
The Guardian Globe 
13th circuit  GAL Program 

A NOTE FROM OUR DIRECTOR, TABITHA LAMBERT 

First, let me start by wishing everyone a Happy New Year!  I can’t believe 2020 is here! 

 

With any new year starting and one ending, I think it’s good to reflect on 

the previous year.  Here is 2019 in a snapshot! 

 

We represented 3,709 children in 2019!  That’s definitely a lot of kids, but 

many did not have the benefit of a GAL  Out of these kids, we saw 1,119 

children to permanency through adoption, reunification, or permanent 

guardianship.  We certified 223 volunteers to make our total number of vol-

unteers 850!  That number amazes me!  We currently have 72 staff mem-

bers who are helping to support our volunteers and our kids.   This in-

cludes 3 new positions we recently received from our state office and Hills-

borough County to help us advocate for more children in the system. 

 

It amazes me to hear of the great impact our volunteers and program has in the community and for our children.  I 

know 2020 will be another great year!  Thank you for all of your dedication.  We are a big team and none of us 

could do it alone! 

Our Non-Profit Partner, Voices for Children 
Voices needs your help!  We are looking for hand-written thank you letters and 

heartfelt stories to share with those who believe in our mission.   Donors and 

grantors want to know that their funds truly made a difference.  When we share 

these personal accounts it really makes an impact and it brings our mission to 

life.  When you specifically see the difference you are making in the life of a child 

first-hand, how can you not want to do more?   Who better to provide us with this 

information than you – the folks who are out in the trenches and have the most 

influence on the outcome of these children.  Writing a thank you is also a great 

learning experience for our kids.   It teaches them gratitude and at the end of the 

day – it feels good.   If you have a thank you to send our way, drop it off at the 

GAL Office or email jstarr@vfcgal.org.    Thank you for all that you do!  This job 

isn’t easy.  We look forward to great things to come in the new year.   

Announcement! 
We will be having a change within the judiciary in January.  Effective January 10, 2020, Judge Pa-

lermo (Division C) will be leaving dependency.  Judge Cynthia Oster is currently presiding in County 

Civil Court and will be taking over Division C.   



Happy January Anniversary to our Volunteer Child Advocates! 

1 Year 

Suzann Humara 

Kishana Deris 

Hannah Heatherley 

Michelle Mooney 

Greg Jones 

Debbie Wells 

Gary Fiedler 

Kyra Brettler 

Darlene Seufzer 

Hefziba Wolfram 

Danielle Christy 

Jennifer Cunningham 

Ruth Daley 

James Eising 

Evan Alfonso 

Raymond Siegmann 

Joseph Spooner 

 

2 Years 

Shirley Achilles 

Jamie Brummer 

Trucia Sutherland 

Loren Williams 

Erin Doyle 

Sarah Miller 

Jacqueline Barker 

Anthony McGlone 

Davenus Cebey 

Julie Wills 

Lauren Melnick 

Carolyn Simmons 

 

3 Years 

Lorie Glisson 

Kathryn Bonti 

Michelle Dunlap 

Christine Rosenwasser 

Cheyenne Johnson 

Brucie de Alejo Pitino 

Julie Kittredge 

Julia Morris 
 

4 Years 

Kimberly Van Bibber 

Stephanie Pillar 

 

5 Years 

Cindy Swartzwelder 

Juanita Serrano 

Julia Arnette 

Tina Dieck 

Cameron Clark 

Tami Bradley 

Rhonda Eldridge 
 

6 Years 

Doug Barnes 

 

7 Years 

Christina Sentovich 

Mark Sentovich 

Diana Nunez 

Sylvia Roper 

Elizabeth Cowen 

 

13 Years 

Natasha Duggins 

 

17 Years 

Dave Dibbs 

 

18 Years 

Kisha Hymes 

 

24 Years 

Marilyn Warner 

2019 ended so well with 75 volunteers certifying between September and December!!  The Recruitment Team 

wants to carry that momentum into 2020 with a goal of “66” new certified volunteers each and every quarter of 

2020.  We know that we will need everyone’s help to reach our goal so here are some ways that you can help! 

 

Please take a minute and LIKE the Guardian ad Litem Facebook Page.  This will keep you up to date on all of the 

upcoming Information Sessions each month so that you can share those with your Facebook Network! 

 

Share your good deeds!  Our volunteers do so much good for the children they advocate for and they are the best 

“commercial” we could ever create!   

 

Don’t be shy!  Talk about your volunteer experience, but most importantly tell those you are talking with how 

they can get involved!  The first step is to attend an information session and our January dates are listed below. 

 

Thank you to each and every volunteer for making a difference in the lives of the children that you are advocating 

for. The Recruitment Team is always here to help so please do not hesitate to call or email us!  With your help, we 

can meet our 2020 goal and help more children find their advocate! 

 

January Information Sessions: 

Thursday, January 9th @ 6:00 p.m.  Guardian ad Litem Office, 700 E. Twiggs Street, Ste. 750, Tampa 33602 

 

Thursday, January 16th @ 6:00 p.m.  Jan Platt Library, 3910 S Manhattan Ave, Tampa, FL 33611 

 

Thursday, January 23rd @ 3:30 p.m.  Brandon Chamber of Commerce, 1463 Oakfield Drive Suite 134 Brandon FL, 33511 

 

Thursday, January 30th @ 6:00 p.m.   Westchase Recreation Center, 9791 Westchase Blvd., Tampa 33626 

The Recruitment Team is Looking for their KICKS with just “66” 

https://www.facebook.com/GALTampa


GUARDIAN SPOTLIGHTS 
I am very happy to have 

Deborah Lauren on my 

team and a part of the GAL 

Program. She has been 

with the program for over a 

year now and has been a 

fierce advocate and voice 

for her children. So far she 

has been assigned to seven 

cases, and actively 

participates in the rapid response team and courtesy 

cases. Her commitment to children is seen every day 

by the hard work she diligently places into her cases.  

She currently has one courtesy case with two siblings, 

both who live in separate counties. Deborah has gone 

above and beyond and facilitated fun sibling outings to 

the movies and different restaurants so these siblings, 

who have a close bond, can maintain their normalcy 

and sibling ties. When the children requested to go to 

court together, she volunteered to take them.  

 

Deborah is also an educational surrogate on another 

case and always keeps up to date on how the child is 

doing in school and takes the time to meet with the 

guidance counselor and teachers. Recently, one of her 

GAL children was Baker Acted and she made the 

effort multiple times to visit the child there at the 

hospital, when no one else was. She even went through 

the proper channels of the hospital to request a Tibet 

and Brenda visit for the child, which lifted everyone’s 

spirits during that rough time. She advocated that the 

child receive proper clothing, a separate room at the 

group home and safely transported her back to the 

home upon discharge.  

 

Deborah is constantly willing to learn. She attends 

webinars, reads related child welfare books, 

participates in training from our website, and engages 

with our own in-service trainings at the office. As to 

date, she has a high number of 98.60 training hours! 

Deborah never fails to get her contact notes in on time 

and e-mails the case managers and services providers 

on the case. She is thorough with documenting 

communication and updates timely, and always 

informs and includes the team into those 

conversations. She is a true pleasure to work with! I 

am extremely grateful to have a volunteer like 

Deborah Lauren.  

 

 

               ~ Submitted by Crystal Pistone , CAM 

 

I am happy to recognize Valerie 

Dickenson for our GAL spotlight of 

the month.  Val has been a volunteer 

for over 3 years. Val has a very strong 

work ethic, is a tenacious advocate, 

and is always willing to go above and 

beyond.   

 

Val currently has 3 very complicated 

cases.  In all 3 of her cases, there are 

sibling groups and they are all currently in separate 

placements.  In all of these cases, Val has advocated for 

placement together, when appropriate, but when it has 

not worked out, she makes sure the kids are visiting 

regularly, even if it means she has to transport and feed 

them herself.   

She communicates directly with case management about 

the needs of the children, communicates with all the 

parents, relatives, caregivers, therapists, and teachers of 

the children on a regular basis. She even set up a line of 

communication between an incarcerated parent out of 

state and his child, which was instrumental in helping 

him establish paternity.   

 

She is very comfortable talking to me about her 

impressions and gut feelings on a case and I have always 

found her instincts to be pretty spot on.  When she is 

challenged by a case worker, parent, or caregiver, she 

doesn’t back down, but she is very polite and diplomatic 

about agreeing to disagree, keeping in mind the best 

interest of the children all along.  

 

She attends every hearing and staffing and school 

meeting, no matter how ‘insignificant’, and often provides 

the attorney with game changing information that the 

case manager wouldn’t know.  She documents every 

conversation, visit, email/letter, in Optima in a very 

timely manner.   

 

Val does not hesitate to ask her CAM’s thoughts/opinions 

before making recommendations or taking action for one 

of the children in her cases.  She exhibits a lot of patience 

when things take a long time and is often able to de-

esclate the children (some teens) on her caseload, as well 

as parents and caregivers.   

 

She is a huge advocate for developing a love of reading in 

her kids by bringing them books at nearly each visit.   

The kids and I are luck to have Val!! 

 

 

           ~ Submitted by Emily Hestorff, CAM 



One of our most important roles as child advocates, if not 

the most important, is to ensure that the children that 

we represent are placed in a safe, stable and permanent 

home as soon as possible. There are thing we could and 

should be doing as soon as we sign onto a case to ensure 

this happens. You might be saying “Well how do I know 

if the parent is going to comply with their case plan or 

what the ultimate permanency goal should be?” You 

don’t. But in addition to talking to caregivers, children 

and care management there are things you can do right 

now to increase the chances that we get to a permanency 

goal quicker and with less legal obstacles no matter what 

that goal may ultimately be. 

 

Talk to the parents 

Things you should be talking about with parents include: 

the availability of relatives to take custody of their 

children; their motivation to complete their case 

plan/visit their children; obstacles they may be facing; 

what they are learning through case plan tasks.  

I can’t begin to tell you how many times over the course 

of 13 years we have gotten to TPR, or even after, and all 

of a sudden there is an unheard of relative that we need 

to consider despite the fact that the child has been in the 

same placement for two years. If the child is not already 

placed with a relative (or you know that the relative that 

the child is placed with is not willing to keep the child 

forever) then we should be asking the parent every time 

we see them about relatives. If they name them, we 

should be asking the parents’ permission to talk to the 

relatives and we should be asking the Department to 

explore the relatives and do home studies in a timely 

manner when the relatives are interested. This 

conversation serves several purposes: it increases the 

likelihood that a child will be placed with a relative 

sooner, if possible; if not possible, or a relative pops up 

later, you will have a list of either relatives that the 

parents gave you and the reasons they were 

inappropriate, or a list of how many times you asked the 

parents for the names of relatives and how many times 

they told you that they didn’t have any. Remember, 

sometimes parents may not be willing to provide you the 

name of relatives the first time they meet you. They may 

feel embarrassed or may simply just not want their 

relatives to know that their child has been sheltered. 

Forming a relationship with the parent may break down 

this barrier, or you may have to try other options.   

Another popular legal blockade to permanency is the 

Departments’ failure to exercise reasonable efforts to 

reunify the family [this means referrals and financial 

assistance/transportation (if needed)].  This is why 

talking to the parents about their motivation to complete 

case plan tasks and any obstacles they may be facing 

comes into play. Again, I would recommend that you ask 

the parents about these every single time you meet with 

them. If a parent tells you that they really want to do 

their case plan but that they are not getting referrals or 

that they need financial assistance with a task or 

assistance with transportation, we should be following 

up on these requests with care management 

immediately. On the other hand, if reunification does not 

end up being the ultimate goal of the case, it would 

certainly be helpful if you had a list of how many times 

the parent either told you that they simply weren’t 

interested in working their case plan or confirmed with 

you that they had everything that they needed to get it 

done. (“ I asked mom 20 times if she needed any 

assistance with complying with her case plan and 

visiting her children; and all 20 times she told me she 

had everything she needed but just wasn’t going to  

do it.” ) 

In order to ensure that children are returned safely to 

their parents it is important that we observe more than 

just some paper certificate from a provider. We want to 

ensure that the parents can demonstrate some 

behavioral change. One way to asses this is by talking to 

parents.  Ask them what they learned. If they are able to 

tell you, this might be helpful if you are testifying during 

a motion for reunification. If not, perhaps this is not the 

appropriate service provider for them or maybe the 

testimony will be helpful during a motion to close the 

case permanent guardianship or a termination of 

parental rights trial (“Mom told me she didn’t learn 

anything at all.” ) 

 

Get records from and talk directly to treatment 

providers 

Obtaining records from and talking to treatment 

providers is another way to assess whether or not 

behavioral changes are likely. Often times the 

certificates provided are attendance certificates that are 

given as long as the parents attend the programs and 

say nothing about the quality of their participation or 

what they learned. Talking to treatment providers will 

often fill these gaps. Maybe the provider noticed the 

parent taking copious notes. Was dad an active 

participant in the parenting class? Did mom sleep in the 

back or whisper “lies” throughout the course? You are 

not going to get these things from a certificate.  

FEATURED LEGAL LESSON 
Planning for Permanency from the Beginning 



 

Observe parental visitations 

Observing visitation between the parents and their children can serve multiple purposes. It may be the 

opportunity to assess whether there has been some behavioral changes. Does the parent act appropriately during 

the visits? Do they use techniques they learned in the parenting class to redirect the child? But more importantly, 

this is an opportunity to observe the parent-child relationship. How do they greet each other at the beginning of 

the visits; how do they spend their time during visits? Does the child appear to be happy to see the parent (facial 

expressions, affections shown)? What does the child call the parent? Does the child follow the parents’ direction? 

How do they separate? Does the parent bring anything for the child? Is it appropriate? Observations such as these 

will be an important factor for both you and the court to decide what the appropriate permanency goal should be.  

 

Address fathers 

A case is cruising along (so you think); mom hasn’t done her case plan or has disappeared and the child has been 

in a great, stable home where the caregivers want to adopt him for 2 years. The problem is that nobody has talked 

about who this child’s father is or we have simply ignored him. If either one of these things has happened there 

may be a delay to the child’s permanency. If the father of a child in one of your cases identity or location is 

unknown; or is known and does not either have placement of the children or a court-ordered case plan, I encourage 

you to discuss this with your attorney early on. 

 

Take good notes 

Taking good detailed notes will make it easier if you are called as witness. Try to stick to just your objective 

observations and what was told to you verbatim. Opposing counsel can see these notes if they request them. If you 

need to vent about a case, it is better to do that via verbal conversations with your CAM or your attorney. Often 

times you will be asked to testify about events that occurred a while ago and will be able to refer to your notes to 

refresh your recollection. Also, your preparation and more detailed explanations as to what occurred will lend to 

your credibility as a witness. 

 

Talk to your attorney 

As always, if you have a question or concern about anything discussed here or anything else your attorneys are 

here to discuss those with you.  As far as the things discussed here I would certainly encourage you to advise your 

attorney early on if the Department is refusing to investigate named relatives of the children who have expressed 

interest in taking custody; if the parent is complaining to you about lack of referrals or assistance with finances or 

transportation.  

 

I hope this is helpful and provides some information on what GALs can do to assist in expediting permanency.  It 

all starts from the beginning! 

                                      ~ Submitted by Rick Dragotto, Esq. 

 

Legal Lesson, cont... 

GALs in the News!! 
 

In case you missed it, 2 of our wonderful volunteers were featured as 

Hometown Heroes on Fox 13!  Thank you volunteers Bill DeMare and Jill 

Stelzig for agreeing to be on the news and for representing our program so 

well!  You are definitely 2 of our heroes! 

 

Click here and here to view the videos! 

https://www.fox13news.com/good-day-tampa-bay/guardian-ad-litem-volunteers-treat-children-without-parents-as-their-own
https://www.fox13news.com/video/621063


All events offered 
at the GAL Office 
unless otherwise 

indicated 
January 2020 

Sun Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri Sat 

   1 2 

Information Session;  

6pm 

3 

 

4 

 

5 6 

 

7 

 

8 

 

 

 

9 

Information Session; 
6pm 

 
 

10 11 

New GAL Train-
ing in West Wing; 
9am 

 

12 13 

 

 

14 

Volunteer Sup-
port Gathering 
@        Real 
Hope House, 
Brandon; 7pm 

15 

New GAL Training 
in West Wing; 6pm 

 

 

16 

Information Session; 
6pm 

 

 

17 

 

18 

 

19 20 

Martin Luther 
King, Jr Day– 
Office Closed 

21 

 

22 

New GAL Training 
in West Wing; 6pm 

 

 

23 

Information Session;  

3:30pm 

 

 

 

 

24 25 

 

26 27 

New GAL Training 
in West Wing; 
6pm 

 

28 

 

29 

 

30 

Information Session;  

6pm 

31 

 

1 

Information Sessions 

Orientation and informational meeting about what 

Guardian ad Litem is and how individuals can get in-

volved as volunteers.  Required as the first step of the 

GAL application process.  No RSVP Required! 

 

New Volunteer Training 

Training for new volunteers that have completed the ap-

plication process, including interview and background 

check.  Taught by our Volunteer Trainer and Training Co-

ordinator, Jill Krantz. 

 

In-Service Trainings 

Closed training sessions for fully certified volunteers 

held monthly by various Guardian ad Litem staff attor-

neys.  All fully certified volunteers must complete 12 in-

service hours per year after their first year.   

Please RSVP to Jill Krantz  

 

JR Bootcamps 

Training on how to write the new Judicial Review “JR” 

Report, including what information should be provided 

and how to create the most effective report.  Because 

the new report format includes Conditions for Return, 

you must complete the Conditions for Return Webinar 

prior to attending the JR Bootcamp. 

Taught by our Supervising Attorney,  Liza Ricci.   

Please RSVP to Liza Ricci, Esq.   

 

GAL Gathering 

Our support groups are meetings held for our GAL Volun-

teers to allow an open space to connect with other vol-

unteers, talk about their challenges, and to share their 

successes!   

Please RSVP to Shawn Stapleton 

mailto:jill.krantz@gal.fl.gov?subject=In-Service%20RSVP
mailto:Liza.Ricci@gal.fl.gov?subject=JR%20Bootcamp%20RSVP
mailto:shawn.stapleton@gal.fl.gov?subject=GAL%20Support%20Group


All events offered 
at the GAL Office 
unless otherwise 

indicated February 2020 

Sun Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri Sat 

2 3 4 

 

5 

 

 

6 

Information Session; 
6pm 

 

 

7 

 

8 

New GAL Training 
in West Wing; 9am 

 

 

9 10 

 

11 

Volunteer Support 
Gathering @        
Real Hope House, 
Brandon; 7pm 

12 

 

13 

Information Session; 
6pm 

 

14 

 

15 

 

16 17 

 

18 19 

 

20 

Information Session; 
6pm 

 

21 

 

22 

New GAL Training 
in West Wing; 9am 

 

 

23 24 

 

25 

 

26 

New GAL Training 
in West Wing; 6pm 

 

 

27 28 29 

 

     

          

  

Information Sessions 

Orientation and informational meeting about what 

Guardian ad Litem is and how individuals can get in-

volved as volunteers.  Required as the first step of the 

GAL application process. 

 

New Volunteer Training 

Training for new volunteers that have completed the ap-

plication process, including interview and background 

check.  Taught by our Volunteer Trainer and Training Co-

ordinator, Jill Krantz. 

 

In-Service Trainings 

Closed training sessions for fully certified volunteers 

held monthly by various Guardian ad Litem staff attor-

neys.  All fully certified volunteers must complete 12 in-

service hours per year after their first year.   

Please RSVP to Jill Krantz  

 

JR Bootcamps 

Training on how to write the new Judicial Review “JR” 

Report, including what information should be provided 

and how to create the most effective report.  Because 

the new report format includes Conditions for Return, 

you must complete the Conditions for Return Webinar 

prior to attending the JR Bootcamp. 

Taught by our Supervising Attorney,  Liza Ricci.   

Please RSVP to Liza Ricci, Esq.   

 

GAL Gathering 

Our support groups are meetings held for our GAL Volun-

teers to allow an open space to connect with other vol-

unteers, talk about their challenges, and to share their 

successes!   

Please RSVP to Shawn Stapleton 

mailto:Jill.Krantz@gal.fl.gov?subject=GAL%20Training
mailto:Jill%20Krantz?subject=In-Service%20RSVP
mailto:Liza.Ricci@gal.fl.gov?subject=JR%20Bootcamp%20RSVP
mailto:shawn.stapleton@gal.fl.gov?subject=GAL%20Support%20Group


Celebrate those good grades!! 


