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A NOTE FROM OUR DIRECTOR, TABITHA LAMBERT 

April is Child Abuse Prevention Month and Volunteer Appreciation Month.  While we do not need a specific month to offer our 

appreciation to all of our wonderful volunteers, we will take advantage of the opportunity!  Although you are not a Guardian ad 

Litem for the recognition, it’s important for you to know how appreciative we are of all of our volunteers who selflessly give their 

time to advocate for our kids.  Thank you for all that you do to help our kids and to support our program.  We could not appreci-

ate you more!!!  Please take a minute to click here and view our short video.  It won’t disappoint!   

 

We have been fortunate enough to continue our recruitment and grow our volunteer team during COVID restrictions and are 

very thankful!  While I (for one) am longing to return to a more normalized way of working and living, it has certainly caused 

everyone to stop and think about their lives and, most importantly, slow down from the day to day hustle.  The GAL Staff hopes 

that all of our volunteers and your families are remaining safe and healthy during this time.   

 

We certainly could not do what we do with your help and dedication.  In the last year, we 

have certified 232 new volunteers.  Our volunteers have helped us represent 3,653 chil-

dren! 

 

Of those children, we have celebrated: 

191 Adoptions! 

235 Reunifications! 

97 Permanent Guardianships! 

619 Cases closed because all was well! 

 

These numbers are something to most definitely celebrate!  In fact, to see a great way to celebrate an adoption, check out this 

video of an adoption celebration parade for one of our families!  It will get you to smile!!  As a reminder, we may not be in the 

office, but we are here to support you.  Do not hesitate to contact your CAM or Attorney with any questions...or you can contact 

me!  Thank you for all you do and we can’t wait to see you again!!!       

          ~ Tabitha Lambert, Director 

So Long Liza!  Hello Rick! 
 

For those of you who are not aware, our Supervising Attorney Liza Ricci, left the GAL Program to move 

onto new adventures.  Liza’s last day with our program was on Friday, April 24th.  Liza will be 

missed, but we are excited to welcome a new Managing Attorney to our Leadership Team.   

 

Rick Dragotto will be stepping into the role of our Managing Attorney for the 13th Circuit.  

Rick has been with the GAL Program for nearly 14 years.  He has been acting as a Lead 

Attorney for the last several years.  Rick is a tenacious and fierce advocate in the courtroom 

and is excited to lead our legal team.   Be sure to email Rick and congratulate him! 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eEauuYdC8oY&feature=youtu.be
mailto:rick.dragotto@gal.fl.gov?subject=Congratulations!


1 Year 

Nila Uthayakumar 

Matthew Nitchals 

Chante Jones 

Ginger Bean 

Roberta Salamone-Keene 

 

2 Years 

Eleanora LeBlanc-Greene 

Heather Smith-Cases 

Sherry Wolbarst 

 

3 Years 

Deb Haver 

Sonja Milian-Bacon 

Cali Lara 

Britta Sevin Schreiner 

Sarah Keel 

 

4 Years 

Alexandria Taylor 

Karen Butenschoen 

Jessica Saul 

 

5 Years 

Shaunda Andrews 

 

6 Years 

Marissa Hyman 

Michael Hyman 

Heather Barlow 

 

Happy April Anniversary to our Volunteer Child Advocates! 

7 Years 

Ted LeVand 

Cindy Lunn 

 

8 Years 

Marion Kelso 

Marty Diebold 

Holly McIntyre 

Michele Patterson 

Becki Maas 

 

9 Years 

Bill DeMare 

Anita Spoffard 

BJ Dudney 

Christopher Thomas 

Juanita Hoyle 

 

12 Years 

Mary Beth Mooney 

Mary Pond 

 

13 Years 

Susan Hoerbelt 

Elaine Ross 

Tom Blaha 

Suzanne Jessamyn 

 

 

 

Upcoming Training Opportunities 

It is important to stay up to date with obtaining your 12 hours of required training each year!  Here are some opportunities to 

help you stay up to date! 

 

New volunteer trainings are continuing each month!  Here are the upcoming training dates: 

May 2 and 16 from 9am to 4pm and May 20th at 6pm for the panel and graduation 

June  11, 16, 18, 23, 25, all 6pm to 9pm 

 

Upcoming Virtual Volunteer Gatherings: 

Thursday, May 7 at 5:30pm* 

Friday, May 15 at Noon* 

 Contact your CAM for call in or video conferencing information 

 

Additional Training Opportunities: 

Visit the I am for the Child Academy for a full list of  available webinars and training opportunities.  It’s full of resources!! 

  

For information on protective factors, check out this 5 part training series by clicking here. 

 

Tentatively Scheduled In Person Trainings/Gatherings: 

Tuesday, June 2 at 6pm; Support Gathering at the Carrollwood Cultural Center 

Wednesday, June 3 at 6pm; Support Gathering at the Jan Platt Library 

Tuesday, June 9 at 6:30pm; Support Gathering at the Bells Shoals Baptist Church 

Friday, June 19 at Noon; Brown Bag Lunch at the Carrollwood Cultural Center 

Monday, July 6 at 6pm; Support Gathering at the Crossing Church in Ruskin 

Tuesday, July 14 at 6:30pm; Support Gathering at the Bell Shoals Baptist Church 

Thursday, July 16 at 6pm; Support Gathering at Maureen Gauzza Library 

Friday, July 17 at Noon; Brown Bag Lunch at the GAL Office 

https://florida-guardian-ad-litem-program.thinkific.com/users/sign_in
https://www.ounce.org/webinar_series.html
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Voices for Children of Tampa Bay supports and advocates for the abused, neglected and abandoned children in 

Hillsborough County.  We choose to partner with the Guardian  ad Litem Program to accomplish this mission. 

 

 

What did Voices do for GAL in 2019? 
___________________________________________________________________ 

 Conferences & Trainings for GAL Staff     $3,860 

 

 Otreach Team memberships in local Chamber    $3,520 

 of Commerces, National CASA, networking groups 

 such as Hispanic Professional Women’s Association 

 and Hillsborough Association of Women Lawyers 

 

 Marketing of GAL Program, including purchasing radio   $17,430 

 and TV spots, Facebook ads, various print publication  

 advertisements, and joint video with Heart Gallery of Tampa  

 

 Courthouse Facility Dog Program     $4,740 

 

 Children’s Needs Fund       $54,300 

 

 Legal Needs Funds       $27,810 

 

 Overall GAL Support, includes water for office,     $21,200 

 appreciation events, office signage, GAL Toy Shop,  

 GAL Recruiting Give Aways 

 

 Garnered community support and in-kind donations   $80,500 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

$213,360 

 
 

Voices for Children of Tampa Bay is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit that receives no federal or state funding.  All money is raised 

from private individuals, fundraisers or grants from private foundations here in Hillsborough County. 

Do you have a Senior who is in Foster Care and lives in one of the following zip codes? 
 

33606, 33609, 33611, 33616, 33621, 33629 

 

If you do, send their name and address to recruiter Yvonne Marrone.  Thanks to Tampa Yard Signs, they have graciously 

agreed to place a yard sign in the Senior’s yard to brighten their day!   

 

mailto:yvonne.maronne@gal.fl.gov?subject=Senior%20Yard%20Sign


GUARDIAN SPOTLIGHTS 
As we celebrate Lori Carpenter being with the 

Guardian ad Litem Program one year this 

April, I want to also recognize her role model 

volunteer work ethic and heart.   Lori tells me 

she believes all children need someone will-

ing to support, fight, be a voice, and advo-

cate for them.  I am so very grateful that Lori 

has been that someone for children within 

the Guardian ad Litem Program.  

 

Lori came to the Guardian ad Litem Program with her Spanish 

Speaking skills and took on her a very difficult, long-lasting, 

drug court case and led it to permanency much quicker than it 

would have without her!! She was ordering birth certificates, 

attending every school or IEP meeting, staying in an Eckerd 

office with the children without placement, and reaching out 

to fosters to find placements. I am honored to be able to work 

with Lori as a volunteer and I am so grateful for her strong 

advocacy for her four children. Lori does all this while being a 

Florida Virtual School Teacher for high school students and 

take care of her family.  

 

Lori wants to tell prospective Guardian ad Litem’s, “There is a 

child out there that needs YOU to be their voice. It’s not going 

to be easy, but it will be worth it for that child. There is a 

child’s future that depends on YOU to help them and be their 

voice. What’s holding you back? Let’s talk!”  - I might be volun-

teering her for our Guardian ad Litem volunteer recruitment 

team too!  

Lori. every second of your priceless time towards your Guardi-

an ad Litem children has built their foundation for their future, 

and I truly thank you. Volunteers like you help bring the light 

and make this world a better place. We at the Guardian ad 

Litem Program are so grateful! 

       

   ~ Submitted by Maria Cuevas, CAM 

It is my honor to recognize Nikki Drake for 

our GAL spotlight of the month. Nikki has 

been a GAL volunteer in Hillsborough since 

2015, and is incredibly committed to the 

children that are on her cases. Nikki always 

goes above and beyond to be the best advo-

cate that she can, and is a very reliable GAL 

for a CAM to work with.  

 

Nikki has several cases under her assigned CAM, and has 

been working with me on the Adoption Team on several of her 

cases that are post-TPR and are in need of adoption recruit-

ment. Nikki is willing to attend her kids’ medical or psychiatric 

appointments to ensure that she knows what’s going on with 

them, and will take the lead on getting medical affidavits for a 

child’s procedure when case management reports that they 

are having difficulty doing so. Nikki will ensure that any medi-

cal needs of the children on her cases do not fall thru the 

cracks. Nikki communicates directly with case management 

about the needs of the children, communicates with all the 

caregivers, therapists, teachers, and prospective-adoptive 

parents of the children on a regular basis. 

 

Nikki doesn’t hesitate to ask for my opinion or guidance on an 

issue that she may be unfamiliar with, and wants to know how 

the adoption process works on case managements’ side so 

that she knows how she can better advocate for her children 

and how to keep adoptive parents informed of the process. 

She is very comfortable talking to me about her concerns on a 

case, and she is always one step ahead in trying to problem 

solve an issue that she believes could be a problem before it 

is. Nikki does a fantastic job of standing her ground diplomati-

cally, and handles herself professionally when she gets push-

back from case management or a caregiver. Nikki is also a 

very reliable advocate with the court, and is always prepared 

to explain what may be going on with a child’s medical diagno-

sis and what the next steps should be.  

 

It has been an honor to work with Nikki over the past year and 

a half, she truly is an example of what a GAL should be. I know 

I can rely on her to have her notes documented, have her 

court reports to me timely, and always knows what is going on 

with her kids, no matter what question I may have for her. The 

kids and I are lucky to have her on our team!! 

       

   ~ Submitted by Rebekah Diaz, CAM 

Available Resource from a Fellow GAL Volunteer! 
As a fellow GAL, I know how tough it can be to work with a family or foster family who has little resources.  No bed for the 

grandma to take the kids into her home, no washer and dryer for a big family to use,  no table for the family to sit and enjoy a 

meal, etc.  With that being said, I am proud to announce that I have formed a ministry to help provide big items that these 

families may need.  Right now we have tons of clothes and toys, but most importantly, cribs, twin beds, bassinets, pack-n-

plays, loveseats, dressers, etc.  We are collecting for this ministry, as well as distributing. If you have a family in need, please 

email with a short description of the need.  The family needs to be referred by a GAL, DCF or VOICES representative in order to 

be approved for the items.  We can also deliver the items for you if need be. Also, please email if you have items you would be 

interested in donating.   I am hoping this ministry helps with smooth transitions in and out of foster care, providing the family 

with all they need to succeed.  Contact GAL Volunteer Stephanie Haile for information. 

mailto:stephjere@yahoo.com?subject=I%20have%20a%20family%20who%20needs%20something
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 Easy, right?  Don’t tell things to others that you are 

not supposed to.  But what things? And who are the others?  

And what if they really need to know?  What if they promise to 

keep the confidence?  Suddenly, it is not so easy.  But here 

you are, literally, the expert on this child.  In the past two years 

there have been 7 case managers, three case manager super-

visors, two judges, two CAMs, 4 placements, 3 schools and 

ONE GAL-you!  As I said, you are the expert.  So when the new 

teacher has not been told that the court revoked Mom’s unsu-

pervised visits last week because she tested positive for ben-

zos, and you learned that Mom picked the child up from 

school yesterday, can you tell the teacher that is no longer 

allowed? (Spoiler alert:  I’m not telling till the end.) 

 By now we hope you have been told and heard re-

peatedly that you are the information gatherer and not the 

disseminator. GALs have many superpowers but the one I like 

the best, as their attorney, is all the great information they 

gather.  Developing the art of listening can be one of your 

greatest GAL skills.  There are no rules or limits on who can 

talk to you and what they tell you.  You never have to say 

“Stop. I am not allowed to hear that.”  On the other hand, you 

must learn to say, “I’m sorry, I cannot share that with you.”  

And if you do, you might be breaking the law.  Yep, not being 

dramatic.  Florida Statute 39.822(3)(a) and (b) are the magic 

words that make this law.  They say in part, “the guardian ad 

litem shall maintain the confidential or exempt status of any 

records shared by an agency...” Florida Statute 39.0132(3) 

directs the Clerk of Court to keep all dependency court records 

separate from other circuit court records and only allow ac-

cess by parties, law enforcement and the Department.  This 

section goes on to say that the information that you gather, 

identified as confidential, is exempt from Florida’s very broad 

sunshine law.  Let that sink in.  The information you gather 

about a person’s life is deemed so personal and sensitive that 

the Florida Legislature has seen fit to protect it by law, and 

make sharing it punishable by law. 

 “A person who knowingly and willfully makes public or 

discloses any confidential information contained in the central 

abuse hotline or in the records of any child abuse, abandon-

ment, or neglect case, except as provided in this chapter, com-

mits a misdemeanor of the second degree...” 

 Further, the GAL Standards provide: 

8. B. Confidentiality. All staff and Guardians ad Litem must 

maintain confidentiality. Disclosure of information to any per-

son who is not a party to the case shall only be made in fur-

therance of the child’s best interest. 

(The Standards further comment that this confidentiality must 

been maintained beyond the closure of the case.) 

 Who is a party? You are permitted to share any infor-

mation you gather with your GAL team and all parties to the 

case.  Parties are the parents (and their attorneys), the De-

partment and Child Protection Team (and the Office of the 

Attorney General), the child(ren).  Caregivers are not parents 

and you may not share information about the case with them 

unless the Court allows it specifically.  Often you will hear the 

term “participant”.  Participants are not parties and only enti-

tled to dates, times and locations of hearings, as well as to be 

heard by the Court.  Though participants must be acknowl-

edged by the Court as having participant standing, caregivers, 

and grandparents are often casually accepted as participants.  

Remember, these people may be able to share a great deal of 

information with you, but you may not with them.  With regard 

to sharing information with other parties, please, never share 

information with another attorney without first having permis-

sion from your attorney.  We will love you more than we al-

ready do if you remember this.  Really. 

 This brings us to the most important guiding principle:  

If in doubt or unsure if you can share, don’t.  You can always 

text your CAM or call your attorney for an opinion.  Most often 

the waters are muddy on what is confidential.  If you remem-

ber that you are dealing with the most sensitive information in 

a person’s life, more than any other legal case, it will help 

guide you. 

 So perhaps you are now asking, “But what about the 

part of the GAL Standard that says you can share with nonpar-

ties if it is in the furtherance of the child’s best interest.”  

There are circumstances, not outlined by statute, but allowed 

by your GAL order, that permit you to speak with nonparties 

where it has to do with the child’s best interest. An example 

would be a professional evaluation of the child.  You may have 

knowledge that a new case manager would not, and you are 

permitted to share that with the therapist, evaluator or profes-

sional.  Your GAL order specifically says that you may share 

information with professionals providing services under the 

case plan, thereby permitting you to share information, rele-

vant to the case, with service providers for the parents. 

 Much of this is common sense.  Using the example 

from the start of the article, you can share with the psycholo-

gist that the child was born prematurely and positive for ben-

zodiazepines.  As to the situation with the child’s teacher, the 

teacher is not a service provider under the case plan, but cer-

tainly an important part of the child’s world and best interest.   

You could advise the teacher that there has been a change in 

the mother’s visits with the child and that you will try to reach 

out to the case manager to clarify with the teacher as soon as 

possible.  There is no need for you to tell the teacher about 

the mother’s positive drug test.  That information is confiden-

tial.   

 Finally, the two most important points worth repeating 

are: 1.) Remember, you are dealing with the most sensitive 

personal information in an individual’s life.  These are not just 

facts but demographics; and 2.) if you have any doubt, no mat-

ter how slight, please do not share until you check with your 

attorney. 

 

 

   ~Submitted by Judy Burke, Esq. 

Confidentiality 

Featured Legal Lesson: 


