
 
 
Dear Volunteers and Supporters of the Guardian ad Litem Program,  
 
The recent death of a beloved volunteer, who was well into her eighth decade and served 
more than thirteen years as a Guardian ad Litem, coupled with news from two                   
long-standing, extraordinary volunteers, who shed tears as they told me they had to stand 
down due to serious health issues, made me think of the Parable of the Good Samaritan.    
 
Individuals who volunteer with and support the Guardian ad Litem Program are shining    
examples of what it means to be a Good Samaritan.   Each and every day, you set aside your 
own needs, wants, and desires to make sure this area’s abused and neglected children are 
well tended to and provided the vigorous advocacy necessary to achieve permanent, stable 
homes.   You act in a manner that inspires hope and instills life-long positive values in those 
you serve and those with whom you work. 
 
Upon reviewing the deceased GAL’s high caseload and annual re-evaluations, I couldn’t help 
but marvel at her positive outlook on life and firm belief in the value of her service.   When 
asked about her assessment of our operation, she repeatedly heaped praise upon the      
program and staff with whom she worked.     
 
As I reflect upon the loss of these precious volunteers,  I’m sad, but also exceedingly     
thankful.   For just like in the parable, they stopped to help a distressed stranger and        
provided aid during a time when it was needed most.   
 
Thank you for all you do for our children and staff.  Your efforts are much appreciated.   
 
Respectfully yours, 
 
Marcia Hilty 
Circuit Director 
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Akerman Law Firm Honors Guardian ad Litem Attorney with Impact Award  
 
 

 
 
The Akerman Law Firm, one of the nation's top-ranked firms, on  
Thursday May 3rd, honored Rashel Johnson, the supervising       
attorney for Florida's Fifth Judicial Circuit Guardian ad Litem         
Program, with its 2018 Impact Award for excellence in legal advoca-
cy on behalf of abused and neglected children.  Akerman's Leslie 
Schultz-Kin made the presentation to Ms. Johnson during the annual 
Guardian ad Litem     Disabilities Conference.   
     
 
 
 

 
The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines IMPACT as “a powerful or   major influence or effect.”   
 
The Akerman “Impact Award” honors an outstanding Child’s Best Interest Attorney who has           
demonstrated exemplary legal advocacy and innovative thinking that has greatly impacted the children 
that they serve.  The Fifth Judicial Circuit of the Guardian ad Litem Program is  indeed fortunate to have 
an attorney who has consistently provided an impact on our young clientele. But equally important, 
Rashel Johnson, as the    supervising attorney for the circuit, provides invaluable support for the entire 
legal team in each of the five counties of our service area.   
 
Rashel may begin her day in a meeting with the legal team in Marion County, follow that with a lunch 
meeting with a Judge in Sumter County to discuss establishment of a Baby Court, then cover a case in 
Citrus County for a vacationing program attorney, then travel to Hernando County for an Interagency 
meeting with our Community Partners and finally end her day, well after dark, on a conference call with 
our Circuit Director in Lake County. Exhausted, she will probably make a phone call or two before        
retiring to ensure that two children made it to their therapy appointment that day.  This 200 mile, five-
county-day describes commitment that is a way of life for Rashel Johnson.   
 
Each time a GAL pre-service training is held for new volunteers, Rashel provides an informative two and 
one-half hour presentation on the legal aspects of dependency court in a manner which evokes           
enthusiasm in a new volunteer while easing any fear that may be held about testifying in court.  Once a 
volunteer is certified, Rashel is always ready and available to provide informational and emotional  sup-
port throughout the volunteer’s “GAL career.” 
 
Rashel is a powerful voice for children in court. She established a procedure in which she and her legal 
teams across the circuit routinely engage in staffing cases involving egregious abuse, multiple prior          
removals and other extremely serious cases which cry out for expedited TPR  - - and these staffings are 
often held even prior to the arraignment of the case.  Early intervention promotes early permanency 
through proactive, powerful representation. 
 

Continued on page 3 



Rashel Johnson—Ackerman Impact Award Continued 

 

Rashel is not bashful, yet her persuasive skills gently permeate throughout a dependency action. It 
becomes readily apparent that her legal acumen is well respected by both Bench and Bar.  Outside 
of court, when an issue arises to cause friction between our community based partners and the 
Guardian ad Litem office, Rashel stands ready to supply a reasoned, meaningful analysis of the     
issues with the goal of providing for the best interest of the child and protecting the interest of the 
GAL program.  Regular meetings with our CBCs keeps an open line of communication between our 
GAL offices and those who provide services to our youth. 
 
Rashel is a big believer in a community approach to providing for the needs of our young  clientele.  
Multi-disciplinary staffings are a must and may occur throughout a dependency action.                 
Communication of issues/needs provides the pathway to successfully providing the services that our 
children need to survive the chaotic world of dependency court.  And Rashel comes to the discussion 
table not with just a keen understanding of the problem, but also with a proposed solution.  She 
does her homework and is always prepared! 
 
Effective legal advocacy in the 5th circuit always has the “end game” in mind---permanency.  Rashel 
participated in the implementation of support staffings which routinely provide a roadmap to 
achieving that goal in the early stages of a case.  If reunification cannot reasonably be achieved, 
these staffing which involve the BIA, GAL volunteer, CAM, CAM II, Circuit Director and Rashel are 
held to ensure that we keep the case on a fast track to permanency.  When Conditions for Return 
became the measuring stick for reunifying a child with a parent, Rashel traveled to each county and 
conducted a training session for all CAMs and legal teams to ensure that everyone completely un-
derstood and were comfortable in implementing this most important tool.  This training is now a 
regular part of her education session in the volunteer pre-service program. 
 
Rashel leads by example.  While she may provide training sessions to our volunteers, legal team and 
child advocate staff, she takes that knowledge into the courtroom as well. She is a DO-er. Some may 
think that it is sufficient to “think outside the box.” Rashel acts and thinks outside the box.  Rashel 
has even gone to other counties to meet and establish a relationship with a child and ease her      
concerns about court.  Then, she actually brought that child to court to make sure that her voice was 
heard.  
 
Rashel Johnson is effective.  When a special needs youth was about to turn 18 years of age, but was 
still in desperate need of advocacy, Rashel stepped up to be his advocate under the provisions of the 
Regis Little Act.   
 
She is powerful, compassionate, effective and intelligent.  It is said that action speaks louder than 
words, but when you have both, you have RASHEL JOHNSON. 
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Our very own Ryan Johnson was recognized in a HUGE way!  He was 
nominated by his colleagues in the Ocala office and was hand picked 
as the recipient of the Courtesy Award for the State of Florida GaLP 
Best Interest Attorneys! 

The following is the nomination letter sent in by the Marion County 
staff: 

This work is a lifestyle, a calling; it either defines and identifies the 
truly committed or exposes the disingenuous.   Ryan Johnson stands 
among the truly committed.  It is evident in his daily work ethic both 
in and out of the courtroom.  Ryan stands heads above the rest in his 
innate ability to surmise the case from all perspectives (child’s best 
interest, parent, department) and strategically worked the angles to 
the best interest of the child before the other parties realize what he 
has done.  His courtroom presentation of the facts and rebuttal    sum-
maries are intricately interwoven with legal expertise, case      history 
and compassion that is unsurpassed and he does it with a smooth, but 
humble, low-key delivery.  They never see it coming. 

 
In the instances that rulings aren’t favorable to the best interest of our children, Ryan will be first to say, 
“let’s staff this and come up with a plan.”  In this vain, I have witnessed him painstakingly explain the    
legal process, in laymen’s terminology, to ensure the disappointed and disenchanted GALs understand 
how we proceed to fight and advocate to ensure we leave no stone unturned.  He will meet extensively 
with the other parties (CLS, case workers and parent’s attorneys, kids, etc.) all for the single purpose of 
ensuring the best interest of our kids…..ALWAYS. If this doesn’t bring resolve, he drafts and files the    
necessary motions and we present our arguments to the court.  We have been successful in a number of 
very difficult and challenging cases, all due to Ryan’s refusal to compromise a child’s best interest.  
 
Despite the ever increasing volume of cases, Ryan remains, first and foremost, Committed to the Chil-
dren.  It’s why he’s here everyday, working from “coming in to going out,” eating his daily hot pocket 
lunch at his desk.  He, himself, is the father of a little boy named Alex.  Little Alex is three years old.  I    
imagine that everyday that Ryan arrives home to his son, he can’t help but know that there are far too 
may other three (3) year olds that have no realization of this privilege of a loving, safe and secure home 
with parents that adore them.  I can imagine he embraces and kisses his son and in this action, finds his 
motivation to keep fighting for our children, who can’t fight for themselves. 
 

 

Ryan Johnson - Marion County Attorney 

State of Florida Courtesy Award 
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Where does the time go? Earlier in the year, Brandy Germer leapt from her ATV to rescue her step-
daughter who had overturned,  and she tore her ACL. She was out for six weeks after injuring her knee, 
from mid-March to the end of April. Kate Strohl was able to step in and take care of Brandy’s GALs and 
cases while she was out. Fortunately Brandy is young and healthy and was able to come back after six 
weeks, not the initially projected three months. The transition went very smoothly and we are grateful 
to Kate for once again stepping in when needed. Brandy has been sanctioned from forever riding an ATV 
again by her CAM II.  
 
Valerie Faggart, a Hernando GAL, has been very busy the last few months! Not only has she done a 
presentation on diversity to her fellow GALs, she also appeared on television with Diana Gisonni for a 
Mother’s Day promotional interview to try to reach out to more potential GAL volunteers for Hernando 
County. This is in addition to the wonderful work she does with her own and courtesy cases. As we 
know, she’s been very busy with them as well, and really stepped in to advocate for a Marion County 
courtesy case.  
 
Dotty Emond received the Guardian ad Litem of the Year award for Hernando County for 2017-2018. 
Dotty had fallen and broken her leg and hip, so unfortunately, she wasn’t able to accept her award in 
person at the    Volunteer Appreciation picnic and first found out via a texted picture of the award. In 
her usual modest manner, she indicated there must have been someone more deserving than she. Many 
of her peers indicated she was quite deserving and were very happy that she was presented with this 
award, which Roseann Maglione, the Hernando Office Manager, delivered to her hospital room. Dotty 
has served the children of Hernando County via the Guardian ad Litem Program for the past 22 years 
and shows no signs of slowing down. Thank you Dotty!  
 
We also had a Brown Bag presentation on the writing of JRs from Latisha George, GAL attorney. Latisha 
encouraged GALs to provide as much information as they can and to make recommendations for each    
section in order for us to provide the best advocacy possible for our children. As Latisha found out, our 
GALs have a lot to say on the matter! Thanks again, Latisha!  
 
Hernando County has received a large number of both new in-county cases and courtesy cases over the 
last few months. Our GAL team, both CAMs and attorneys, are very grateful to all of our volunteers for 
taking on a greater number of cases and continuing to work so hard to make sure our children’s needs 
are met and that they achieve permanency in a timely manner. And those of you who mentor provide 
such a crucial service to our new volunteers to get them on board and heading in the right direction. 
Words cannot express our appreciation for your continued diligent efforts on all fronts. We couldn’t do 
it without you.  
 

Your Hernando GAL team 

Submitted by Susan Landry, Hernando County CAM II 

Around the Circuit - Hernando County 
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The school year is over and most people are in a more relaxed mode as summer starts. Citrus County has one more 

Brown Bag on June 14, 2018, and then we will take a break for a couple of months since many of our volunteers 

travel over the summer. Even though this is a relaxing and fun time of year, the Guardian ad Litem Program never 

stops advocating for our children! Please, please make sure to update Optima as often as possible. It is important 

that we visit with our children at least monthly and put those notes into Optima while checking off the appropriate 

boxes. Since children are not in school, this can be an especially risky time for them and our visits and advocacy are        

particularly important. If a volunteer has questions about Optima or other computer challenges, we do have a        

volunteer who is willing to help out with training as needed. Please let your CAM know if you need any help with 

Optima or maintaining visits. I hope everyone is able to spend some extra time with your family over the summer, 

and please let anyone in our office know if we can help at all. Thank you for all you do for our children! 

Submitted by Amy Nourie,  Citrus County CAM II 

 

 

 

Around the Circuit - Citrus County 
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Around the Circuit - Sumter County 

It is with great pleasure that we welcome the newest member of our team in     
Sumter County - - Lisa Janes is our new Administrative Specialist I.   
 
Lisa was born and raised in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, until her family relocated to the 
Orlando area when she was sixteen.  After high school, she began a career as a med-
ical secretary and worked for a local surgeon/family practice physician for 23 years.  
Upon the physician’s retirement, Lisa went to work at Orlando Regional Medical 
Center as a unit secretary on the Cardiac Intervention Unit for the past three years 
before joining our program. 
 

Lisa and her husband made the decision to move to Webster, Florida two years ago and are enjoying the 
quieter, rural life.  Her greatest joy is being a mother to her three children; Aaron 22, Melina, 18, and her 
youngest, Nathan, who is 4 years old.  During her free time she enjoys nature photography and antiquing. 
 
Lisa said, “ I am excited to be part of such a great organization, and thank everyone for their warm wel-

come and assistance while settling into my position.”   



 

Mari O’Donnell 
Marion County’s & Circuit 5  

 Volunteer Super Hero of the Year 2018 
 
 
 
During the past 3 years, Mari O’Donnell has been a super hero for the   
children on 12 dependency cases.  She uses super powers to be an        
encouraging mentor and a patient Optima trainer for fellow volunteers.  
Her experience as an educator in the public school system is invaluable for 
the children to whom she serves as an educational surrogate parent.   
 
 
 

She is a talented graphic artist and the quality of her work can be seen in 
the GAL Program’s most recent Annual Report with the super hero 
theme.  Her love of the GAL Program shines through her work in the     
report, and it has never looked better! 
 
Mari’s heart is always open and she never turns away a case or a project 
if it benefits a child.  Two years ago she was asked to assist the CAMs in 
Marion County during a period of vacant positions.  Her willingness to 
help out actually led to her taking on more volunteer cases - when she 
heard firsthand about the new cases, she immediately wanted to help 
those children.  
 
Mari’s tireless advocacy benefits each child she represents.  She recently advocated for a teen boy who is        
involved in the DJJ system in two different counties.  Mari took the time to travel to Volusia County in order to    
present the back story of this child’s difficult childhood to the DJJ Judge there who was unfamiliar with him, and 
to persuade him to consolidate that case into the Marion County case.   
 
Mari serves as an educational surrogate parent to three special-needs courtesy children and she takes this              
responsibility very seriously.  Her connections with the professionals in the education realm, where she is very 
well respected, has resulted in education plans tailored to the children’s needs so they receive the best             
education possible.  The bonus she receives for her services is big smiles and hugs from the children when they 
see her at school and in their placements. 
 
For the past two years, Mari has held a monthly Optima group training for our volunteers.  For those folks who 
are not tech savvy, she not only shows them how to use Optima, but also how to be more proficient in using 
their various devices.  She is patient, kind, and willing to be “on call” for any volunteer who needs help with Opti-
ma or with navigating the education system. 
 
Each of the multiple and priceless contributions that Mari has made to the Program has enhanced our reputation 
and resulted in stronger advocacy for children.  She truly embodies the qualities of a super hero and deserves to 
be recognized as the 5th Circuit’s 2018 Volunteer Super Hero of the Year.  

Around the Circuit - Marion County 
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Around the Circuit - Lake County 

EARLY PLANNING IS NEEDED TO ENSURE DEVELOPMENTALLY           
DISABLED YOUTH RECEIVE A GUARDIAN ADVOCATE  

AND CRITICALLY NEEDED SERVICES 
 

After having been confronted with a case involving a medically complicated, 
intellectually delayed, soon-to-be 18 year old,  who was on the cusp of   aging 
out of dependent care, John Papajik knew something needed to change.   He 
knew that if critical life decisions were to be made on behalf of this youth and 
others to follow, he needed a little help from his friends.  
 
Determined to get it right, John reached out to Kim Schulte and Mike       
Reynolds, private attorneys  who specialize in Family Law and Estate  Planning 
and Wills and Trusts, respectively,  for pro bono help.  He also called upon the 
5th Judicial Circuit’s Office of the Public Guardian.   
 
Although he achieved success in the case of the 18 year old, John learned 
some very important, tough lessons. He learned you need experts who can 
lend their expertise to the situation and you need time; at least two years of 
preparation time.    

 
The moral of the story:   If you are a volunteer assigned to a 15 or 16 year old teen who is in no position to 
make long-term self-care or financial decisions and may be eligible for Social Security and Disability Benefits, 
get the process started immediately.   Don’t wait! 
 
For help or guidance, contact John in the Lake Office.    

Ieshia Dupes is our newest attorney working in Lake County.  She received her      
undergraduate degree from the University of Central FL, and graduated from the 
Florida A&M College of Law in 2011.  Ieshia practiced in Tennessee for five years and 
relocated back to Florida in 2017.  Most recently, Ieshia worked as a Children’s Legal 
Services attorney with the Florida Department of Children and Families.    She is a 
licensed attorney in both Tennessee and Florida. 
 
In addition to her work in the GAL Lake Office, Ieshia is “Mimi” to three beautiful 
grandbabies, and enjoys spending time with family.   Please welcome Ieshia to the 
Lake Office. 



 

Welcome 
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Best Interests Attorneys: 
 

 
 
Natalia Singh is a graduate of Barry University School of Law where she graduated with 
honors in Litigation. While at Barry University Natalia served as Vice President of the    
Women Lawyers Association and was an active member of the Central Florida Association 
of Women Lawyers.  Prior to joining the Guardian ad Litem program as an attorney, Natalia 
served  as a legal intern with our office, working primarily in Hernando County, and doing 
court observation in Lake County.  Natalia has also served as an intern with a law firm in 
Orlando, FL , in Georgetown, Guyana, and as a Certified Legal Intern for the Children &   
Family Law Clinic at Barry University, representing juvenile offenders in delinquency        
proceedings. 
 
 

Ieshia Dupes is a new attorney working in Lake County.  For more about Ieshia, review her bio under Lake County. 
We look forward to both Natalia and Ieshia shining as new attorneys in the Guardian ad Litem Program. 
 
UF Law Interns: 
The legal team is fortunate to have two interns working for us this summer from the University of Florida, Levin 
College  of Law. 

 
 
 
Omari Akeem is a third-year law student at the University of Florida Levin College of Law. 
He was born on Long Island, New York and lived there until moving upstate to attend the 
University at Albany. There, he earned his Bachelor of Arts degree in Criminal Justice with a 
minor in Psychology. After a year of volunteer service with the Alachua County Special 
Olympics Program, Omari realized his passion in working with children with disabilities. He 
hopes his legal career will afford him the opportunity to advocate for children while also 
practicing criminal law. 
 
 
 
 
 
Courtney Handy is a second-year law student at the University of Florida Levin College of 
Law. Originally from Miami, FL, Courtney attended the University of Central Florida where 
she graduated with Honors. There, she received a Bachelor of Science in Legal Studies, 
with a minor in Sociology and earned a Victim Advocacy Certificate. She aspires to become 
a judge in the juvenile justice system, where she can have a lasting impact on youth and 
be an advocate for   effective rehabilitation. At the Levin College of Law, Courtney         
currently serves as the 2018-2019 Vice President of the Black Law Students Association, 
among other extracurricular involvement. 
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A Message from Rashel Johnson, Supervising Attorney 

Total Child Representation 
 
Being a Guardian ad Litem volunteer is much more than visiting your child every 30 days and   advocating 
for them in the dependency courtroom.   Being a volunteer often requires involvement with every aspect 
of a child’s life to include: education, medical, mental health, community services (APD/SSI), and more.   
In addition to these matters, some of our children also face juvenile delinquency charges, or immigration 
issues. 
 
Guardian ad Litem volunteers become immersed with the needs of the total child. Below are a few tips 
on dealing with three special issues involving children:  
 

Children with Disabilities aging out of foster care: If it appears your child will age out of foster care 
and has a disability, please request a staffing with your advocacy team prior to your child’s 16th 
birthday.  The team will need to discuss whether or not the child has the appropriate supports in 
place, such as Social Security Disability, Agency for Persons with Disabilities services, a Guardian 
Advocate (if needed), appropriate housing, and more. 

 
Educational Advocacy: If your child has an IEP or 504 plan, we encourage you to attend the child’s 

meetings surrounding those plans. At these meetings, please ensure the education team         
understands your role.  (It is important that team members understand that you are not the 
child’s custodian, parent, or legal guardian.) Read all documents before signing, and if you do not 
agree with the document’s content, do not sign.  Advocate for the child to have absolutely no, or 
the lesser punitive response, to any behavioral issues. Do not be afraid to ask for leniency based 
on your understanding of the child’s disability/background; and do not assume your request will 
not be followed. Consider how the child’s disability played a role in the issues the child is        
experiencing and whether the school had proper interventions in place to meet the child’s 
needs. For major educational issues, such as change of placement meetings, manifestation 
meetings, or pre-expulsion hearings, please request an internal staffing so that you are provided 
with additional tips prior to attending the meeting. 

 
DJJ Charges: If your child has DJJ charges, as you are able, please attend those hearings. Please do 

not contact the state attorney’s office to advocate for your child without conferring with the 
assigned attorney on your case.  If your child is facing arrest and you need guidance, please     
contact your supervisor.  If your supervisor is not available, please contact the CAM2 in your 
county, Marcia Hilty (C.D.), Douglas Feldkamp (A.D.), or Rashel Johnson (S.A.). 
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Voices for Children 

 

BOARD MEMBERSHIP 

 
Voices for Children is actively seeking potential board members to assist with projects, events, and  activities.  If you 

are interested, please contact us:  352.484.0319.   

 

 
 
 

ANY PERSON WHO SECURES  SPONSOR-
SHIPS/DONATIONS OR GIFTS IN KIND 

WORTH A VALUE OF $100 OR MORE FOR 
OUR ANNUAL QUARTER AUCTION WILL BE 
ENTERED IN THE CONTEST.  THE PERSON 
WHO BRINGS IN THE LARGEST AMOUNT 

(SPONSORSHIPS AND GOODS) WILL             
RECEIVE $250, SECOND PLACE WILL          

RECEIVE $100 AND THIRD PLACE WILL        
RECEIVE A $50.00 OUTBACK GIFT CARD. 

 
DEADLINE FOR CASH SPONSORSHIPS IS   

JULY 17TH. MERCHANDISE & GIFT CARDS 
WILL BE NEEDED BY JUNE 30TH. 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Don Rausch, VFC board member,  is very generously funding the contest personally and will award prizes at the 
fundraiser.   
 
Please consider approaching your doctor, banker, realtor, insurance agent, attorney, hair salon and any    other 
merchants/businesses you frequent.   In addition to cash sponsorships we need gift cards, gift baskets, and   
general merchandise.  Donations can be sent to: 
 
Voices for Children 
Post Office Box 4062 
Ocala FL 34478-4062 
 
Mark the outside of the envelope:  If making a donation via credit card or PayPal, please include this code: 
072118 
 
We accept checks, credit cards and payments via PayPal; should a business, associate, friend etc., send funds, 
please make sure your name is included so you receive credit for the contest. 



GAL OFFICES 
 
 

Marion County 
110 N. Magnolia Avenue 

Ocala, FL 34475 
352-671-5757 

 
Citrus County 

110 N. Apopka Avenue 
Inverness, FL  34450 

352-341-8770 
 

Hernando County 
20 N. Main Street 

Brooksville, FL 34601 
352-754-4226 

 
Lake County 

418 West Alfred Street 
Tavares, FL 32778 

352-343-2736  
 

Sumter County 
115 N. Florida St. 

Bushnell, FL 33513  
352-569-6980 

 

5th Circuit GAL Management Team 

 

Marcia Hilty, Circuit Director 

Douglas Feldkamp, Assistant Circuit Director 

Rashel Johnson, Supervising Attorney 

Buff Moring, CAM II, Marion County 

Amy Robertson, CAM II, Special Projects 

Connie McMaster, CAM II, Lake County 

Amy Nourie, CAM II, Citrus County 

Susan Landry, CAM II, Hernando County 

Verna Cardona, Administrative Assistant 

Diana Gisonni,  Director of Recruitment / Training 

I am For the Child 

 

We are on the Web 
www.guardianadlitem5.org 

Volunteers don't get paid, not because they're 
worthless, but because they're priceless.  

 ~Sherry Anderson~ 

Newsletter Publisher  -  Diana Gisonni 


