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All volunteers who have been with the program longer than one year are 

required to complete 12 hours of in-service training a year. 

These hours can be obtained by completing many different activities, includ-

ing: 

 attending court (including the time you spend waiting for your case to 

be heard) 

 completing any webinar on I am for the Child Academy 

 reading approved books and watching approved movies attached 

 attending GAL related virtual event including support group, GAL to GAL 

meetings and virtual coffee chats.  

You must log in your training hours into Optima after you’ve completed 

them! If you have any questions, please reach out to your Child Advocacy 

Manager. 

In this Edition: 

-Judicial Review Report               

Writing Tips 

-How to Speak to your              

GAL Child about TPR 

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

www.wearemiamiguardians.org 



Volunteer Spotlight 

Janet and William Keunen became certified Guardians ad Litem in January 2020. Janet and William have been married for 35 years 

and share three adult children. They’re originally from the United Kingdom but have been living in Miami for the last 20 years. In 

their short time with the program, the two are already being recognized for their efforts and hard work. 

Get to know more about them below. 

 

GAL: What makes you passionate about child advocacy? 

Janet and William: As an educator, Janet has worked with teenagers all her life. William has been involved with childhood abuse 

victims programs. We both felt that volunteering for the GAL Program was an ideal fit for us. 

 

GAL: Do you openly talk about your cases with each other 

or do you shy away from that? 

Janet and William: We have very different cases and we 

discuss them openly. 

 

GAL: What is the best thing about volunteering for the 

same organization? 

Janet and William: One of the advantages of us both being 

GALs is that we can share and collaborate and we provide 

a sounding board and be supportive of each other. 

 

GAL: What are some of your hobbies? 

Janet and William: William is an avid tennis player, Janet 

loves to cook and we practice yoga together. 

 

GAL: What is your favorite vacation destination? 

Janet and William: Right now we are fortunate to enjoy a beautiful backyard during this difficult time. 

 

GAL: Do you share a GAL philosophy/motto? 

Janet and William: Never lose sight of the  best interests of the child even when the case seems so bogged down by bureaucracy.  

 

Janet and William Keunen  



 

 

THANK YOU! 

I just wanted to bring attention to the awesome work of Attorney Princettia Kellman. We have a case with multiple 

complex issues, and Princettia went above and beyond in researching legal precedent, filing motions, and creatively 

arguing the GALP's position to protect the child's inheritance. Ultimately, Princettia prevailed and was successful in 

having the Dependency Court appoint an AAL for the child in Probate Court to protect the child's inheritance.    

-Alicia McAbee, Child Advocate Manager 

 

Gemma Torcivia is an above and beyond incredible advocate. The teen she is assigned to is on the cusp of aging out 

and was having various difficulties.  She gathered all the troops and quickly sprang into action! She has no problem in 

taking the lead and knows how to gracefully push others to jump into action right along with her. This is no small feat! 

Gemma is truly a gift to this child and to our GAL program. I am confident that this child’s life would not have been 

the same without her presence in his life all these years. Gemma’s consistency has earned her the child’s respect and 

trust, which is gold. I am lucky to get to work alongside her! Thank you for everything you do, Gemma – you are 

amazing! 

-Ivanna Barrera, Child Advocate Manager 

 

Beverly McReynolds is a new GAL volunteer who has been a wonderful addition to our GAL family. She not only 

does her monthly visits but she takes the time out to tutor the child on her case by zoom and helps the family with 

anything they may need. She is always available for staffing and when she has a question she asks it instead of guess-

ing. I really appreciate her being on my team.  

-Amanda Andujar, Child Advocate Manager 

 

 just want to shout out Lynn Misset for being a team player and going above and beyond. She’s been a great help. 

I also want to shout out my fellow 09 attorneys – Sharon Hornett, Carlos Marquez, and Patricia Cassells. I have been 

very busy with trials (as we all have!) and they have been great with helping out when assistance is needed. I am 

lucky to work with such an overall wonderful team of attorneys at the GALP! 

-Desiree Marengo Masson, Esq., Program Attorney 

 

I want to recognize Elizabeth Roman. Elizabeth is a new GAL. For her first case, Elizabeth took on a complex case with 

4 children with intellectual disabilities and complex trauma.  

Elizabeth is a self starter and has a makings of being a legendary GAL. She advocates passionately for her children. 

Elizabeth attends all staffings and hearings and prepares very comprehensive reports. Elizabeth is always available to 

the legal team and CAM.  

-Olga Hernandez, Child Advocate Manager 
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Dolores Padilla advocates with her whole heart and we are forever thankful for it. The case she ’s assigned to is 

tough and has many moving parts. We know it’s her love for these children that pushes her to continue on despite 

the challenges. She’s a fighter! She has certainly enriched these children’s lives with her constant love, support and 

encouragement. Through countless placement changes, this child will want to speak to her, wherever he may find 

himself. They all love her! Their best interest is at the forefront of everything she does. We are so thankful for her 

and all that she does behind the scenes for these kids. From mailing books and items off Amazon wish lists to sending 

gift cards for their favorite treats – all you do does not go unnoticed. Dolores, you are incredible – we are grateful to 

have you on our team! Thank you for being our difficult parent whisperer! 

-Ivanna Barrera, Child Advocate Manager and Rita Ugarte, Esq., Program Attorney 

 

Deborah Feathers has been a GAL for two years and she is wonderful. She advocates for what her GAL children 

want and need as well as assists the family with questions and any help they may need. One family received a whole 

Thanksgiving Dinner because she ordered it for them when they had no food. She is a great asset to my GAL team 

and I know I can call her and count on her for any extra help.  

-Amanda Andujar, Child Advocate Manager 

 

I’d like to give thanks to the following volunteers for attending and engaging in our Optima refresher, held on 2/25. 

Thank you for your ongoing advocacy and participation in our volunteer resources! 

Maegan Azpiazu, Aurelio Rojas, Karen Kerr, Alex Planas, Diana Morrell, Angela Brown, Barbara Parker, Cheryl 

Johnson, Elena Munoz and Ana Crucet 

-Leidy Lantigua, Mentor Coordinator 

 

I would love to recognize Pamela Bernal, a volunteer on one of my cases. Pam is available every single time we need 

to talk with her, and she knows the ins and outs of our case down to the minute details. It is so easy to talk with her 

and staff what is needed for the best interests of the children. She is a fierce advocate for each of the 5 children on 

our case, is in constant contact with caregivers, parents, and case management, and those children are blessed be-

yond belief to have her on their side. I have never had to doubt her recommendations, and have full confidence in 

her every day. I love Pam!  

-Karissa Peralta, Esq., Program Attorney 

 

I just wanted to acknowledge how amazingly wonderful Debra Rollins is. 

I’ve had her on a case now for four years. She has been the GAL for this time and has provided so much stability for 

the child. I just prepped her for upcoming MBI and was blown away. She has observed approximately THIRTY visits 

with the mother!!! She has observed the visits in person before covid and post covid on zoom, has attended dyadic 

therapy sessions, the child’s numerous  medical appointments, etc. I can’t stress how valuable this advocacy is for 

our MBI testimony – she has so many specific incidents she witnessed first hand to testify to! She is on top of the 

child and what she needs at all time and is really part of her family. She is amazing. 

-Desiree Marengo Masson, Esq., Program Attorney 
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Carol Ballent has been an amazing asset to my GAL volunteers especially through the Covid 19 pandemic. She al-

ways makes herself available for the kids she is advocating for and the new GAL Volunteers she is mentoring. Carol is 

dedicated to our program and mission and has made my job so much easier just by being my volunteer caseload.  

-Amanda Andujar, Child Advocate Manager 

 

Janet and William Keunen were each assigned their first case less than a month before the pandemic hit. That did 

not stop them from hitting to ground running. 

Both Guardians fulfill and exceed the definition of what it means to be an Advocate. They are always there for their 

children and are constantly in communication with all members involved in each respective case. There is not a mo-

ment where an issue may arise that both Janet and William do not work diligently to reach a resolution. It is truly an 

honor to be able to work with the both of them. Thank you for all that you have done and continue to do for your 

children! 

-Nicole Villegas, Child Advocate Manager 

 

Adriana Aviles is able to take charge on her case, keeps up with her GAL responsibilities and is level-headed in all 

situations.  Adriana was able to set healthy boundaries with her youth and provides her with great support as the 

youth navigates extended foster care and being a new mother.  Adriana is such a great addition and I'm glad to have 

her as a volunteer.  Not everyone is able to work with older teens/young adults but Adriana does so gracefully.  She 

has great potential and I hope she stays with our program for a long time. 

-Frances Garcia, Child Advocate Manager 

 

Dulce Blacher has worked diligently on her case and has went above and beyond for the two small children. She 

advocated for the young boy to get adequate tutoring, which in turn enabled him to show great improvement in 

school. She advocated for the young girl to receive the speech therapy that she needed to be developmentally on 

target and progress with her social interactions and talking. After reunification, Dulce went out of her way to make 

sure play with the children at their local park and made strides to coach their father on proper nutrition for the chil-

dren.   

-Alecia Rodriguez, Child Advocate Manager 

 

A big Thank You to Attorney Carlos Marquez for all his hard work and extra time he takes on our cases. He always 

makes himself available to staff with my GAL team and always takes the time to explain why something is the way it 

is in terms that are easy for the volunteers to understand. Carlos you are appreciated! 

-Amanda Andujar, Child Advocate Manager 

 

Colleen Brian deserves all of her flowers! Volunteer after volunteer, they all had nothing but wonderful things to 

share about their CAM! Colleen takes the time to ensure that her volunteers feel confident and comfortable in their 

advocacy and asking questions. I appreciate her efforts and the ongoing support she provides! Thanks Colleen!  

-Leidy Lantigua, Mentor Coordinator 



Circuit News 

PROGRAM ATTORNEY KARISSA PERALTA NAMED DADE LEGAL AID LEADERSHIP ACADEMY FELLOW 

Congratulations are in order for our very own Karissa Peralta! 

Dade Legal Aid recently announced its members for its Class VI Leadership Academy. The DLA’s Leadership Academy engages fu-

ture community leaders to serve as ambassadors for legal aid. Karissa is one of just 16 attorneys chosen. 

“The purpose of the academy is to expose young legal talent to legal leaders in order to allow the fellows to develop a deeper un-

derstanding of effective leadership while learning about important issues facing Dade Legal Aid and Miami’s indigent population. 

Fellows are selected based on their professional experience, leadership, and service to the community,” said Karen Ladis, executive 

director of Dade Legal Aid. “ 

 

OUR DEPENDENCY COURT WELCOMES TWO NEW JUDGES 

There are two new Judges in our Dependency Team: Judge Rosy Aponte and Judge Denise Martinez-Scanziani. 

Both Judges assumed office January 5, 2021. Judge Aponte was previously a civil litigator while Judge Martinez-Scanziani served as 

a Marital and Family Attorney. 

Both  Judges will be present at the March 16th Virtual Support Group Meeting. 

 

KNOW SOMEONE WHO WOULD MAKE A GREAT CHILD ADVOCATE? 

In the past year, Covid-19 has brought new challenges to recruitment and program awareness as our efforts in the community had 

to decrease.  We continue to look for creative recruitment alternatives via the internet, social media and virtual networking events. 

Do you meet virtually with a group who would be open to having someone from our team join to conduct a presentation? Let us 

know! 

 

 

NEW WORK SITES LEAD TO NEW OFFICE MATES 

We’re still working from home and our co-workers are looking a little bit hairier! 

CAMII Loretta Kendregan’s colleagues Rick and Monk are enjoying some time away from the 

computer. 

We want to meet your work from home companions, too!  

Send any pics to: Patricia.Abaroa@gal.fl.gov 

 

Did you know that Audible has free audio stories for children? 

Stories are available in eight different languages and can be streamed to a desktop, laptop, phone 

or tablet. This incredible collection of free stories can be accessed at:  

https://stories.audible.com/start-listen  

A special thank you to Child Advocate volunteer Aurelio Rojas for this tip! 

https://stories.audible.com/start-listen


Volunteer to Volunteer 

 

 

Hugo Guzman has been a Miami-Dade Guardian ad Litem Volunteer since August 2019.  

Speaking to Children about Termination of Parental Rights 

By: Hugo Guzman 

 

I took a deep breath, put my mask on, and got out of my car. It was around 7pm, so night had already descended as I walked to 

the front door and mentally prepared myself to have one of the most difficult conversations I’d ever had. I was about to tell two 

young children that one of their parents had their parental rights terminated by the State of Florida. 

Termination of parental rights – which is often referred to by its ominous acronym, “TPR” – is a complex legal entity, and as a 

member of the Florida Guardian ad Litem staff once mentioned to me, it is one of the most serious actions the state can take 

against an individual. I am not a legal expert, so I will not delve into the nuances of the law, but I am a Guardian ad Litem, so I’d 

like to share some thoughts on how one can advocate for a child who is put in a position to deal with the ramifications of a TPR. I 

will split my thoughts up into two dimensions: what to do before a TPR occurs, and what to do afterwards. 

 

Before 

Broaching the subject of a potential TPR can be tricky, particularly if the child in question is relatively young. Therefore, if you’re 

working on a case in which a TPR appears to be on the horizon, a potential first step is to consult with yoru Guardian ad Litem 

team, the case manager, foster caregiver(s), and other key stakeholders in order to determine if, when, and how to discuss a po-

tential TPR with the child. If the child is currently engaged in therapy sessions of any kind, their therapist should also be looped in 

on these conversations, because they can potentially provide expert, clinical perspective based on their interactions with the child. 

Even if the child is not in therapy, speaking to the child in a therapeutic setting or having a therapist present in case of an adverse 

reaction from the child may be recommended, and something you should discuss with your team. 

There are some scenarios that may call for not discussing the potential TPR with the child at all, but this approach should be care-

fully considered due to the potential trauma that a child could experience when finding out, after the fact, that their parent has 

lost their parental rights and that nobody bothered to tell them beforehand. 

 

After 

If a TPR occurs, the recommendation is similar; discuss who should be the first person to break the news to the child as well  as 

when and how to have this conversation. If the child has a strong, long-standing bond with the case worker, foster care-giver, or 

therapist, then perhaps one of these individuals is best suited to have that initial conversation. However, often times the Guardian 

ad Litem is the person that has the longest and most well-developed relationship with the child. If this is the case, you may find 

yourself sitting in your car and taking that deep breath. 

If you find yourself in this position, don’t fret. You have an opportunity to serve as a source of stability and guidance in that child’s 

life. And you can always reach out to your GAL supervisor, fellow GALs, and other stakeholders within the case for advice on what 

to say and how to say it (note that this also applies if you end up being the one that is chosen to discuss a TPR before it happens).  

I hope that you never find yourself in this position, but if you do, just know that there are people that you can lean on for support 

and guidance, which will ultimately allow you to play a pivotal advocacy role at a crucial juncture in a child’s life. 



 Advocacy Corner 

Five Essential Judicial Review Report Tips 
By: Rita Ugarte, Esq.  

 

It’s that time again……your case is due for a Judicial Review and you get a reminder from your team to submit a report.   The 

Guardian Ad Litem Program is required by statute to file Judicial Review Report 72 hours before a Judicial Review hearing.  The 

purpose of that report is to inform and advise the court about what has been going on in your case in the preceding period since 

the last Judicial Review or the inception of your case.  As a former General Magistrate, I can attest that the court wants to hear 

from you!  You are a volunteer with only the best interest of the child at heart.  Here are five essential tips to keep in mind as you 

draft your report. 

1. Gather first hand, fact based information.  A great report is filled with factually accurate information.  So make sure  you have 

spoken to not only the child and the case manager but also speak to the parents, the child’s custodians, and all service providers.  

Have you pulled school records? Have you reviewed available reports and evaluations (Now that you have done the hard work and 

be sure you can articulate why ....you are recommending something as the possibility that you might get cross examined always 

exists.) 

2. Identify your time frame and your sources— Example: use 

words like ‘According to’..... (the child’s therapist), ‘At the time 

of writing’, ….(the child was placed at the maternal grand-

mother’s home).  Where  and when you got your information 

matters, especially, since often times information changes 

close to the time of the hearing.    

3. Grammar and spelling matters. Avoid using passive voice 

and be direct in your writing.  Don’t ramble.  Don’t write four 

sentences to say something you can say in one sentence.   

4. Be timely. A report filed the day before will not be read in 

advance of the hearing, and if it is not going to be read then 

what’s the point? Our Judges are very busy and have over 150 

cases assigned to them at any given time, so we must make 

sure we are complying with the 72- hour rule for both legal and 

logical reasons.   

5. Know your Judge!  It is very important that you be in contact with your assigned attorney and CAM well in advance of  the 

drafting of your report or court appearance, as they know your Judge best.  Like all of us, Judges and General Magistrates are all 

different. We all have our own special pet peeves when it comes to what issues are extra important to us.  Find out what those are 

for your judicial officer and make sure you cover them in your report.   

Remember a short, factually filled report is a judge’s best friend. Happy report writing!!! 



Staff Spotlight 

Bianca Boulanger, Child Advocate Manager  

Bianca Boulanger has been a Child Advocate Manager for our MIami-

Dade program since 2020. The full-time cat mom was born and raised in 

sunny South Florida. She completed her undergraduate degree at Florida 

State University, and is continuing her academic career through their 

Social Work program. She aspires to be a therapist one day.  

In her short time with the program, Bianca has already demonstrated 

what a valuable team player she is. Melissa Ruas, her supervisor, had this 

to say about her: “Bianca is not only involved in all of her cases but she is 

always available to her team. She is always willing to extend a helping 

hand and consistently reaches out to find out what can she do to better 

advocate for her children. Bianca has a real passion for child advocacy 

and it is evident with every single thing she does on her cases. “ 

Find out more about Bianca below. 

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

Program? 

Bianca: My favorite part about being a GAL is having the opportunity to 

work directly with the children on our cases and being able to witness 

actual change. Our job is so unique in that we have the ability to build 

strong bonds and actually give a voice for the children in the court who 

may otherwise go unheard. I also love the support from my division team 

and they encourage me to do my best daily.  

GAL: What is your favorite travel spot? 

Bianca: If I had to pick one travel spot as my favorite, I would choose Colorado because I spent every summer there while I was 

growing up with my family and there are so many different landscapes such as the mountains and great sand dunes. Colorado is 

also the sunniest state and I love to experience the changing of the seasons.  

GAL: What is your favorite book? Why? 

Bianca: My all-time favorite book is Maximum Ride by James Patterson. This has been my favorite book since I was a teenager be-

cause it tells the story of six teenagers who have created their own tight knit family and escape experimental lab. I love this story 

because it shows how they overcome obstacles and navigate the challenges of being uniquely gifting in the outside world.   

GAL: What do you like to do on your days off? 

Bianca: On my days off I love to spend time with my cats, listening to my favorite podcasts and cooking with my partner.  If the 

weather permits I love to spend time visiting the local state parks, botanical gardens and exploring local coffee shops.  

GAL: What is your favorite meal? 

Bianca: Anything Mexican! I live for tacos, fajitas and burritos.  



Staff Spotlight 

Leidy Lantigua, Mentor Coordinator  

Leidy Lantigua is our local office’s Mentor Coordinator, but started volunteering with the program in 2016. Since coming onboard 

as a staff member, Leidy has served on planning committees focused on promoting staff and volunteer development/engagement, 

teen sexual health, and overall community empowerment. She is of Dominican/

Haitian descent and grew up in Hialeah. She earned a BA in Psychology from Florida 

International University. She has a background in Early Childhood Education, with a 

primary focus in Early Preschool/Child Development.  

According to her supervisor, Leidy is an amazing team player. “I admire Leidy’s ability 

to work with so many different personalities. Even when faced with difficult situa-

tions, she comes up with plans/ideas to help and support our new volunteers. She is 

always willing to assist our team and puts feedback into action,” Recruitment Coor-

dinator Patricia Abaroa said. 

Get to know more about Leidy below. 

GAL: If you could switch your job with anyone else within GAL for one day, whose 

job would you want?  

Leidy: I would switch with someone on the statewide training development team. I 

truly believe that having access to comprehensive and meaningful learning opportu-

nities that address the intersectionalities that play a significant role in the lives of the 

majority of the families we serve, while enhancing the quality of our advocacy/

services, is an integral part of the work we do.  

GAL: What is your proudest moment at GAL?  

Leidy: I’ve been fortunate enough to experience a handful of happy moments within the unfortunate realities we work with on a 

daily basis. One of my favorite moments involved an OOC (out of circuit) case in which the maternal family and foster family were 

adopting a set of siblings separately. A difficult reality that a lot of our families experience when presented with the unexpected 

responsibilities and roadblocks that occur in dependency. An extremely difficult and selfless decision forged a new path for two 

separate families to come together to ensure that those siblings have the opportunity to build a relationship and embrace an ex-

tended family.   

GAL: How do you define success?  

Leidy: I believe my definition of success is multi-dimensional. Quarantine life has added an additional layer of experiences that re-

quire a little more self-compassion and grace than usual. No matter the outcome, knowing that I acted from a place of integrity, 

empathy, and self- reflection is what allows me to embrace success even within the most unusual circumstances.  

GAL: If you could meet anyone, living or dead, who would you meet?  

Leidy: If I could meet anyone living or dead, it would be a tie between John Coltrane and Bob Ross. 

GAL: Where would you go on a dream vacation?  

Leidy: If I could go on my dream vacation, I would travel to the Mykonos Islands, in Greece. Lounging around enjoying the breath-

taking views, direct beach access, and all the fruit, dessert, and champagne my little heart desires!  



From the Director’s Chair 

Dear Advocates,  

As I sit here writing this literally one year to the day that we were 

instructed to vacate our offices, I cannot help but be somewhat 

optimistic that there is a light at the end of the tunnel. More and 

more folks are telling me that they were able to receive a vaccina-

tion, the numbers of COVID cases in our county seem to be        

decreasing, and we have begun to lift our ban on in-person visita-

tions. With that said, we still need to be cautious and continue to 

protect ourselves and our community so that we can in fact      

return to normal, whatever that may look like in the future. The 

past year has definitely dealt us some blows, personally and        

professionally, but we’ve learned a lot about our ability to adapt 

and get our jobs done. I am so proud of my team at the Guardian 

ad Litem Program and how they have come together to weather 

this pandemic.  

Writing for this newsletter is bittersweet for me, as two of our 

employees will be leaving the GAL Program at the end of March. 

Susan Somers, our Managing Attorney, and Rita Swichkow, our 

Court Advocate, will both be taking well-deserved retirements. I 

have known both since I started with the Program as an attorney 

in February 2007, and chances are if you’ve been with us for a 

while, you are familiar with them as well. Rita started with GAL in 

1981 as a volunteer and became an employee shortly after. She is 

our longest employed staff member and for 40 years she has gone 

into our courts to advocate for the best interests of our children. 

Susan started with GAL 16 years ago as a Program Attorney        

before rising through the ranks as a Lead Attorney to her current 

position. Susan and I have worked closely together for the past 

eight years as senior members of the leadership team. She is my 

rock, sounding board, colleague and friend, along with being one 

of the strongest and most compassionate people that I know. 

Both will always be members of our GAL family and I can’t wait to 

give them both actual hugs.  

If you know Susan or Rita, I encourage you to reach out and wish 

them well on their retirements. Please continue to stay safe and 

cautious so that we can see each other again soon.  

 

Best,  

Jessica  

Susan Somers and Jessica Allen at a                                

Child Abuse Prevention Picnic. 

Rita Swichkow (center) alongside host Laurie Jennings being honored   

by Voices for Children for her commitment to child welfare. 

All smiles at a recognition event (from left to right): CAMII Loretta 

Kendregan, former CAM Cooky Silverman, Susan Somers                 

and Rita Swichkow 


