.org

Are you a member of our closed Facebook group for just
Guardians ad Litem volunteers?
On this page, our volunteers can connect, network and
share resources, articles, events and other information.
To join, you must have an active Facebook account.
You can join our closed group here. (You will be asked some
questions to verify your status as a Miami-Dade Guardian
ad Litem volunteer)

Advocacy Corner
Recently, our Miami-Dade program has added an Independent Living Specialist (ILS) position to increase positive outcomes for
youth aging out of our system of care. Former Child Advocate Manager Alicia McAbee is now taking over this position. You can find
out more about her, the ILS position and how it will benefit our youth, below.

GAL: Tell us a little bit about yourself.
Alicia McAbee: I started as a volunteer guardian and from the first case I was hooked! After that, I was hired as a CAM and on this
journey I’ve learned and discovered more about myself as I strive to serve others in need.
GAL: What is your primary focus as the Independent Living Specialist?
Alicia: I will focus on key barriers that prevent successful transition out of foster care while also ensuring advocacy for extending
foster care. This will decrease the expected negative outcomes associated with foster care, such as lack of educational attainment,
unemployment, homeless, involvement with the criminal justice system, and increasing their successful transition into adulthood,
positively affecting the youth we serve and the community at large.
GAL: Can you tell us a little bit about how you’ll attain these goals.
Alicia: Every month, I’m responsible for intensive file reviews for selected
youth, where I’ll focus on best practice milestones including the youth’s
placement, case manager referrals and recent court findings. I’ll also attend
staffings for youth and help develop timelines to resolve the barriers identified. I’ll also work collaboratively with our internal team and different parties to ensure a successful transition from foster care for our youth.
GAL: What are some reasons that a youth’s transition from foster care may
not be successful?
Alicia: Sometimes systematic obstacles derail a successful transition. This
can include a lack of prioritization and knowledge of the time-sensitive nature of the youth’s needs, a lack of understanding of the intricacies of this
population compounded by changing legislation affecting this group of
youth, and case management and judicial staff turnover.
GAL: What is the best way to contact you if a Guardian ad Litem believes
their assigned youth would benefit from your assistance?
Turning 18 can be a difficult time for children in the foster
care system.

Alicia: Please send me an email at Alicia.mcabee@gal.fl.gov

GAL: At what age should youth start preparing for Independent Living?
Alicia: Youth should start preparing for independent living at age 13. Often people overlook simple everyday tasks such as laundry
or cooking, but for youth in care, these simple tasks can be challenging when no one has taught the youth these skills. As the youth
ages, additional skills such as understanding finances or learning how to drive can often be overlooked until the youth turns 17;
but, youth are eligible to participate in programs to learn how to drive at age 15. I’ve provided an IL Checklist to CAM’s, which provides a roadmap for our GAL’s assisting youth. Please ask your CAM or contact me directly and I'll be happy to forward a copy!
...continued on next page

Advocacy Corner
GAL: Will you focus on encouraging youth to extend foster care?
Alicia: Extending the length of time a youth remains in foster care after 18 grants them the connection to resources that enable
them to gain the skills needed for a successful transition to adulthood. Many times our youth feel disconnected and unengaged
with the court and legal proceedings, which can diminish their desire to remain in care. Through my role, I hope to show youth the
benefits they can gain from remaining in care past their 18th birthday.
GAL: What are some of the benefits that youth can gain from extending foster care?
Alicia: When youth opt into extended foster care, they receive a new team of professional support that includes Independent Living Coordinators (ILC) and a Transitioning Youth Specialist (TYS). Youth can participate in programs such as Extended Foster Care
(EFC) or Post-Secondary Support Services (PESS). These programs provide financial support to assist with rent and monthly expenses. In addition to these primary programs, some programs can assist youth in creating a path towards homeownership while learning how to make sound financial investments and create a financial portfolio. Other secondary programs can provide assistance
with moving, monthly food stipends, transportation, educational and career guidance, as well as, professional support to assist
youth.

Circuit News
Our own Natalie Freitas was named Attorney of the Year for the Southern Region!
Those that have worked with Natalie know that she is an outstanding advocate for our children and the Guardian ad Litem Program.
Here is what attorney Nikki Weisburd had to say about Natalie: “I feel extremely fortunate to engage with you first-hand in division
204 through the AAL referrals in which we partner through PSB. You always know every single detail of the cases you are referring
and are incredibly helpful and generous with guiding our community attorneys through the often unfamiliar process of GRACE
court. You care so deeply not only for the children we serve but also for the process itself; always wanting to do right by everyone,
as challenging as that often is.
Not only are you an exceptionally dedicated attorney; you are the kindest person. You always show genuine interest in sharing
your experience with our interns and are so relatable to students and community partners alike. Most noticeable, though, is that
you start every email to me asking how I am and how my kids are. You are a class act, talented advocate, and exemplary coworker.
Much congratulations on a much deserved award!”

Miami Children's Museum offers a Sensory Friendly Saturday, every second
Saturday of the month. Children with disabilities and their families can explore the Museum in a sensory modified and supportive setting with limited admission, as well as lowered sound and lighting.
Admission to Sensory Friendly Saturday is FREE with RSVP but space is limited. Find out more here.

Staff Spotlight
Simone Ashby, Child Advocate Manager
Simone Ashby joined our program as a Child Advocate Manager in 2018. Previously, she worked in the field as the appointed Guardian ad Litem for many children in the dependency system. Currently, she continues to take on cases of
her own, but also supervises a group of Guardian ad
Litem volunteers.
Simone was born and raised in Miami and graduated
from FAU in 2016 with a Bachelors in Psychology. She is
currently working on her Masters of Social Work at FIU.
According Simone, to she has “always had a passion for
helping people and giving back to the community”
which is evident in the work she has done. Before joining our program, she worked as a psychosocial rehabilitation counselor, ABA therapist, and was a target case
manager intern (and did all this as a young mom raising
her now eight year old son!)
Find out more about Simone below.
GAL: What do you like most about working at GAL?
Simone: There are so many things that I like about working here. I love my team and how supportive everyone at GAL
is to one another. I love that I can call on anyone for guidance – whether it is a fellow CAM, attorney or admin. Someone is always willing to help or find someone that can. I also love working with children and their families and helping
them reach their goals. Successful reunifications and adoption finalizations are what I look forward to the most!
GAL: Where would you go on a dream vacation?
Simone: Given my Jamaican roots, my dream vacation is anywhere tropical! I love disconnecting from my daily responsibilities, relaxing at the beach, and exploring Caribbean heritage. I visit Bimini, The Bahamas every year and am currently planning my next trip!
GAL: What is your favorite meal?
Simone: My favorite meal is a traditional Jamaican dish– oxtail with rice and peas, fried plantain, and steamed cabbage. Yum!
GAL: If you could learn to do anything, what would it be?
Simone: I would learn how to sing. Although I think my shower voice is pretty legit (;
GAL: What is something you learned in the last week?
Simone: Although it is not something new, within the last week I was reminded to take the breaks that I need. Wearing
my many hats (graduate student, single mom, volunteer supervisor, etc.) can be overwhelming at times, and I was reminded that it is important to take a breather. Running on autopilot leads to burnout!

From the Director’s Chair
Dear Advocates,
April is Child Abuse Prevention Month. This month and throughout the year, the Guardian ad Litem Program and our
partners encourage all individuals and organizations to play a role in making Miami-Dade a better place for children and
families. April is a time to celebrate the important role that communities play in protecting children. As Guardians ad
Litem, you have answered that call and your advocacy is critical to stopping the cycle of child abuse in our community.
Parenting is one of the toughest and most important jobs, and we all have a stake in ensuring that parents have access
to the resources and support they need to be successful. Entire communities play a role in helping families find the
strength they need to raise safe, healthy, and productive children. As child advocates, our abilities to recognize the
signs of abuse, neglect and trauma are critical; we must never forget the importance of raising our voices and pushing
to make sure that voice is heard both inside and outside of the dependency system when necessary.
If you ever suspect child abuse a report must be made to the DCF abuse hotline. This applies to all of us as mandatory
reporters in our communities and in our roles as Guardians ad Litem. We must always strive to make sure that the
abuse and neglect that the children initially suffered at home does not continue as abuse and neglect at the hands of
the system. This is why our team model exists and why staffing cases with our teams, conducting in-person visitations
and preparing reports for the court timely are imperative to the well-being of the children we represent.
By being a Guardian ad Litem, you directly impact children who have been abused, abandoned, and neglected. Thank
you for making a difference in our community.
Jessica

