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 Happy      

Anniversary!!! 

   

This month, we are 
excited to celebrate the 
April anniversaries of the 
following GAL advocates:  
 
 
0-5 years: Lisa Gross, Carrie 

Shaver, Doris Twohig, Paige 

Baitinger, Lynne Davis, Jonene 

Eisch, Sheryl Gold, Amanda 

Jesse, Emily Kretchman, Else 

Schulze, Paul (Gene) Schulze, 

Cathy Backlund, Jeanette 

Czachur, William "Tom" Dietrich, 

Roxann Jackson, Joni Rametta, 

Nancy Tsekou 

 

5-10 years: Lacie Klossner, 

Carol Renquest, Vahan Ayvazian, 

John (Sean) McGrath, John 

Sakelaris, Richard Carlsen, Claire 

Coyle, Cynthia Craig, Barbara 

Gibbons, Susan Hook, Jane 

Rexinger, Victoria Cooley 

 

10-15 years:  Richard Shurack 
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Point  1 

A Message from the Circuit Director 
 

PLUGGING IN MY INFO HERE >>>>>>> Thanking all voluteers, 

even those who are not featured by name or picture;  Family 

Safety Alliance 

 

 

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 

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  
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I want you to think back to your first day as a GAL volunteer. For some of you, it wasn’t that 

long ago. For others it may have been years, or like me, well over a decade ago. You may 

not remember how you learned about our Program, who interviewed you or the topics 

discussed in your initial training class, but I am sure most of you remember how you felt.  

So in keeping with this memory, if you could go back to your first day as a GAL volunteer, 

what would you say to yourself? If you could write a letter to yourself, what would you write? I 

decided to do just this and will share my letter with you.  

Dear First Year GAL Rookie:  

Everything is going to be okay. Things may seem tough right now, and you may feel like you 

want to give up, but please don’t. Just know you’ll make an incredible GAL one day. It won’t 

happen overnight—it may take 2, 3 or even 5 cases for you to finally feel you have this GAL 

stuff down, but you will get there. You may be asking yourself, “Why on earth did I sign up for 

this?” Just take a deep breathe and know through this time of change and challenges, there 

will come growth, knowledge and a solid foundation. You will make it through this.  

Those children looking up at you want you there. If you feel the door is shutting, there is a 

crack. They need you there. Showing up when you say you will, listening to them and 

standing beside them may be enough. Maybe shooting hoops (when you are awful at it), 

playing video games (when you always lose) and holding a pet snake (your greatest fear) is 

making a difference in your child’s life. You are there helping them make sense of all the 

chaos—case managers, therapists, new school, new friends…another move, different 

therapist, another school, no new friends…talk of case plans, visitation…and yet another 

move.  

(cont. page 2) 
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supportive of having a GAL volunteer for every child involve 

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 
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Point 2  

 

Legal Forum 
 

Reminder: 

In addition to non-

relatives being eligible 

for caregiver funds, all 

children who turn 18 

in the custody of a 

relative or a non-

relative, qualify for 

the tuition fee 

exemption. 

 

For more details, 

including other ways 

to meet the eligibility 

requirements, please 

contact your Child 

Advocate Manager 

(CAM). 

 

 

 

They do appreciate all you do for them-- even if they slam the door when you visit, 

run outside or ignore you. You will have a teenager ask the judge to fire you off his 

case in open court (true story). You will drive 60 miles one way to eat lunch with a 

first grade girl who will parade you around as her “show and tell" for the day. You 

will be called to the school to comfort an out of control child because you are the 

only one he asked for. You will hold the hand of your child as she prepares to testify 

against her abuser, you will stand alone and fight the fight of your life for 5 precious 

children, and spend newly 3 hours testifying at the trial…later to find the Judge ruled 

in your favor. You will remain strong when you hear a child confide in you she too 

was molested by her father—a secret she had kept for years.  

You will celebrate when the “unadoptable” teen finds a forever home. When your 

kids make you gifts with hearts, rainbows and smiling faces—a departure from the 

gruesome scenes they once drew. You will be invited to baptisms, birthday parties, 

graduations and receive cards and letters at the holidays. You will celebrate the joy 

that is possible for all of our children.  

You will stand tall and rise above the barriers to earn the respect of your peers and 

community partners. You won’t give up. Giving up isn’t an option because you 

know the teenager who told the judge he wanted you fired will come back 5 years 

later to thank you for not giving up on him for believing in him when no one else did. 

Thus giving him the opportunity to overcome the labels and be proud of the man he 

is today serving in the military. 

Being a GAL is not an exact science. You will make mistakes and possibly end up 

embarrassing yourself. When you do, accept it with grace and humility. Don’t be 

afraid to ask for or admit you need help. You’ll never stop learning to be the GAL 

you wanted to be the day you stepped foot into the Program.  

Lives and futures depend on you. That is both scary and exhilarating. But you will 

know this is exactly where you need to be. No matter what you may think, you are 

doing a good job, and it is going to be okay. So keep bugging that teenager, keep 

turning over rocks to uncover something no one else thought existed, keep pressing 

for services…keep moving forward. This truly is the most rewarding volunteer 

opportunity anyone could ever hope for.  

Sincerely, you in 13 years… 

I want you to know we are a team—all of us.  From our State Executive Director, to 

our Regional Directors, to those of us in this very Circuit, including our nonprofit, 

Children’s Guardian Fund-- we give you our support, praise, knowledge, experience 

and encouragement.   

And you give us the most precious gift of all--your time.  

On behalf of the children we serve, I thank you for the hours upon hours served, 

miles driven, reports written, staffings attended, emails…emails…emails, and most 

importantly for not giving up. 

 Sincerely,  

Kathy Elliott  
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Point 4    In-service 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

The recruitment team continues to work 

hard to secure new VCAs for all counties! 

We have had over 40 new recruits graduate 

since November 2014, which means over 

80 kids have a voice!  

Our recruitment goal for Manatee is 

to certify 40 new volunteers, and our goal in 

Desoto is to certify 10 new volunteers.  

 

 

 

 

We need your help! Our 

Recruitment team has ongoing events  and 

speaking engagements scheduled! If you 

are  part of a club, group or organization 

and could help us share our program 

message, please call Monica Moore to 

discuss your ideas!  

Ongoing kudos should be given to GAL 

Volunteer, Dick Hunt, for his continued 

dedication to presenting each week at Jury 

Selection in Manatee County—he does 

such an awesome job! And Kudos to the 

GAL Volunteer interviewers who put forth a 

ton of effort organizing meetings to screen 

prospective volunteers!   

We have monthly Recruitment 

Committee meetings held at Dan 

McClure. Please join us at the next meeting 

will be held at the Manatee office Monday, 

May 11
th
 at 10:00am. Just email Monica 

Moore at monica.moore@gal.fl.gov  for 

details!! 

 

 

Point 3 Recruitment 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

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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Point 5 From Your Child 
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Point 6   Children’s Week 

2015 2015 
 

Spirit Shirt Decorating 

Hot Dog Cook-Out 

GAL 

Picnic with Publix at  

Benderson Park 

 

CPC Blue Ribbon 
Breakfast 

 

Bikers Against  

Child Abuse 
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Point 7  

 

        

       

       

GAL Appreciation Luncheon 

Friday, April 10, 2015 
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Point 8  Community Partner Spotlight 

 

Judge Lee E. Haworth 

  
 

           

 

 

 

I want to thank Judge Haworth for the years of service as a Judge and as a person who has 
been a leader in his community and to the entire State of Florida in helping children.  Having 
first met him about 10 years ago when he brought up challenges that we needed to address 
in child welfare to our work together on the Supreme Court Steering Committee on Unified 
Family Court I have learned much of your giving, caring, protecting, passion, advocating, 
and listening.  He is vocal when it comes to ensuring children are taken care.  This passion 
and advocacy he has are the same values our volunteers and staff have to make a 
difference in children’s lives and why Judge Hayworth connection to our program is so 
significant and important.    

Judge Haworth has embodied the mission and values of being for the child throughout his 
career and continues to be an outspoken, tireless advocate for Florida’s abused and 
neglected children. His mission throughout his career has been to ensure children’s best 
interests are achieved in the dependency court system.  Judge Haworth treats GAL 
volunteers with respect – making them feel appreciated and valued. He knows that the 
decisions he makes will have a lasting effect on the children in his courtroom.  He not only 
has been there for abused and neglected children, he has also helped children through 
creating such things as a free video presentation to help ordinary citizens access the court 
system while educating them in the law affecting divorce, child custody, child support and 
visitation disputes. 

I consider Judge Haworth a friend of mine, a friend to the friend to the GAL Program, but 
most important a friend to children.  Making a difference in children’s lives is one definition 
of legacy.  Judge Haworth has left an amazing legacy. Thank you, Judge Haworth, for your 
leadership, hard work and dedication.  I thank Judge Haworth for being that person who 
through his actions always says “I am for the child”. 

RESPECTFULLY, 

ALAN F. ABRAMOWITZ 

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR 

GUARDIAN AD LITEM PROGRAM 
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Point 9   GAL Staff Spotlight 

Child Advocate Manager II, Sandee Woods 

 
“I am a hillbilly, raised in the foothills of the Appalachian mountains in Southeastern Ohio.  I 

graduated from Ohio University and moved to Florida right out of my college dorm 

room.  Coming from a ghost town that was an old coal mining town, made the small town of 

Arcadia seem big, so I settled here.  I am married to my high school sweetheart and we have 

9 and 4 year old boys.  My first job out of college was with the Department of Children and 

Families in child welfare.  For a short while I worked for Coastal Behavioral Healthcare 

providing in-home parenting services to our dependency families, then returned to case 

management when community-based care came to Desoto County in 2002. I worked as a 

case manager for a short time, until the first ever full-time position in the Guardian ad Litem 

Program arose.  I was the first hired for this position and it has been over 12 years 

ago.  When I started, I had 4 volunteers and am now up to 24.   This is a low number for what 

we usually have.  Our program can provide better advocacy when we have 30 

volunteers.  Being the only full-time staff person in our county office means I fill several 

roles.  I recruit, train, and manage all volunteers.  I also manage the office and all of the 

files.  Above all, I provide support to the volunteers to ensure the children of our program are 

being looked out for above and beyond the norm for children in foster care.  Our Desoto 

County team of Child Advocate Manager, Volunteer Child Advocate, and Child’s Best Interest 

Attorney work closely together and correspond frequently.   This allows for strong advocacy 

from all sides.  I am blessed to be a part of such a great program in the community I am 

raising my own family in.  I’ve formed strong friendships with the volunteers over the years 

and am privileged to get to work with such amazing individuals daily.” 
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Point 10   
 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

“Mentor, unofficial photographer, website developer, 

champion of children: Bob Merrill = PRICELESS!” 

CAM II Toni Latortue 

 

“Laci Klossner makes many personal sacrifices to 

ensure the children she advocates for knows they are 

cared for by her and being looked after!”  

CAM II Sandee Woods 

“Cathie Clark consistently goes above and beyond to 

ensure her cases receive the best advocacy possible, no 

matter how far the children are; she even volunteered to 

travel out of state for a child!”  

CAM Brooke Thurmond 

 

“Joni Rametta is very positive about the Guardian ad 

Litem program and is always telling her friends and 

associates about it. In just a year, Joni has contributed 

greatly to the lives of the two young children she now 

represents.”  

CAM Zalmon Sherwood 

 

Volunteer Child Advocate Spotlight 

“My GAL Rachel Bailey is awesome because she is 

always available to help!” 

CAM Cate Thorp 
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We are saddened by the passing of GAL Volunteer Don McIlwain, a wonderful advocate who 

served many children during his 14 years of service in our Program.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“My GAL Kristin Poolman is awesome because she’s 

a go-getter!” 

CAM Gregory Hines 

 

“Dick Hunt is a very dedicated guardian who has not 

only advocated for11 years, but also takes the lead 

presenting at Jury Duty each week in Manatee County 

to assist with recruitment.  He currently represents four 

children.” 

CAM Susan Parra 

“Her name says it all! She brings it, embodies it; 

Joy is joy! She has an inspiring heart!”  

CAM II Toni Latortue 
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Point 11 Featured in Arcadian Newspaper on 04/09/15: 

GAL Program and Community Partners in Desoto County

ty!  

 

 

 

 

 

                     

Point 12   Supporting the GAL Program for 5 years! 
 

 
bags, stuffed animals and Wal-Mart gift cards to the Guardian ad Litem Program and the 

Children’s Guardian Fund.  Thank you to Live Oak RV Resort, the Rouge Chapeaux Ladies, the 

Live Oak Quilters, and other individuals. 
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