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Our GALs close out 2018 

with a fun night out! 

 

On September 13th, Guardian ad Litem Program 

staff and volunteers mingled at Miami Beach’s 

Drinkhouse Fire & Ice Bar. 

The evening included drinks, hor d’ouevres, music, 

an exciting fire presentation from bar staff, and 

most importantly, a venue where staff and volun-

teers could come together and have a good time. 

A special thank you to volunteer Nicole Pritchett 

(owner of Drinkhouse Fire & Ice Bar) for helping us 

plan such a fun and special night out. 

If you were unable to make it, you’ll want to be on 

the lookout for our upcoming Meet your Neighbor 

series. 



I would like to send a bouquet to Aurelio Rojas, Jennifer Adelson, Willem Erwich and Helen Goldberg.  

 

These GALs are so prompt in their communication with me. They never miss monthly visitation to their children and 
are proactive in their advocacy. They are kind, courteous and conscientious about the children they serve. And, I am so 
very glad that they continue to volunteer with the GAL program and advocate for our kids!   

-Samha Siddiqui 

Elizabeth “Liz” Diaz is doing an amazing job with the girls on her case. She has been persistent, patient and communi-
cative through the many ups and downs of her case. Recently, Liz found out that the children on her case were going to 
be moved from their group home to a foster home. Liz attended the initial meeting between the kids and their new 
foster parents to ensure that they would be comfortable. The meeting went well, and as the kids were prepared to 
move to their new home, word came from the case manager and Our Kids that they would be unable to relocate the 
girls on the expected date. Liz did not want these girls to be traumatized anymore. So, Liz offered to move the girls to 
their new foster home. According to Liz, the girls had a successful move-in and are now doing well. 

 

Thank you, Liz! 

-Sara Burris 

Antquon Harris recently became a GAL and quickly took on 
two cases without any hesitation. In total, he advocates for 8 
children, including one very hard to win over little boy. He has 
created such a strong bond with the children in the short time 
that he has been a GAL and I cannot be more thankful. 
Antquon, thank you for all that you do for our children. I can-
not wait to see the impact you make to these children’s lives.  

-Melissa Ruas 

I can’t possibly thank Erica Levitt enough for being such a dedicated GAL. From her timely visits to her impeccable re-
port writing, she is the essence of a superstar GAL. Erica, I am thankful that these girls have you in their lives and I can-
not be more honored to be your supervisor. Thank you for all that you do!  

-Melissa Ruas 

Tamoya Joseph after coming back from leave took on easily one of my most tedious cases. 3 girls, all separate place-
ments and she does it all with joy in her heart. Having Tamoya on this case, has made such a huge difference in these 
girls lives. Tamoya, thank you for your dedication.  

-Melissa Ruas  

Beatriz Landa has been an extraordinary GAL since she started with the GAL program in early 2017. She now has two 
cases and she goes above and beyond to do what’s in the best interest of her children. Betty attends all court hearings, 
including CRP hearings, and is actively involved in the child’s life. If the children need something to be done, Betty en-
sures that the child gets everything they need and that they are comfortable in every way possible. She has made a tre-
mendous impact on the children on her case. Betty is the epitome of a star GAL. Betty, thank you for your kind heart 
and your continuous efforts for the children.  

-Laura Fuentes 



I would like to thank John Pritchett for being such a determined and dedicated GAL to his two cases. He has two very 
challenging teens and he is relentless in their pursuit. He always comes to court to make sure he is up to date and is 
advocating for the children. John, I couldn’t do it without you. Thank you for absolutely everything! It is a pleasure 
working with you!  

-Melissa Ruas  

Cindy Luna recently became a GAL and with the 
“back to school” rush of things, she has handled eve-
rything with such ease. She is always willing to assist 
in every way she possibly can. She even stayed on a 
staffing till basically midnight one night, just to make 
sure everything we settled. Cindy, I cannot thank you 
enough for all you have done in the short time you 
have been a GAL. I am excited to see where you pas-
sion leads you within the GALP.  

-Melissa Ruas  

Mylena Gonzalez works full time, is in school and also advocates for the GALP. She is beyond dedicated to her cur-
rent case and is always willing to take on another case. Mylena, working with you has been such a pleasure and I thank 
you for your advocacy and willingness to always assist.  

-Melissa Ruas  

Angela Brown, your phenomenal work on your cur-
rent case, has been nothing short of outstanding. I 
have observed first hand, your patience and dedica-
tion toward this case. The children need you, more 
than ever, to continue advocating for their best inter-
ests. We were the only party to object to terminating 
this case, because of your investigative work, and 
your keen eye to what these children ultimately need. 
I appreciate your willingness and heart to continue 
“digging” and working this case, and advocating for 
the children’s best interest. THANK YOU, Angela!  

-Sara Burris 

We would like to commend Ricardo Ibarria for the phenomenal work done on his drug court case with a physical abuse 
component. He’s been dedicated to the children for over a year and has stood his ground when advocating for what 
was in their best interest. Throughout the case, Ricardo’s advocacy has always kept the children’s needs and wants in 
mind but he always remained focused on the children’s best interest. He went above and beyond to communicate with 
all parties and providers to make sure everyone had the same information. Were it not for him keeping the lines of 
communication open between all and facilitating communication between the providers, we truly don’t think this case 
would have moved in a positive direction. At the end, both parents thanked him in open court for the work he had 
done. J Thank you Ricardo for your amazing work!  

– Vanessa Espinosa, Esq. and Frances Ortiz-Damus 



 

Tips for New GALs 
By Drew Nederpelt 

 

Drew Nederpelt (pictured on the right) was certified  in June of 2018 and has hit the 

ground running. Below, he shares some useful tips for new volunteers. 

 

 

BE PATIENT—As much as you might want to wade in with both feet and elbows, remem-

ber that depending on how long your child has been in the system, they will be wary of 

new faces. Show up when you say you’re going to show up, don’t stay too long initially (I 

and my mentor were there for 70 minutes on our first visit), and then increase your touch-

points with these kids. If they’re younger they will obviously be less jaded, but when they 

hit the teen years they are as wily as you and I ever were. They have seen things and expe-

rienced situations that would turn us into zombies—and yet they persevere. They are 

strong and they will survive, even if you ease yourself into their situation—if you come in 

hot and heavy and then can’t keep up that commitment, they’ll feel like you’re pulling 

back. It is best to start conservatively and then add times and dates.  

 

BE GOAL-ORIENTED—This may seem to go against my recruiter’s admonition and one of the warnings they give you as a GAL:   

“Don’t be results focused,” but it really doesn’t. It’s one thing not to have all your hopes riding on your child’s ultimate ‘victory,’ 

however that is defined, and quite another to be goal-oriented with your child at every interaction.  

Before my first meeting I sat down and said, “What do I want to achieve from this initial  meeting of my child?” I decided I wanted 

to try and do three things:  

 Begin to educate my child on the three mandated requirements of my GAL advocacy: 

  A. Explain to the court what HE/SHE wants, first and foremost.  

  B. Explain to the court what the GAL believes is in the best interests of the child, and  

  C. Ensure the child gets the services and benefits that he is expecting and deserving of.  

 

EXPLAIN HOW WE ARE NOW A TEAM: Upon our first meeting I wanted to instill in my child that he now had a very powerful 

partner in his advocacy. That he now had someone who was wiser and more worldly than he, on his side, to help him achieve suc-

cess, (and you will want to define “success” in life and in other arenas eventually- age and gender appropriate). I have initially de-

fined success to my child as getting what is rightfully his, that being in the furtherance of an education and a successful personal 

and professional life— namely the services and Federal and State benefits that are available to kids in Dependency Court. I used 

this carrot because my child is almost 17 and has a penchant for nice things. 

Volunteer to Volunteer 

...Continued on next page 



advocacy corner, continued 

 

...Volunteer to Volunteer, continued 

 

 
 
 
State Representatives Sharon Pritchett and 
Cynthia Stafford hosted a community focus 
group at the North Dade Regional Library. The 
focus group included community leaders, 
Guardian ad Litem staff and volunteers from 
Miami-Dade and Broward and community 
members who spoke about awareness and 
outreach in culturally diverse communities. 
As we strive to have a more culturally diverse 
volunteer base, we welcome feedback and 
hope to host more focus groups. A special 
thank you to Representatives Pritchett and 
Stafford and our State office for hosting this 
informative event. 

 
 

GET HIM/HER TO COURT: My child had never been to any of his court hearings despite being in Dependency for 7 years, and it 

was while sitting with all of you in Judge Stuzin’s court that I realized how powerful that tool could be. Many, if not all of these kids, 

believe the system is out to get them or their family. They believe they’ve been disenfranchised and left behind. It was my belief, 

after watching several hours of court with all of you, that if you could show the child that the Big Scary Building of Lawyers & Judg-

es was actually a loving home full of people who genuinely cared about each child by name, you could make inroads practically  

anywhere. On my first meeting I said I wanted him to consider coming to court with me the next time we had to go. He didn’t ob-

ject. I  left it at that. Two weeks later, over some ribs, I asked him again if he would come with me, as a team, to Dependency 

Court for our Judicial Review in two weeks. He agreed.  

  

BE A LISTENER- One of the things that has become increasingly clear to me interacting with kids in the foster system is that they 

don’t believe the adults they interact with actually listen to them. And typically this makes sense since most of the adults in their 

lives are there to impart their wisdom on them. And while you are also there to guide these youngsters, oftentimes they just want 

an adult to shut up and listen to them. In my experience this is usually more easily accomplished in a setting where you ’re doing 

something besides talking. Find out what your child likes to do (mine likes to shoot hoops and play video games), do that with 

them, and ask them open-ended questions designed to get information they might not otherwise share. You will likely not get 

much back at first but, as with my child, if you’re doing something they enjoy (even if you’re doing it poorly) they’ll appreciate it 

and will likely surprise you with their honesty and candor.  

  

That’s all for now as I have to get back to work but know that what lies ahead is so incredibly important and rewarding you ’ll won-

der why they don’t charge us to be part of it.  

Community Focus: Miami Gardens 

Representative Pritchett poses along a community partner and Guardians ad Litem 

Cindy Luna and Pat Wright. 



Advocacy Corner 
 

 

Here are some handy tips for any Guardians ad Litem testifying in court. If you have any questions, please reach out to 

your Child Advocacy Manager or Attorney (updated list of attorneys to follow). 

1.  Listen to each and every question fully.  Don not attempt to answer the question before it has been asked. 

2.  Think for a few seconds about the question and your reply before answering.  Do not rush into an answer.  

3.  Obey instructions about answering or not answering questions and listen to objections.  Do not continue to answer a question 
once an objection is made.   

4.  You have no right to object or refuse to answer any question.  It is the function of your Attorney to do that.   

5.  Tell the truth, whether, in a given instance, it seems beneficial or harmful to the case.  In preparing you, we are not trying to tell 
you what to say or to change your version of the facts.  You should not deny that a preliminary conference with your Attorney took 
place. 

6.  Do not be browbeaten by the threat of perjury into making admissions that do not accord with your knowledge or recollection.   

7.  Decide the correct version of the facts and stick to that version, whether it pleases opposing counsel or not.   

8.  “I don’t remember” is a perfectly adequate answer where that is the case.  If you are confronted with a question, the answer to 
which you do not know, the only truthful response is, “I don’t know.” 

9.  If you deny memory or knowledge of something, do not add an unsolicited suggestion of how the item can be ascertained.  It is 
better to say; “I don’t know” or; “I don’t remember”, and be done with it than to say; “I’d have to look that up in my files” or 
“You’d have to ask such and such a person.” 

10.  Your duty is solely to answer questions and not to volunteer information.  Opposing counsel will try to elicit information.  
Make them do their job.  Avoid uncalled for explanations, background or illustrative anecdotes.   

11.  Avoid expressions such as, “I assume”, “I guess” or “I suppose.”  Avoid all other efforts at conjecture or hypothesis.   

12.  Where you are not positive of the answer to a question, you could testify, “As I remember”, or “it is my best recollection 
that…” 

13.  It will be to your advantage to control your temper, no matter what the provocation.  It is a common technique to attempt to 
excite a witness in order to handicap his reasoning powers, and an angry or irritated witness is usually a less alert and effective 
witness.   

14.  Jokes sometimes amuse those present at a hearing, but create harmful impressions when read from a typewritten transcript 
where a jovial tone of voice or facial expression does not appear.  It is best not to joke at all. 

15.  Facial expressions and laughter that accompany both questions and answers do not appear on a transcript and a damaging 
admission may be made inadvertently; therefore, avoid humor. 

16.  Do not engage in off-the-road conversations.  Unrecorded conversations are apt to benefit only opposing counsel.   

17.  Do not discuss the case with opposing counsel during recesses or at any other time, except on the stand.   

18.  It is perfectly normal to ask to refer to notes you may have.  However, you will not be allowed to read from them.   

19.  If you are relying on notes, opposing counsel gets to see them so be careful what you have in them.   

Tips for Testifying in Court 



GAL ATTORNEY LIST 

Susan Somers, Supervising Attorney, 305-679-2202 

Jorge Tormes, Lead Attorney, Divisions 02, 03/204, 05, 08 

Sharon Hornett, Lead Attorney, Divisions 01, 07, 09, 10/14, UFC 

 

Division Attorney Agency 

Division 01 
Dimitris 

Clayton Chin Quee 
305-679-2218 

FRC 

Division 01 
Dimitris 

Nerlande Joseph 
305-679-2203 

CFCE (see Optima), CHS 

Division 01 
Dimitris 

Anais Nin 
305-679-2210 

CFCE (see Optima) 

Division 01 
Dimitris 

Karissa Perralta 
305-679-2213 

CFCE (see Optima) 

Division 02 
Lederman 

Maria Suarez 
                       305-679-2220 

CFCE 
CHS A-G 

Division 02 
Lederman 

Lynn Misset 
305-679-2219 

FRC 
  

Division 02 
Lederman 

Elisa Gibellini 
305-679-2242 

CHS H-Z 

Division 03 
Sampedro-Iglesia 

Dana Viggiano 
305-679-2221 

CFCE,CHS, FRC 

Division 03/HT 
Sampedro-Iglesia 

Natalie Freitas 
305-679-2216 

CFCE, CHS, FRC 
  

Division 05 
Kallman 

                    Princettia Kellman 
                      305-679-2225 

FRC 
CHS Div 01/02 

Division 05 
Kallman 

Anais Nin 
305-679-2210 

CFCE 
CHS Div 03/08/09 

Division 07 
Cohen 

Vanessa Espinosa 
305-679-2223 

FRC 

Division 08 
Stuzin 

Jorge Tormes 
305-679-2214 

CHS J-Z 

Division 08 
Stuzin 

Stephanie Glickman 
305-679-2386 

CFCE, CHS A-C 

Division 08 
Stuzin 

Brian Roffman 
305-679-2224 

FRC, CHS D-I 

Division 09 
Pooler 

Sharon Hornett 
305-679-2212 

CFCE 

Division 09 
                 Pooler 

Carlos Marquez 
305-679-2215 

FRC 

Division 09 
Pooler 

                       Tonya Guinn 
                         305-679-2217 

CHS 
  

Division UFGM 14/UDGM10 
Lieberman 

                     Karissa Peralta 
                      305-679-2213 

  

CHS, CFCE, FRC 

Division 202 
Caballero 

Lilian Gonzalez 
305-679-2267 

CHS, CFCE, FRC 

Division 203 
Figarola 

                     Maria Martinez 
305-679-2226 

  

CHS, CFCE, FRC 
  

Criminal Court Project Fran Feinberg/Katrina Valiente 
305-547-6830/305-547-6825 

CHS, CFCE, FRC 
  

Delinquency J011 
TBD 

Delinquency J013 
Denaro 

Delinquency J014 
Prescott 

 
                       Shelter Hearings: 
                      Belinda McNickles 
                          305-679-2255 

  
  

CHS, CFCE,  FRC 
  



 

Circuit News 

Our  very own Child Advocacy Manager II, Belinda McNickles recently added the title of Esquire to her name! 

Our staff was able to watch as the Honorable Judge Prescott swore her in. We are so happy to have you as part of our 

team and so proud of your accomplishment! 

A very special thank you to Mr. Kream Wynwood who so 

graciously donated an ice cream party to our office. Some 

very lucky staff members got a sweet break while enjoying 

some of their delicious ice cream flavors! 

Not only do we have books for children at our office, we also have 

books available for our volunteers that they can check out. Books cover 

a range of topics that our volunteer child advocates deal with on their 

cases. Not only do they provide valuable insight, you can also use the 

time spent reading these books for in-service credits.  



Circuit News  

Every month, our local office celebrates staff’s hard work by picking 

an employee of the month.  

Congrats to the recent winners: Brandy Wells (pictured right with Re-

gional Director Kristen Solomon and Circuit Director Jessica Allen)

Nicole Villegas, Christella Tyson, Monica Porrata and Christopher 

Ramirez. 

Division 009 is all smiles at this year’s Voices for 
Children Back to School event at Old Navy. 
They’re joined by a very special guest, Miami 
Heat Mascot Burnie, who helped make the 
event extra special for over 400 children in the 
child welfare system.  

Our new GALs are invited to quarterly reunions  

where they can catch up with their classmates, 

meet fellow GALs who have recently taken on 

their  first cases and receive feedback and tips 

from more experienced GALs and staff. 

Our next reunion will be held in November! 

Please be on the lookout for information. We 

hope to see you there! 

 





Dear Advocates,  

In January 2007 I received a call that would change the course of my life: the Guardian ad Litem Program would like to offer me a 

staff attorney position in Judge Cindy Lederman’s courtroom. Would I accept? Not knowing too much at that time about the court-

room in which I was to ultimately spend the bulk of my next four years, but knowing that I wanted to be a child advocate, I quickly 

accepted. As fate would have it, I learned more in those four years in Judge Lederman’s courtroom about the law and children’s 

rights than in my entire law school career.   

Those lessons carry with me to this day. Anyone who has stepped foot in Judge Lederman’s courtroom knows that she has a sense 

of urgency and expects you to have one too. You need to be on time (an anomaly here in the 305) and be prepared. These are not 

files or boxes to check, these are children’s lives and each and every one of us working in dependency court are charged with mak-

ing sure that the best interests of those children are at the forefront of the work we do every day. If I had a dollar for every Judicial 

Review I saw her throw in the bin because it was insufficient, I would probably make a sizeable dent in my student loans.  

Many of you know that Judge Lederman will be retiring at the end of this year. As cliché as it may sound, it truly is the end of an 

era. We will miss her leadership, knowledge and compassion. She is a big supporter of our program and always gives our volun-

teers the respect that they deserve. It is my professional hope as a system of care that we will be able to continue her legacy. It is 

my personal hope that I will always remember the education I received in her courtroom and put it into practice. I know I speak on 

behalf of the entire 11th Circuit Guardian ad Litem Program when I say, thank you for everything Judge Lederman!  

 

Jessica Allen 

Circuit Director 

From the Director’s Chair 

 


