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Happy 

Anniversary!!! 

   

This month, we are excited to 

celebrate the anniversaries of 

the following GAL advocates: 

0-5 years: Tim Twoig, Carol 

Belmont, Barbara Braun, Tara Burge, 

Jasmine Candlish, Alex Fogel, Karen 

Hack, Rick Halpin, Sue Hamilton, Karen 

Holleran, Brenda Landers, Charlotte 

Leeka, Robin Lindsay, William 

Mathews, Judith Plerhoples, Lynne 

Waite, Pamela Waite, Maggie White, 

Herbert Feinberg, Karen Johnson, 

Gabby Stevens, Dillwynn Stevens, 

Hailey Yonker 

 

5-10 years: Madeline Duffany, Kathy 

Hall, Keith Montgomery, Robert Mulig, 

Barbara Noto, Alfredo Nunez, Stephen 

Sills, Richard Smalkoski, Candis Stott, 

Sue Triplett, Jack Triplett, Patricia 

Walcheski, Jan Wallace, Roger Weiss, 

Jack Youngs, Catha Abrahams, Martha 

Bandinel, Anne Erickson, Carol Leo, 

Marjorie Lieberman, Roberta McGowan, 

Alix Morin 

 

10-15 years: Gary Kettring, 

Kathleen Maskin, Linda Suereth, Bette 

Fern, Anita Fukunaka, Candice Miller 

 

17 years:  Marybeth Catizone 

 

 

L  

Point  1 

A Message from the Circuit Director 
 

Thank you for being one of the over 30,000 GAL 

volunteers who have represented more than 200,000 of 

Florida’s abused or neglected children in the past 35 years! 

At the Guardian ad Litem Program, our mission is simple—

the child’s best interest is our only interest. Through the 

incredible dedication and hard work of GAL volunteers, we 

are a respected voice in court for children who are 

neglected or abused.  

Thank you for taking the time to share your story 

about the work you do as a GAL! Through your story, you 

are supporting our Program and the work we do for 

Florida’s most vulnerable children. 

Perhaps your unique story has inspired a neighbor, teacher 

or member of your family to be part of our Program, or 

maybe you are considering sharing your story to motivate 

your local legislator to pass an important bill, fund an 

essential program or encourage them to become a GAL 

advocate themselves.  

In addition to sharing your story, it is also important for you 

to know, from the GAL Program perspective, what the GAL 
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Program is working on this year. Should you choose to write or 

come in contact with your legislators or the Governor, the 

following may be helpful:  

1. Please thank your legislators and the Governor for their 

continuous support of the GAL Program. Their support has 

made a difference in the lives of Florida’s abused children. 

Every legislator has been supportive of having a GAL volunteer 

for every child involved in dependency proceedings. 

2. The GAL Program wants to ensure every child has a voice in 

court. We ask that legislators and the Governor support 

funding (an additional $4.6 million requested), so we will 

represent 100% of children under court supervision.  

3. GAL child advocacy employees are critical to the continued 

success of the GAL Program. We ask that legislators and the 

Governor support funding ($2.7 million requested) to pay the 

GAL staff on an equal footing with other government agencies, 

so they can stand with the GAL Program and continue to 

support, coach and be an effective child welfare resource for 

our volunteers. With this additional funding, we are seeking the 

certification of Child Advocacy Managers (formerly known as 

Child Advocacy Coordinators/CAC).  

I value your contribution and appreciate your dedication to 

children.  

Respectfully,  

Kathy Elliott 

Point 2    Training & In-service 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Point 2 

Holiday Thanks  
 

In the December 2014 

Newsletter, we recognized 

our holiday gift donors.  

We would like to also thank 

the Southgate Community 

Center for a lovely venue 

for the Sarasota Volunteer 

Holiday Party! 

The Southgate Community 

Center is located at 3145 

Southgate Circle, Sarasota, 

FL 34239. They could be 

reached at   (941) 955-4597. 

Again, we thank you!  

 

Point 3 In-service 
 

Please visit our website www.12gal.org for a complete listing of in-service opportunities 

available in our Circuit.  
 

In addition to those in the flyer, our Volunteer Liaison, Melinda Gaines, will send you 

additional training opportunities. Our goal is to provide both classroom training as well as 

webinar training opportunities to meet your needs.  
 

 

We value your feedback!  
 

At the conclusion of each in-service classroom training, you will be presented with a survey. 

Please take the time to complete the survey as the information collected is carefully reviewed by 

the Circuit Director for planning for future training opportunities.  
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Manatee has experienced  

significant  growth in the number of 

cases over the last several 

months. We currently have nearly 

70 children without a volunteer in 

Manatee County. Due to this, the 

recruitment team has been working 

especially hard to recruit 

volunteers in Manatee County.  

We need speaking 

engagements in Manatee! The 

best way to organize a local 

speaking engagement is through 

YOU, our volunteers! Could we 

speak at your church, 

homeowner’s association group, 

exercise group, military group, 

women’s or men’s group, etc…?   

Pre-Service (new volunteer) 

training classes are held each 

month. In a few short months, we 

successfully graduated 28 new 

recruits! This converts to serving 

nearly 60 children within our 

Circuit--amazing! Ongoing 

appreciation goes to the team of 

volunteer interviewers. By their 

efforts, we are inviting outstanding 

folks--some of the best this 

Program has seen in a long time!   

Interested in assisting with our 

recruitment efforts?  Recruitment 

committee meetings are held at the 

Dan McClure Auditorium. We 

encourage you to join us!  For 

details, please email Recruiter, 

Monica Moore at 

monica.moore@gal.fl.gov. 

 

Point 4 Recruitment 
 

 

Chapter 39 requires the GAL Program to file a report 

for every judicial review ”JR” held (generally every six 

months of the case). The report for the JR is not simply 

“more paperwork.”  It is your time to get your 

perspective on your child in front of the Court and the 

other parties.  The report is your time to summarize 

what you have discovered about your child’s world and 

help the Judge to make an informed decision 

regarding the direction of the case.  That is why it is 

very important your report tells the Court the most 

relevant and pertinent information you have collected 

over the past few months, from the child’s medications, 

to his/her grades in school, to his/her interactions with 

family during visits, to the safety and security of his/her 

placement.  Maybe most importantly your report is 

your way to bring the child’s wishes, dreams and goals 

to the Court.   Remember: we have a new form for the 

report; ask your CAC for help if you need a refresher 

on how to fill it out.  

 

 

Point  5 Legal Forum  
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Point 6 Leadership Lunch & Learn 
 

  

*NEW* You are invited to attend our monthly Leadership Lunch and Learn. Each 

month, the Circuit Director will be joined by members of the Circuit Leadership Team to 

update you on the latest projects and plans for our Circuit and discuss your thoughts and 

ideas.  

The first Leadership Lunch and Learn will take place 11:00am-12:30pm in Sarasota County 

at the Der Dutchman restaurant located at 3713 Bahia Vista Street, Sarasota (941) 955-8007. 

Please RSVP to Melinda Gaines Melinda.Gaines@gal.fl.gov. Seating is limited and lunch 

would be on your own should you choose to enjoy their amazing lunch buffet     

The next Leadership Lunch and Learn will be held on March 10th in Manatee County 

(location TBA). 

Circuit Leadership Team: 

Kathy Elliott, Circuit Director 

Jennifer Layton, Supervising Attorney ~ Ashlie Klopper, Operations Manager 

Toni Latortue, Team Leader in Sarasota ~ Heather Nicklaus, Team Leader in Manatee 

Sandee Woods, Team Leader in DeSoto 
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We asked, “What did you accomplish or achieve in 

2014 as a Volunteer Child Advocate?” 

Point 7    
 

 

“I made a positive connection with a case and the family. It taught me a lot of 

different cultures and ways of life.” GAL, Jean Garland 

“Adoption of a 17 ¾ year old!” GALs, Dick & Carol Renquest 

“I try to recruit. I have a home in another county and recruit there.” GAL, Tawana Dixon 

“I have been the only constant for the child for years!” GAL, Lynn Inganamort 

“Two teens adopted this year!” GAL, Judie Neeley 

“Learning more of the Program and how things work, making myself more effective.” 

GAL, Deborah Brown 

“I accomplished making sure kids are all in good homes. We are almost to adoption on 

two and ready for it to happen!” GAL, Kathy Cindric 

“Keeping up with the pace of the demand of a caseload.” GAL, Hugo Santiago – Ramos 

“I represented 18 children in the last year!” GAL, Tim Twohig 

“In the midst of some ugliness regarding the family, I remained objective and 

advocated in the best interest of the child to work with the family.” GAL, Lacie Klossner 

“Although it took some time, I had good interaction with my current family.” GAL Debbie 

Markham 

“I was instrumental in getting 2 children in schools where they belong.  I had to push 

the mother and push for services.” GAL Jean Evoy 
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Point #8 Community Partner Spotlight 

 
Safe Children Coalition case manager, Jenny Golden, always works extremely well with our 

GALs! She is based out of Manatee County and really understands the importance of 

communication and collaboration. GAL staff and volunteers can always rely on her to keep 

our volunteers in the loop, and she is always grateful for the information they share with 

her.   We want to extend many thanks for the exemplary work that Jenny does as it 

bridges our organizations… 

THANK YOU, Jenny!! 

 

Here is a recent email Jenny sent about our GAL, Sheryl Gold:  

“Just wanted to thank Sheryl Gold for all her hard work on this case. She really kept on top 

of this case and informed me of a lot of things I wouldn’t of known about that were crucial 

in the trial. She was a great advocate for these kids and the family really appreciates her 

too. It was a pleasure working with you Sheryl, and hope we have more cases together =)” 

 

SCC Case Manager, Jenny Golden 
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Amy Clark is a Senior Program Attorney with 

a home office in Desoto County. 

I have worked for the Guardian ad Litem Program 

for 8 amazing years.   When I am not in Desoto 

County you can find me helping out both Sarasota 

and Manatee with their staffing days.  In addition, 

I help train the new volunteers on the legal process 

in dependency cases.  One of my passions is 

education and promoting the best educational 

experience for the children we represent.  I have 

worked with the local school board to facilitate 

educational trainings for the GAL volunteers as 

well as address any questions on education that 

may arise on a child’s case.  When I am not at 

work, I am hanging out with my wonderful 

family.   I am married to my high school sweet 

heart, Tom and this year we will celebrate 20 years 

of marriage.  We have three awesome kids, Gabe 

who is 14, Abbi who is 11 and Ella who is 4.  I am 

originally from Pennsylvania and I miss the 

mountains.        

 

 

Point 9   

GAL Staff Spotlight 
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Point 10  Volunteer Child Advocate Spotlight 

 

Meet Jackie Sekula!  
Jackie hit the ground running! Her story … 

 

I entered the GAL program in November of 2014.  I was lucky enough to train with Monica 
Moore for my initial GAL training November 6th thru 7th.  I met CAC Jill Majka shortly 
after to review cases and select one.  I noticed these girls did not have any family listed by the 
mother and, at the time, were placed in foster care.  I took their file home and started to 
research their mom on Facebook.   I was able to find several posts of their mother and their 67 
year old great-grandmother conversing.  I ended up reaching out to the great-grandmother.  
She was very receptive to caring for the girls.  She went on to explain that her husband had 
passed in the last year and that she was a retired nurse, in good health.  She also went on to 
tell me that she had cut an article from the paper about becoming a foster parent and had it 
on her counter for several weeks…she felt, in her words, “that God had made the decision by 
my phone call”.  I felt very encouraged by our conversation.  I learned that there were several 
family members in Bay County (here in FL near Tallahassee) including aunts, uncles and 
cousins.  There were a few court dates and visits scheduled after that, but in a relatively 
short period of time, the girls were placed in their great-grandmother’s care.  I spoke with 
their therapist, caseworker and a lot of GAL associates, all of which have much more 
experience than me, and all were in agreement that family was the best possible placement 
until the children could be reunified with their mother.  The girls are now residing with their 
great-grandmother and she is thrilled to have them! 
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Point 12   Happy Endings! 
 

 

Dear friends of children, 

Today was a remarkable day in the life of one child. He was reunified with his parents six months ago, and today 

his dependency case closed. It was a long road to get to this day. When the judge closed the case, terminating 

supervision and jurisdiction, I felt like we should be cheering, popping champagne, throwing confetti, clapping. 

Instead the parents walked out of the courtroom, with the Guardian following closely behind.  

This case had been open almost three years. That is well over 36 visits to the child by the Guardian (Sally Vihlen) - 

I would guess closer to 50- or even more. Countless visits to school, therapists, staffing, court, and who knows how 

many miles, hours, tears, and sleepless nights. Emails- a book of ‘em. I can’t even begin to guess how many hours 

everyone involved in this case put into working on it. But we ended up today with a safe child, a happy child, a 

child who is going to sleep in his room tonight with his parents, who love him like no one else ever can, in the room 

next door.  

So this case has shown me that people can change. And the Guardian ad Litem was a part of that change. She was 

honest with the parents when they were not doing well but supportive when they were. She always kept the lines of 

communication open, even when it certainly would have been easier to turn her back and walk away. This is a 

lesson for us all.  Not every case ends up with a happy reunification and often we are trying to choose the best 

option out of less than ideal choices. This case has left many of the people involved with scars-deep scars. But 

today I saw that sometimes, there are happy endings.  

Lynne Higgins, Child Advocacy Coordinator/CAC  

 

 
    

  CAC, Ashley Husbands and CAC, Gregory Hines  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Point 11 Salute to the Children’s Guardian Fund!  

The Children’s Guardian Fund partners with the Guardian Ad Litem to provide resources that fill the basic 

needs and enrich the lives of children in foster and state care in Florida’s 12th Judicial Circuit. They also 

support the recruitment, training and retention of Guardian ad Litem child advocates  and promote public 

awareness and community support for the children’s needs.  

Visit their website at www.childrensguardianfund.org 

 

 GAL and CGF are committed to the goal that each and every child should go to court and through 

the child welfare system with a personal advocate. To this end, CGF provides the GAL program 

with funds for recruitment, training and retention of trained child advocates.  
 

 Through the Bridge to the Future Program, extra support is provided to adolescents ages 13 to 21 

as they transition out of state care and into self-sufficiency. The goal is to help these young adults 

become more successful academically and acquire important life skills before they start living 

independently. 

 

 Children in care who have made a commitment to their studies and have shown improvement in 

attitude and effort are presented with an Academic Award. Twice each year, the Guardian ad 

Litem Volunteer presents the child with a certificate and a cash award provided by CGF. 
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