
 THE GUARDIAN VOICE 
 

WINTER 2017-2018 

Volunteer Spotlight:  Taquila Atis 

At only 24, Taquila Atis is already making a huge impact in the world. 

She became a certified Guardian ad Litem in 2016, after running into a 

former teacher who realized Taquila was a perfect fit with the program. 

Taquila is currently attending college, focusing on psychology and social 

work. She was 2017’s Division 07 GAL of the year.  

Below she answers some of our questions. 

GAL: Describe yourself in 3 words.  

Taquila Atis: Hard-working, humbled and grateful. 

What are some of your hobbies? I’m an avid reader; Nicholas Sparks is 

one of my favorite authors along with James Redfield. Writing down my 

journey is quite fundamental because I can reflect and be grateful for 

what occurred. I enjoy the movie theater alone to quiet my mind and 

envision myself within someone’s proximity; only to escape mine for a 

couple of hours. 

What makes you passionate about the cause?   

When I was younger, I would always help people out without expectation. Assisting is natural of me, I know what  it’s like to feel 

alone having no one to turn to. I give my all and dissect every situation for the child’s best interest.  At times, I share my trachea 

story, visit their homes while carrying college books and a backpack in hopes to inspire. I want them to be aware that the road will 

always be under construction on the way to success and therefore, to keep driving and remain focused. 

What do you consider a happy ending for a child in care?  

A happy ending for a child is to live safe and comfortably without worries and/or fears. 

What’s the best experience you’ve had as a Guardian ad Litem?  

The best experience I’ve had as a GAL would be seeing the children smile because of a good deed I’ve done or even said. Words are 

powerful and could brighten someone’s day by a simple yet meaningful conversation. Although they’re going through a terrible 

chapter in their lives, they choose to include smiles and laughter in the mix despite their hardships. 

What advice do you have for anyone considering becoming a Guardian ad Litem volunteer?  

Well first, you must be strong and spiritually built for this worthwhile pursuit because they’re going to be a lot of long nights and 

there will be times when you may get emotional about a certain incident so it’s best to work your emotions like a job but don’t let 

it overtake you because you’d lose sight of what needs to be done. Why not lend a helping hand to expand greatness? Please, 

don’t just advocate to boast an accomplishment, don’t work just to make a living, aspire to make a change and it’s not how much 

you have, it’s what you do with what you have. We all have different God- given gifts, use them, share ithem and inspire others to 

do the same. 



There are no words to describe the relentless advocacy Lai-Ching Long has contributed to the children we serve. She has been a 
Guardian ad Litem Volunteer for the past 10 years. In fact, she has dedicated over 150 hours on her current case which just began 
in February 2017.  She has attended multiple staffings, generally visits the child about 3 times a month and she has gone above and 
beyond to prepare for the trial on this current case. In addition, she is in communication with everyone involved in the child’s life, 
including the foster parents, back up caregiver, case manager, teachers, former teachers, visitation specialist, current therapists, 
and the parents. She is always available and willing to discuss with the team.  Lai-Ching is available and talks with the GAL Attorney 
day and night; even at 5:00 am or until late in the evening after 10:00 pm. Her vigorous commitment is truly a breath of fresh air. 
She is assertive, conscientious, organized and trustworthy.  Lai-Ching has been and continues to be a zealous advocate for this 
child. 

On the case that Lai-Ching currently has, the Child had initially been placed with family friends but the child had to be moved from 
the family friend for various reasons.  Lai-Ching was hesitant at first to recommend a modification of placement but quickly found 
another absolutely wonderful potential placement for this child through another close family friend who has been involved in the 
child’s life from the moment she was adopted from another country. The Child is currently happily living at this placement.  Thanks 
to Lai-Ching this child is now in a wonderful home where all her needs are being met. In short, we need more GALs like Lai-Ching. 
Working with her is truly a pleasure. We know that we can count on Lai-Ching’s unconditional support and we can’t wait to see her 
take on another case.  

-Maritza Torres 

 

 Karen Kerr has been a GAL for over 2 years and with the reputation of passion, 
drive, motivation and most of all energy and zealous advocacy.  She continuously 
works collaboratively with GAL attorneys, personnel from all agencies and countless 
providers in order to assure the needs of the children assigned to her are met. Ka-
ren goes above and beyond the expectations of a GAL, even transporting a child to 
Orlando for a weekend visit with a prospective adoptive family. She is a shining 
example of what a GAL should embody. Everyone who works with Karen appreci-
ates her dedication and commitment. Thank you for all your hard work and dedica-
tion. 

-Dominique Turner & Maria Martinez 

A HUGE Thank You to CBIA Kathryn Mason, GAL volunteer Carol Ballent and 
Volunteer Support Liaison Melissa Ruas for organizing the 2017 Guardian ad 
Litem Program Halloween Costume Drive and Distribution event, collecting 
new and gently used Halloween Costumes to be given to our GAL children. 
Carol even took many items home to mend little tears and remove stains off 
the gently used costumes. Thank you, Ladies, for helping make Halloween 
2017 so special for our GAL kids! And, for those of you who are super sale-
shoppers, please consider post-Halloween costume sales, we’ll be more than 
happy to store new costume donations for 2018. 

…A special shout-out to Carol who has been very busy this month, also do-
nating and organizing a bookshelf of children’s books in one of our cubicles…
please stop by and pick one up to read to your GAL child.  

… and Kudos to Melissa for making sure our toy cubicle is always organized.  

-Susan Somers and Becky Gil  

I would like to thank our wonderful super GAL, Carol Ballent. She is consistently coming up with new resources for all of our GAL’s. 
Recently she helped with the Halloween Costume Drive and started a library within our office to collect books for our children. I am 
forever grateful to have her in our division as a GAL and mentor. 

-Melissa Ruas  



A special thanks to the following staff and volunteers, who so graciously offered their help 

to Our Kids after Hurricane Irma: Reza Pedram, Leidy Lantigua, Tara Callen, Amelia Guz-

man, Cortes Lewis, Paul Newmann, Karen Kerr, Chanika Fordham, Dawn Astley, Natalie 

Freitas, Daniel Kinburn, Hannah Wilson, Ron Gilbert, Chuck Winkelman, Jennifer Adelson, 

Carmela Fermin, Richard French, Frine Longueira, Maegan Azpiazu, Elisa Rossi, Shelly 

Buncher, Tom Nagle, Alyssa Delgado, Gay Johnson, Kathryn Mason 

After Hurricane Irma hit, Our Kids sent out an email looking 
for volunteers to help a foster parent in another circuit. One 
of our INCREDIBLE volunteers answered the call. Beatriz 
Landa and her friend Catalina drove up to Clewiston to help 
this foster parent put a tarp on her roof after it was dam-
aged by the Hurricane. They went above and beyond to en-
sure that not only the kids were taken care of, but to help 
someone in need two hours away. Beatriz and Catalina, 
thank you! People like you make the world a much better 
place!  

-Jessica Allen 

Norma Isakow is a brand new GAL to Miami Dade. Only 3 weeks into her new case, Hurricane Irma made her way into South Flori-
da! Norma made it her mission to see the children on her case before the storm hit and after not getting in touch with the foster 
parents due to phone outages after the storm she went to see them again.  

Noticing that the home was without power and the children were missing a few supplies, Norma went to a nearby store to find ice, 
diapers and wipes for the family. Norma is truly a star GAL in the making. Can’t wait to see her involvement in her case as the 
months go by. 

-Carmen Munoz 

Carlos and Madelyn Alvarino were in Italy and I texted them to see how they were doing, I had forgotten they were in Italy, and 
they actually responded.  They were concerned the child on their case may not be receiving the services he needs.  They even up-
dated me as to his evaluation and to let me know the foster mother knows they would be out of the country until 9/21.  

They are truly amazing and dedicated Guardians!!!!   

-Alex Falcon 

I would like to thank Elise Betancourt, one of our newer GALs, for being such a great pioneer on her first case. She has completely 
immersed herself into the children on her case. Her constant presence in their lives has drastically changed these children from the 
inside out. Elise, we are eternally grateful for your dedication. 

-Nicole Villegas  

I would like to send a big SHOUT OUT to my team, Division 048/UFC! Our division has undergone some major changes in the last 
couple of months and having a great team to count on has made the transitions easier. Thank you all for your patience, under-
standing and the laughs when things get too serious. I love what I do and it’s because of each of you...THANK YOU! 

-Frances Damus 



I wanted to take the time to recognize a volunteer who has displayed 
exceptional advocacy for her child. Eva Petit-Frere reached out to me 
regarding her GAL child’s desire to celebrate a sweet 16 with her family. 
She attempted to contact the case manager from CFCE and the child’s 
therapist to see if they could help her plan the sweet 16 for the child. 
Although, the agency and the therapist were unable to provide financial 
means, thanks to Eva we were able to get an order permitting the Birth-
day celebration. She took it upon herself to coordinate the birthday 
with the hope to provide her child with normalcy. Her efforts resulted in 
a successful party where the mother and the grandmother were able to 
drive 3-4 hours to visit the child and celebrate her birthday. She was 
able to make the child’s wish come true, to celebrate her birthday with 
her family and to eat at her favorite restaurant—Olive Garden. What 
truly makes Eva’s advocacy remarkable is her ability to be resourceful. 
She was able to bridge the communication gap between the grand-
mother and the mother through google translate (Eva speaks English 
and the family speaks Spanish).  I am enthusiastic to share this story 
with you because it demonstrates how a volunteer can make dreams 
come true.  

-Melissa Saportas 

Tracey Brown has been a volunteer since 2013 and she’s a force to be reckoned with! She advocates ferociously for the children 
she is the GAL for, she learns them thoroughly and there is no obstacle that she will not overcome for them. In her present case, 
she’s gone above and beyond the call of GAL duty; by listening in on over 1000’s of hours of prison calls between mother and fa-
ther, tracking down parents when the Agency had no idea where they were and getting to know the maternal and paternal sides of 
the family to really understand the family’s dynamics. Tracey is dynamite and her GAL kids have been very lucky to have her on 
their side. 

-Frances Damus 

Suzanne Lehor, volunteer GAL, needs  recognition! She has stayed on the case consistently since 2014!  Most recently, GAL picked 
up the child and took her to Miami Dade South so she could take her last test (4 of 4) before getting her GED. She passed and will 
now be enrolling in college thanks to the GAL’s support, encouragement and persistence!  

-Natalie Lamela Freitas, Esq. 

Our client’s GAL Team saved the day at the last minute. The caregiver and case manager both could not make it to her Open-House 
at school, which she needed to attend if she wanted to get extra credit. 

Our client’s designated GAL, Karima Berry, gave up her evening so that a motivated student in foster care could get some extra 
credit. Additionally, our client expressed appreciation for her GAL taking the time to speak with each of her teachers.  

We cannot express enough gratitude for Karima’s commitment. 

-Riana Maryanoff  

In 2016, Cynthia Chapman took on a four child case as her FIRST case. A year later, when the adoption was finalized, she found out 
the TPR’d mother was expecting. She asked to be the GAL on the new child when GALP program was appointed since the adoptive 
parents intended to take custody as well. By this time, Cynthia had moved to Weston and the caregivers are located in Cutler Bay. 
Cynthia travelled monthly to visit the child despite the distance! We can’t thank you enough for sticking with this family and really 
embracing what it means to be the one constant in their lives while the dependency case went on.  

-Frances Damus 

A Big Thank you to Lead Attorney, Jorge Tormes, Esq., and CBIAs Meliza Frias, Esq., and Katrina Valiente, Esq, for taking time out 
of their busy day to train staff on GAL Legal Practice, Case Plans and JRSSRs, and the Criminal Court Project. It was appreciated by 
all! 
-Susan Somers, Esq. 



A special thanks to our fellow staff and legal secretary, Ms. Alicia Pierre, for putting together a 
massive TPR exhibit list and assisting in expediting the GAL Program’s discovery process on a 
Dependency Drug Court - Unified Family Court eight volume file. From putting together packets 
that were mailed to an expert, to organizing several PDF folders of documents that were sent to 
another expert, to sorting through over a thousand pages and itemizing each item as part of the 
discovery list...you are amazing! Your help, patience, talent, and positive attitude during this long 
process is truly appreciated! Again, a big thank you for all you have done on this special case and 
all that you continue to do for the GAL Program’s legal team!  
-Vanessa C. Espinosa, Esq.  

I would like to take a moment to wholeheartedly thank Evan Frankel for his dedication to his child.  Evan never has to be prompted 
to visit or to submit his logs in Optima.  His reports are always filed in a timely fashion and address all concerns regarding his 
child.  Evan spends quality time with his child and his custodian; they attended ball games and went out to lunch.   Thanks to Evan’s 
advocacy for over 2 ½ years his child is placed in his forever home and was recently adopted. His child now has a new family, which 
includes a big brother who really loves him. His child has also made miraculous progress in school thanks to his wonderful new 
mom; he received a most improved student award and by the smile on his face you can see he truly is a proud little man!!!! 

Evan has forged a lifetime relationship with this family and hopefully many more smiles will follow in the years to come. 

Congratulations and thank you Evan for all your hard work and dedication…on to the next child!!!!   

-Alex Falcon, Nerlande Joseph & Maria Martinez 

Karen Kerr is an amazing individual and child advocate. I would personally like to thank her for all that she does for her GAL chil-
dren and for sheltering them in the aftermath of Hurricane Irma.  

-Jessica Allen, Esq. 

Whenever I speak to volunteers who has gone through training with Flora Beal, their responses tend to be similar and something 
along the lines of, “She’s AMAZING”. And that is so true. For the last couple of years, Flora has been an amazing trainer to incoming 
volunteers. I am always impressed by her knowledge, the manner in which she is able to discuss even the most delicate topics with 
a certain ease and how she is always able to maintain her composure in front of her pupils.   

I am sad to announce that at the end of 2017, Flora will no longer be the trainer for our program.  

Flora, we will miss you so much but wish you nothing but the best in your new pursuits. I have no doubt you will exceed any expec-
tation! 

-Patricia Abaroa 



 

 

This year, nine exemplary staff members were selected, on a statewide level, for different awards. Our cir-

cuit is fortunate enough to call two of the nine recipients our own! Congrats Meliza and Susan! 



WE HAVE HEARD YOU 

The Volunteer Advisory Committee (VARC) promotes our Circuit's retention by motivating and supporting existing volunteers and 
assisting with ongoing recruitment efforts. 

 

We Have Heard You 

Thank you for reaching out to the Leadership Team, the VARC and the GAL-to-GAL members with comments and sug-
gestions. We take those calls very seriously since they help us improve how we serve you.  Your trust and your input 
are very important to us. Please keep in touch. 

The OPTIMA Database is a frequent subject during calls, so we want to share a few tips that you might use when you 
are away from your home computer and using your cell phone.   Please remember, do not use the cell phone while 
driving. We need you! 

  .Go to our wearemiamiguardians.org.  Once there, scroll down to the bottom of the Home Page and look for 11th Cir-
cuit Links where you will see the Optima link. You can bookmark our website on your phone for easier access the next 
time. 

  .You are able to dictate information into the Notes section of the Contact Log using the microphone icon on your cell 
phone.   

Our recruitment efforts continue to be very successful, with 35 new volunteers in October.  We want to remind you 
that the best way to recruit is through word of mouth. You are our GAL ambassadors and the ones people look to 
when considering our Program. 

Welcome Karina Azevedo to the Recruitment Team!  Karina is helping us with outreach/retention efforts and the Men-
toring Program.   

The Coffee with the Director program is extremely successful.  The Assistant Directors are joining in on the fun and will 
host a brownbag lunch on December the 8th.  If you would like to attend, please let us know and we will send you the 
information. 

Our Mentor/Mentee process is working so well, we have added a few more volunteer mentors to the roster.  We want 
to thank our mentors, who volunteer even more time to make sure new guardians have a peer standing by to assist 
them. 

Guardian Ad Litems live the spirit of Thanksgiving every day.  We appreciate you. 

Some of our newest volunteers and staff from the October 2017 training class pose alongside our Circuit Director, Jessica Allen. 

http://wearemiamiguardians.org


GALs  AROUND TOWN 

Patricia Abaroa, Rosi Alvarez, Jessica Allen and Yvonne Palmer-Bennett 

were all present to celebrate longtime GAL Ana Crucet.  

This Thanksgiving, Christ Fellowship Palmetto Bay 

donated meals to 45 families. One of our staff advo-

cates, Lashara Black, was on site, helping to deliver 

meals to some of the fortunate families. 

Advocate Danielle Harris got into the Halloween spirit! 

Recruiter Rona Scott enjoyed an amazing day at this 

year’s National Adoption Day event, witnessing 53 chil-

dren joining their forever families. 





THE DIRECTOR’S PIECE 

 

Dear Advocates,  

I hope that everyone had a wonderful Thanksgiving holiday. As 2017 is winding down, I would like to take this opportunity to give 

you a synopsis of the 11th Circuit’s year in review.  

First, I’m thrilled to tell you that as of my writing of this piece, we increased our number of certified volunteers from 635 to 732. 

Through the tremendous advocacy of those volunteers, staff, and with the support of our non-profit, Voices for Children, we in-

creased the number of children we represent from 78% to 85%. Here is where I make my pitch to ask you to help us get to 100% 

by taking another case or by helping us recruit new volunteers!  

Volunteer Carol Ballent and our Volunteer Advisory and Recruitment Committee (VARC) created a website just for our 11 th Circuit 

volunteers. If you have not checked-out www.wearemiamiguardians.org yet, I encourage you to do so. There is a lot of great infor-

mation, resources and contact information you may find useful to your advocacy. You can also send suggestions for the website 

directly to Carol at miamiguardians@gmail.com. A big thank you to the VARC for all of the help they have given us this year.  

Probably the biggest event to hit our community this year was Hurricane Irma. Although I think we can agree that the impact could 

have been much worse, we saw enough damage to bring together our friends, families and neighbors in a way that only a hurri-

cane could. The amount of support our volunteers gave to our community partners in order to make sure that our children were 

safe and had supplies makes me so proud to be a part of this great organization. I also want to thank our staff for accommodating 

those partners that did not have power when we went back to work and so became our temporary roommates.  

November 17th saw 53 children officially find their forever families at National Adoption Day. Our advocates and attorneys played a 

huge role in those successes, in addition to those successes that happened all year long. Let’s continue to push forward and find 

love and permanency for our children in care.  

There is much more that I could write in regards to the past year but those are some of the highlights. I hope this holiday season is 

magical for all of you and best wishes for amazing 2018.  

-Jessica Allen, Esq.  

http://www.wearemiamiguardians.org
mailto:miamiguardians@gmail.com

