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99.1 Joy FM
Missouri
Recommended by U.S. Representative Ann Wagner
99.1 JoyFM St. Louis is a listener-supported contemporary Christian
radio station broadcasting from the heart of Missouri’s 2nd District
but reaching over 400,000 listeners a day throughout the metro area
and beyond. JoyFM’s tagline is Music-Faith-Community and one of
the many ways the station serves the community is through their
commitment and support of foster care and adoption organizations.
JoyFM encouraged their listeners to pray for every child impacted by
adoption or foster care last fall. They also hosted a free night at
Skyzone for adoptive and foster families. JoyFM donates tickets for
every one of their concerts for adoptive and foster families to attend
for free. The community is extremely grateful for JoyFM’s efforts to
promote annual foster family recruitment. This past February, the
station hosted an event in their facility, as well as, promoting it on the
air. JoyFM has also hosted “Joyful Families at Sky Zone” for One
Heart Ministries’ foster families. Madison Witte, Director of Bethany
St. Louis’ Safe Families for Children respite program, shared that over
half of their volunteer host families come from JoyFM’s promotional
announcements highlighting the program and the need. Sandi
Brown, the President and driving force behind this visionary station
that began in 2001, has a heart for foster and adoptive care children
and is an adoptive mother herself.
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Alan and Sarah Janney
Virginia
Recommended by U.S. Representative Ben Cline
Alan and Sarah Janney adopted their daughter, Rima-Grace, from an
orphanage in India two years ago. The family’s joyful adoption
experience has been followed by many on Facebook through Sarah’s
page, and their experience is best summarized by her post on
February 18, 2020: "I have a daughter. She is sunshine and joy and
hugs and kisses. We fought for her for years. We spent our savings
fighting to get her home. And know what? She was plan A for us for
having a third child. Not because we were afraid to “try for a girl” and
get another boy. I loved being a boy mom. But because India is full of
orphaned little girls with no families. Tonight, I looked over at my girl.
With her Elsa doll, her dress, her bow, her pink iPad, her Barbie
movie and I had to smile. I know I take a million pics of her. But I
missed the newborn years where we all take a million pictures of our
babies. So, these are my newborn years. And I just want you to
know- adoption can be your plan A. Or your plan B or C. But you
WILL be blessed by it..."
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Aman A. D'Mello
New Jersey
Recommended by U.S. Representative Mikie Sherrill
Aman D’Mello is the Senior Advocate Supervisor and Court Liaison
for CASA for Children of Essex County. During her 20 years as a
social worker, Aman has successfully helped foster youth thrive and
achieve permanency. She has delivered training and technical
assistance to cities and states on child welfare best practices in
order to improve agency effectiveness and accountability. Since
2016, Aman has worked with CASA, whose mission is to promote the
welfare of children who have been removed from their homes
because of abuse, neglect, or abandonment by providing a safety
net of support, advocacy, and mentorship. CASA’s volunteers ensure
that each child receives the needed services and assistance, and
they help to move the child toward a safe and permanent home as
quickly as possible. These volunteers come from all walks of life, but
they share a fierce commitment to making a difference in children’s
lives. Aman coaches and mentors CASA volunteers to develop their
capacity to effectively advocate for children. Additionally, Aman
trains new volunteers on specialized topics such as understanding
trauma, building and reinforcing children’s resiliency, and ensuring
culturally responsive engagement with families. As Court Liaison, she
cultivates a strong and transparent working relationship between
CASA and Family Court judges, judiciary staff, and all parties
involved with children in care.
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Amy Brown
Tennessee
Recommended by U.S. Senator Marsha Blackburn
Amy is a mom, a wife, and co-host of The Bobby Bones Show &
Country Top 30 with Bobby Bones. She also hosts Women of iHeart
Country and her podcast, '4 Things with Amy Brown.' Aside from her
“on-air” career, she is the co-founder of #PIMPINJOY (a movement
that's all about choosing & spreading joy) and ESPWA® (a clothing &
accessories line that benefits organizations in Haiti). Amy and her
husband adopted two kids from Haiti in 2017, so Haiti will always
have a very special place in Amy's heart. Raising two kids, being a
wife, and working full-time keeps Amy busy, but in her free time,
you'll find her hiking if the weather is right, using her waffle maker,
doing some yoga, or on a really good day: reading a book on the
couch with a latte!
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Anchor Point
Texas
Recommended by U.S. Representative Randy Weber
Anchor Point was birthed out of heartfelt desire by Debbie Simmons,
CEO, that no child was beyond hope. Debbie’s motto for life is learning
to “love without regard to risk,” a phrase that her family has lived out
through the years. Scott and Debbie have been blessed with nine
adopted children. This love and experience with their own kids is what
lead them to start Anchor Point. Through the years, Anchor Point has
become a strategic beacon of hope for families with struggling kids.
Debbie works at the state level to advocate for children because often
policies get in the way of what might be best. Anchor Point trains
individuals through their Discover Adoption program about God’s call to
the orphan one’s role in the solution. Their staff helps families navigate
the oftentimes complex adoption process. Counselors work with families
as they integrate adopted children into their homes. Their intensive
Pathway to Hope family camp is designed to help parents understand the
complex issues their children and the family face and how to create a
safe and loving environment for these children. Because these children
have unique educational needs, Anchor Point has a K-8th grade private
school. Anchor Point is blessed to be a beacon of hope and walk
alongside families as they learn to “love without regard to risk.”
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Angie Kennell
Wisconsin
Recommended by U.S. Representative Tom Tiffany
Noah, Angie’s adopted son, was received at 2.5 weeks of age and
was in failure to thrive. Over the next 3.5 years, Noah was placed
with her family while work was being done to reunite him with his
family. Unfortunately, that was not a viable option for Noah and at
three years and nine months, Angie was able to adopt him through
the Wisconsin special needs adoption program with many joys and
tears along the way. Angie has had 11 children in foster care and
many short term foster care placements over the past 10 years.
Currently, she has one full time foster child and provides respite on a
regular basis for other foster families. In addition to her adopted
foster child Noah, she has four other children ages ranging from 1221. Angie is now doing this solo as her community cheers her on!
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Ashley Brown
Florida
Recommended by U.S. Representative Ted Deutch
Ashley Brown is the Founder and CEO of the Selfless Love
Foundation. She is a child of adoption and has a passion to address
issues facing children in the foster case system. Selfless Love
Foundation is a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization dedicated to
enriching and transforming the lives of current and former foster
youth. In order to fulfill their mission, they partner with other
nonprofits and organizations to create programs to benefit current
and former foster youth. In 2017, Selﬂess Love Foundation partnered
with acclaimed Children’s Harbor nonproﬁt organization to create
Brown’s Harbor, a supportive housing program for transitioning
foster youth ages 18-23. Those living at Brown’s Harbor have on-site
support and guidance, ongoing workshops, encouragement, and
most importantly, are given the tools and resources to lead a
successful future. In 2018 and beyond, Selﬂess Love Foundation is
focused on continually strengthening our impact, programs and
partnerships. From the lead researchers of eHarmony, using the same
data driven technologies, and predictive analytics, Selfless Love
Foundation is currently spearheading a statewide pilot program to
match foster children with their forever families and hopes to extend
this software nationwide. This program is designed to promote
placement stability for children in foster care by matching children
and families on markers of compatibility. This will ultimately lead to
more stable placements, a key factor in eliminating the pipeline
connecting foster kids to poor outcomes.
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Ashley Rae Klinger
North Dakota
Recommended by U.S. Senator Kevin Cramer
Through their journey with infertility, adoption, and foster care,
Ashley Rae Klinger and her husband, Andrew, became vocal
advocates for the adoptive and foster communities by launching the
“BE A FOSTER” movement as a way to create conversation and
understanding around the undeniable impacts of foster care and the
increasing need for loving foster families; a platform Ashley Rae also
represents as Mrs. International 2020. Through the movement,
which includes their signature "Podcast, Convos, and Vlog" series,
they collaborate with members of the foster community to share
different initiatives, resources, and real-life stories about foster care
from a variety of perspectives. They also host a Virtual Book Club, a
Virtual Foster Mom Mixer, and a variety of Virtual Training
Opportunities. She is the owner of It’s Her Brand Enterprises, which
includes It’s Her Brand Magazine; two issues of which have been
devoted to adoption and foster care. She is frequently interviewed
by regional media. All of those interviews can be found at
www.beafoster.org. Since adopting their now 4-year-old son,
Micah, in July 2018 and becoming a licensed foster family in
December 2018, they have fostered 10 children in some capacity,
including three toddlers who have lived with them for a year-and-ahalf. Their journey reminds them that “love makes a family” and their
“inability” to conceive gives them the “ability” to be parents in
different capacities.
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Avant-Garde Foster
Family Agency Inc.
California
Recommended by U.S. Representative Ken Calvert
Avant-Garde Foster Family Agency Inc. is a private non-profit
community service agency dedicated to improving the quality of life
for children in foster care. They are a small-sized agency, allowing
their case workers to make frequent home visits. Because of this,
the foster families and kids get the attention they need to thrive.
Founded as a family endeavor in 2003, Avant-Garde is a non-profit
501(c)(3) organization. They hold the distinction of a three-year
CARF accreditation, signifying our commitment to excellence
toward the people they serve. Now serving the communities of
Riverside, San Bernardino, and Orange counties under the
leadership of Greg Estravit and staff.
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Beteseb Felega - Ethiopian
Adoption Connection
Kansas
Recommended by U.S. Representative Sharice L.Davids
Beteseb Felega - Ethiopian Adoption Connection is a grassroots
effort to reconnect family members separated by adoption and to
provide compassionate support to adoptees, birth family members,
and adoptive parents. Their internet database contains Ethiopian
adoption information provided by adopted people/adoptive parents
and birth families who are looking for each other. BF-EAC began with
the vision of adoptive mom, Andrea Kelley, and the tech skills of
American birth mom, Claudia Corrigan D’Arcy. Today, the
organization has a database of over 1,000 cases, has reunited more
than 165 adoptees at no cost, and provides free services to Ethiopian
family members. We have trained social workers in Ethiopia and
volunteers all over the world lending their skills to the cause.
Adoption is more than joining a family. It is also losing a family or a
child, and often, trying to find them later in life. Adoptees and birth
families deserve lifelong post adoption services. Beteseb Felega –
Ethiopian Adoption Connection proudly provides these services
ethically and compassionately. BF-EAC is an American NGO
registered to operate in Ethiopia.
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The Blue Ribbon Project
Maryland
Recommended by U.S. Senator Chris Van Hollen
Led by Taylor Pyles, The Blue Ribbon Project is an all-volunteer, nonprofit community organization based in Anne Arundel County,
Maryland. The Blue Ribbon Project’s mission is to work in the
prevention of child abuse and neglect and to provide a support
network for children who are abused, neglected, or victims of sexual
assaults. The Blue Ribbon Project also provides support services for
children and youth in Foster Care. The Blue Ribbon Project provides a
variety of programs that directly serve abused and neglected children
within their communities. These programs include providing
emergency essentials for children being removed from a dangerous
environment, a foster closet, numerous fun events for victims of
abuse and neglect, as well as Life Skills training for older foster
youth. The Blue Ribbon Project also provides professional training in
the prevention of child abuse for those that work with children. None
of The Blue Ribbon Project’s work would be possible without its
founder, Taylor Pyles, who knows personally how vital the work he
and his volunteer team are doing. Mr. Pyles is a survivor of physical
child abuse and aged out of the Anne Arundel County Foster Care
System. He is also a 16 year veteran officer of the City of Annapolis
Police Department and is chair of the Maryland Children’s Justice Act
Committee with the Governor's Office of Crime Control and
Prevention.

CONGRESSIONAL COALITION ON A D O P T I O N

I N S T I T U T E ' S

ANGELS IN ADOPTION
Virtual Gala

12

Brad and Jena Martin
South Carolina
Recommended by U.S. Senator Tim Scott
Brad and Jena started their adoption journey as foster parents
through the Bair Foundation. They were placed with two brothers
who were both behind in many areas compared to their peers. One of
the boys is completely deaf in one ear, has some vision limitations,
ADHD, and anxiety. At the time of their adoption, Jena said on her
blog, “I am not a believer in coincidences and know without a doubt
God orchestrated the two year paperwork wait and 24 hour
placement after we were licensed to have these two brothers walk
into our home on March 4, 2014.” After a lengthy process, the
Martins legally adopted both boys. They also fostered two other
children for a brief time. Later, the Martins adopted another brother
and sister pair after providing kinship care for both. In addition to
providing a loving and safe home for their four children, Brad and
Jena also work outside of the home. Brad is a Senior R&D
Formulation Scientist at Nephron Pharmaceuticals and Jena is the
Director of Special Populations for Family Connection of South
Carolina, a nonprofit dedicated to promoting inclusion for children
with disabilities and special healthcare needs. She previously worked
with pediatric palliative and hospice care and has also worked with
survivors of domestic violence. The Martins are dedicated to
improving the lives of those in need.
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Brady and Angela Bay
Oklahoma
Recommended by U.S. Senator Jim Inhofe
Angela Bay’s desire to adopt first began during her high school years
in Ohio, where her best friend had multiple adopted siblings. This
relationship expanded Angela’s horizons beyond her own community
and planted seeds that would spring into her eventual involvement in
adoption as an adult. In 2012, Angela and her husband Brady met in
Shattuck, Oklahoma and were married in 2015. Following the birth of
their biological son, Hank, the Bays quickly began to pursue
adoption. Their adoption was full of obstacles, yet they persevered.
After experiencing difficulty finding an agency involved in Ethiopia,
the Bays eventually completed necessary processes and were paired
with their daughter in November 2016. Five months later, the
Ethiopian government announced its intent to close international
adoptions leaving their adoption, as well as many others, in jeopardy.
In October 2017, Senator Inhofe spoke directly with his friend and
then-Prime Minister Hailemariam Desalegn urging him to allow these
adoptions to be completed and luckily, he agreed. The Bays traveled
to Ethiopia that same month and were able to bring their daughter,
Sawyer, home 28 days later. The Bays now have four children under
the age of seven and reside in Woodward, Oklahoma where Angela
stays home raising their children and Brady works as a firefighter and
land-surveyor.
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Brian and Dana Settles
Kentucky
Recommended by U.S. Senator Mitch McConnell
Brian and Dana Settles live in Louisville, Kentucky and adopted their
son, Abraham, from Ethiopia in 2017. In the midst of their adoption
process, the Ethiopian government suspended all inter-country
adoptions. The Settles worked with Congress and the U.S. Embassy
in Addis Ababa to ensure that American adoptive families, like theirs,
could bring their children home. At their request, Senator McConnell
sent a letter to Ethiopia's Ambassador to the U.S. urging the safe and
expeditious resolution of pending adoption cases. Through their
advocacy and persistence, the Settles not only brought their son
home, but also helped a number of other families from Kentucky and
across the U.S. who were facing the same challenges. Their
experience highlights the essential role of Congress in supporting
adoptive families, as well as the importance of advocacy in
eliminating barriers to adoption.
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Brian and Rachel Yost
Missouri
Recommended by U.S. Senator Joshua Hawley
For 10 years, the Yosts have worked to promote foster care and
adoption, and have overcome heartache and challenges to adopt two
beautiful children of their own. Since 2010, they have served as
licensed foster parents and interim-care-parents for 13 children
awaiting formal adoption. In 2013, the Yosts decided to begin the
process of adopting a child of their own from Haiti. This led Brian and
Rachel to visit the country on several mission trips and two years
later, their application was accepted and they formally adopted their
daughter, Tessa. After Tessa tragically died from an illness, the family
took time to mourn and wait for direction from the Lord. Almost a year
later, they reentered the adoption process and were matched with
Djoulincia, a little girl from Haiti. Today, Djoulincia is thriving under
the love of Brian and Rachel and her three big sisters in their home in
Missouri. Rachel currently serves on her local board of Bethany
Christian Services, the largest Christian adoption agency in the
world. There she focuses on embracing Bethany's mission of
supporting vulnerable kids and families in the U.S. and around the
world, and serving the constituents of the local community. Brian was
recently selected to serve on the Board of Directors for Meds & Food
for Kids in Haiti, an organization dedicated to feeding and treating
malnourished and sick Haitian children. The Yosts say they feel
adoption is a precious undertaking and feel passionately about
continuing the mission to champion adoption, “because every child
deserves a loving family, no matter what.”
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CASA of Kings County
California
Recommended by U.S. Representative TJ Cox
Since 2011, CASA of Kings County, a non-profit organization who
trains and supports court-appointed advocates who serve as the
voice for children, has been providing hopeful futures for children in
Kings County foster care. Studies show that children with a CASA
volunteer are more likely to find a permanent, loving home, are better
connected with supportive services while in the foster care system,
perform better academically, and form a stronger sense of
acceptance and achievements. All children deserve to thrive within
the safety and love of a permanent family supporting them
throughout their childhood and into adulthood. In 2019, they saw a
65% increase in the number of children they serve which resulted
from recruiting and training many new, passionate volunteer
advocates.
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Chad and Kari Shields
South Dakota
Recommended by U.S. Representative Dusty Johnson
Chad and Kari Shields open their hearts and their home to vulnerable
children and their families, providing a place of safety and belonging.
While in the midst of raising their four biological children, the Shields
felt called to adopt from China. First, they brought home Oliver and
then just ten months later they brought home Lily, also from China,
who continues to have significant medical needs requiring frequent
trips to Rochester and Chicago. Now with six children, the Shields
family opens their home every month to a group of families who have
also adopted to offer support, encouragement, and a sense of
belonging. The children become friends with other children and see
that they are not the only family that looks and operates a little
differently. The parents connect with each other at a deep level, to
the stories and feelings of others walking a similar path. Two years
ago, the Shields family became licensed foster parents to provide
respite care for other foster families, another way to love on and
support families of vulnerable children. As a family, the Shields'
continue to communicate to the adoption and foster care community
that they always have more love, more time, and more space to give.
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Children Spa For Children
With Disabilties
Michigan
Recommended by U.S. Representative Rashida Tlaib
Ms. Cheryl Major has been an advocate for children with disabilities
for many years and has dedicated her life to serving youth and
families in her community with disabilities. Ms. Major founded the
Children Spa for Children with Disabilities to provide services for
children with disabilities. Their work includes training youth with
disabilities for employment opportunities, providing peer mentoring
during and a variety of other summer opportunities for youth. They
also work to acknowledge and uplift families every year through their
Angel Awards Celebration. They are amazing advocates for families
with disabilities and have recently been a part of advocacy to fight
against water shut offs in the city of Detroit. Their work is essential to
their community and district.
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Chris and Amber Friedel
South Dakota
Recommended by U.S. Senator Mike Rounds
Chris and Amber decided to expand their family via domestic
adoption after failed attempts with infertility specialists. They
reached out to Heart2Heart adoptions in Sioux Falls with Hughes Law
office. Chase Robert was born October 7, 2015 and first joined their
family on December 29, 2015. His adoption was finalized and
recognized by the courts July 2016. Their second adoptee, Kamber
Jean, was born December 7, 2017 and she was immediately
welcomed to the Friedel home. In June 2018, Kamber’s adoption was
finalized and recognized by the courts. Whether through adoption or
foster care, Chris and Amber would love to expand their family when
the God’s timing is right.
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Circle of Care
Oklahoma
Recommended by U.S. Senator James Lankford
Circle of Care was founded in 1917 as the Oklahoma Methodist
Orphanage. Over the past decade they have shifted from serving
children primarily in residential settings to serving children in local
communities through foster care. Since 2016, Circle of Care has
contracted with the Oklahoma Department of Human Services (DHS)
to recruit, train and support foster families across Oklahoma. Today
they are serving 170 foster families and 232 youth in foster care
throughout Oklahoma. This past fiscal year, Circle of Care worked
with DHS and recruited 77 new homes, meeting 128% of their
recruitment goal. In 2019, their foster families finalized 41 adoptions
and in 2020 their foster families have been a part of 4 adoptions so
far, with several more expected over the final 2 quarters of 2020.
Circle of Care is finishing up a $5 million capital campaign to build 8
large homes focused on keeping siblings together in foster care. They
have raised approximately $4.7 million and have opened 6 of the 8
homes. Circle of Care has three additional programs/services
focusing on the continuum of care – including a transitional living
program for single mothers and their children; a transitional living
program for young adults aging out of foster care; and counseling
services.
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Clint and Angela Maze
Alabama
Recommended by U.S. Representative Robert Aderholt
Even though Clint and Angela Maze already had two biological
daughters, Meredith and Kate, they felt compelled to also adopt
another daughter, Charley. By adopting her, they put her in a
situation where she could thrive and have a better life than she
otherwise would have had. The Mazes have also worked to promote
adoption and the joy it can bring to both the parents and the
children.
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The Cole Family
Wyoming
Recommended by U.S. Senator Michael Enzi
If the Cole family were asked to describe things that are important to
their family, they would use words like: faith, adventure, education,
sanctity of life, the outdoors, golf, laughter, music, family dinners,
political debate, and relationships. Nothing in that description
mentions adoption, and yet adoption is a large part of what defines
their family. Their firstborn, Alex, said, “Adoption in my eyes is a way
to take separate lives and make them into a family. For me, it wasn’t
just that it made my three adopted siblings lives’ better, but it made
what my family is today. I don’t think that adoption shaped our family;
it made our family.” Their family began with Jay and Mary's marriage
in 1995, followed by the births of their three biological sons, Alex,
Ben, and Eli, now 23, 20 and 17. Their daughter, Flor Maria Grace,
born in Guatemala City, Guatemala, became a Cole in 2005 at the
age of 2 1/2. They had the privilege of traveling to Addis Ababa,
Ethiopia, in early 2009 to meet their son, Abraham Joseph Jay and he
became a Cole at the age of five months.
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The Comras Family
Florida
Recommended by U.S. Representative Alcee L. Hastings
The Comras family has a strong history of involvement with both
adoption and foster care. Melissa began her career as a Guardian Ad
Litem 20 years ago when she began working with teens aging out of
the foster care system. She gained valuable experience fiercely
advocating for the rights of teens and guiding them through the
process of the independent living program through their 18th
birthday and beyond. Additionally, Melissa and David opened their
home and their hearts as foster parents for several years. They
eventually adopted their three-year-old daughter, a bright and
talented little girl named Amelia, through foster care, giving her the
gift of a warm and loving forever family. The Comras family is also
deeply involved in their community and synagogue, as Melissa serves
on the Board of Trustees as the First Vice President of East Fort
Lauderdale. As the parents of a child who is both African-American
and Jewish, Melissa and David treasure the unique perspective of
parenting a Jew of Color and feel blessed that Amelia became a
permanent part of their family through fostering and then adoption.
By opening their home and, most importantly, their hearts, through
their personal experience with fostering and adopting their daughter
Amelia, and by fighting for children who are at their most vulnerable
as they age out of the foster care system, Melissa and David truly
exemplify Angels in Adoption.
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Court Appointed Special
Advocates of Merced County
California
Recommended by U.S. Representative Jim Costa
Founded in September 2010, Court Appointed Special Advocates
(CASA) of Merced County is one of 951 CASA programs in the
nation. They provide advocacy services to help abused, abandoned,
and neglected children in the foster care system. Based on the belief
that every child is entitled to a safe and supportive home, CASA
works through trained volunteers in collaboration with key agencies
and legal counsel to serve as the child's advocate in the Merced
County Juvenile Court System. The goal is to protect and insure each
foster child's right to a safe, permanent home. These children have
come into the Juvenile Dependency through no fault of their own as
the victims of abandonment, abuse or neglect. Their caretakers have
been unable to keep them safe, so social services and the legal
system have entered their lives. Since 2010, Merced CASA has
conducted 34 training sessions, trained over 400 Advocates, and
served almost 400 children. A volunteer completes more than 30
hours of training before becoming a sworn office of the court. In
addition to ensuring the children needs are being met, their job is to
provide the juvenile court judge with an independent assessment of
the circumstances of the child. Executive Director, Cathie Lancaster
oversees the Merced CASA staff and volunteers and ensures they are
consistently providing quality attention, care, and services the
children needed.
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Craig and Brittany Stevenson
Missouri
Recommended by U.S. Representative Vicky Hartzler
As high school sweethearts, Craig and Brittney had felt a connection
to wanting to help children in need, volunteering at a local shelter.
After college, on a mission trip to Mozambique, Africa, they visited
an orphanage, reigniting their desire to help children both abroad
and locally. After becoming involved in a nonprofit to help the
orphanage they visited, they felt called to become foster parents. In
five years of fostering, they’ve had twelve children ranging from
infants to teenagers and have maintained relationships with the
children and families they walked alongside. They continued their
fostering journey with a focus on young children to best fit their peer
group, with a possibility of a long-term placement or even adoption.
In October 2018, Sebastian joined their home as a foster son at 3months old as a pre-adoptive placement. After eight months,
Sebastian was adopted into their family in June 2019. Sebastian is a
thriving two-year old toddler who loves Blippi and Star Wars and
being pushed on the swing. Eating cashews and fresh peaches are
among his favorite foods. Craig and Brittney hope to continue their
fostering journey as Sebastian grows up, helping do what’s in the
best interests of the children in their community.
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Danna Bare
Vermont
Recommended by U.S. Representative Peter Welch
Danna Bare, M.Ed brings an extensive knowledge base of
permanency themes and early trauma to her work as a PostPermanency Service Provider for Lund in the Southern Vermont
region. Danna develops meaningful therapeutic relationships with
families formed by guardianship and adoption that are built on
respect, acceptance, and trust. She balances humor, empowerment,
and curiosity to shift caregiver thinking. Caregivers also trust and
value her suggestions. Danna brings keen clinical insight to her work,
recognizing the underlying themes that supports her ability to assess
needs and develop treatment approaches. She adapts information to
caregiver’s capabilities and learning styles and approaches families
with empathy and acceptance. This is felt by the caregivers she
works with, who have overwhelmingly reported positive experiences
as a result of their work together. Despite system challenges, Danna
is a strong advocate for families and holds other agencies and
providers accountable which leads to positive change. Danna is a
leader within the adoption community. She has an active voice within
discussions at the agency and state level. In particular, she
contributes to discussions around practice where she keeps the
family and child’s experience at the forefront. Danna is also seen as
an expert in her region, with teams and professionals seeking her
input.
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Dawn and Danny Curtis
Arkansas
Recommended by U.S. Senator John Boozman
Danny and Dawn Curtis dreamed of having a big family and were
blessed with two sons. However, due to health problems, they were
not able to have more of their own. One day they were at a local
Walmart and stopped by a booth hosted by the Arkansas Department
of Human Services (DHS) that had a photo album of children
currently in foster care. They fell in love with the picture of a fouryear-old girl and learned that she had three brothers. They talked to
their sons and decided to adopt the entire sibling group, growing
their family from four to eight. Tasha and her brothers had been in the
foster care system for three years and multiple homes when the
Curtis’ adopted them. After taking on these four siblings, Dawn
decided to follow her passion to work with children in foster care and
obtained her master’s degree in social work. She went on to work for
DHS and served in a variety of roles during her career, including as an
Adoption Specialist. During these years, the family was approached
to consider adopting more from foster care and eventually added six
additional children to their family. Danny worked for many years as a
police officer and bus driver while caring for his growing family
before he lost a valiant battle with cancer in 2017. Dawn and her
daughter, Tasha, visited Washington, D.C. on several occasions to
advocate for adoption and children in foster care. The twelve Curtis
children span twenty years of age and are all adults now, but the
example and dedication of their parents continues to inspire
everyone around them.
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Darcy Olsen
Arizona
Recommended by U.S. Senator Kyrsten Sinema
After hearing that there were newborns sleeping in offices, Darcy
couldn’t shake the image of babies struggling under the glare of
fluorescent lights. So, instead of fostering a teen as she’d planned,
she left the hospital cradling an abandoned infant, meth exposed. In
a few short years, she’d taken home ten, one who did not live to
reach his first birthday. Time after time, Olsen saw predators receive
more protection than their child victims. She saw how criminals have
the constitutional right to an attorney, but their child victims don't.
She founded GenJustice.org in honor of these children and to help
mend the broken child protection system. Darcy has worked with
local leaders, national partners and the White House to drive the
adoption of multiple nonpartisan reforms. These measures have
expedited the search for relatives, shortened the time to adoption
and opened the door for more children to get the special education
supports they need. Darcy, a single mom, adopted her four children
from foster care, now ages eight, eight, six and three. Darcy says her
kids would be the first to tell you that she assigns too many chores to
be a real angel, but like every mom out there, she’s doing the very
best she can.
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David and Maria Garcia
Alaska
Recommended by U.S. Senator Lisa Murkowski
David and Maria Garcia, along with their daughter Silema, can name
all 75 children who have been part of their family in the past 16 years
that they have been therapeutic foster parents through Community
Connections. From mealtimes together to their daily routines, this
family strives to bring consistency to their children’s lives, something
they might have lacked before. Their family enjoys spending time
together fishing, watching movies, traveling, and also participating in
activities that help the children understand their culture and give
them a sense of belonging. Their impact reaches far and wide as they
stay involved with their children even after they leave the home.
Many still return on holidays or special occasions or remain in contact
even after reunification with their family. David and Maria have
always advocated for each child individually, catering to their needs
with unwavering commitment whether it be in court, at a team
meeting, with OCS, or even with Community Connections. It is
important to them that whether adopted or reunited with their
biological family, each child placement has all the tools and
resources needed be successful. With selflessness and integrity, the
Garcias serve their community. Their strong advocacy for the children
they support speaks volumes to who they are as individuals and as a
family.
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The Honorable Daniel G. Pelikan
Missouri
Recommended by U.S. Representative Blaine Luetkemeyer
Judge Daniel Pelikan was born in St. Louis, Missouri and is married to
Lisa White Pelikan. He graduated from the University of Missouri with
a Journalism degree and received his law degree from St. Louis
University in 1984. He was elected Associate Circuit Judge in 1998
and 2002, and elected Circuit Judge in 2006, 2012 and 2018. Judge
Pelikan is the Presiding Judge for the 11th Judicial Circuit. He is the
former Juvenile Judge for St. Charles County and now presides over
jury trials for criminal felonies and complex civil cases. He has served
as the Board Chairman for the Children’s Trust Fund of Missouri and
for United Services For the Handicapped. He has served as a member
of the Missouri Bar Board of Governors, national and local Eagle
Scout Associations, St. Cletus Catholic Church, Boys and Girls Club
of St. Charles County and Rotary Club. In addition, he is the past
District Chairman for the Boone Trails District of the Boy Scouts of
America. In 2008, Judge Pelikan was honored by the St. Louis Crisis
Nursery with their Guardian Angel Award. In 2012, Judge Pelikan
was awarded the Silver Beaver, the highest adult award in scouting.
In 2013, Community Living honored him as Volunteer of the Year.
Judge Pelikan is an ASTAR, NCSI Fellow, one of only 400 judges
nationally.
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David Victor Anderson
Washington
Recommended by U.S. Representative Pramila Jayapal
David is an adoption attorney in Seattle and has represented
adoption agencies, birth parents, and prospective adoptive parents
in adoption matters for over 35 years. He graduated from Stanford
University (History) before earning his law degree from the Seattle
University School of Law, where he was the research and technical
editor of the law review. Over his career, David has worked on over
3,000 adoption matters. Throughout the past 20 years, he has also
chaired or co-chaired a dozen adoption law CLEs for the Washington
State Bar Association (WSBA). He authored the chapter on “adoption
law” for the WSBA Family Law Deskbook. David is a long-time Fellow
with the prestigious Academy of Adoption and Assisted
Reproduction Attorneys (AAAA), where he currently serves as a board
member. David is a dedicated practitioner who has served the
adoption community with unwavering commitment. As his colleagues
emphasize, David lives the values of Angel in Adoption through his
devotion and excellence in representing people trying to adopt
children. Reflecting his generous character and devotion to the
adoption community, David has poured an increasing amount of his
time into mentoring new attorneys in adoption matters. David is a
respected member of both the Washington and Oregon Bar
Associations, a trusted and admired colleague, a beloved spouse and
parent, and a tireless advocate for the adoption community.
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Denice and David Solgat
California
Recommended by U.S. Representative Mike Thompson
Denice Solgat – has been a foster parent in Kelseyville for the past 25
years. Together with her husband, David, the Solgats have fostered
over 300 children and adopted 11. What makes Mrs. Solgat unique is
her specialization in medically fragile and special needs children who
often get lost in a system that has difficulty caring for them. Mrs.
Solgat has developed an intricate care network and has fostered
ongoing relationships with multiple agencies and organizations. From
local pediatrician, Marlene Quilala, MD at Lake County Tribal Health
to California Children’s Services to UCSF and Children’s Hospital
Oakland—these various relationships help ensure that Lake County
foster youth can get top quality care while remaining in their local
communities. The Solgat family as a whole believe it is an honor to be
part of each child’s life. Mrs. Solgat was inspired to become a foster
parent by her aunt and has inspired her own daughter to become a
foster parent as well. In addition to fostering five to six children at a
time, she also works at Mendocino College Lake Center.
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Duane and Deborah Jones
Mississippi
Recommended by U.S. Senator Roger Wicker
After voluntarily applying with local agencies, Duane and Deborah
Jones became foster parents in 2017 to four children ages four,
three, one, and six months. The children all share the same mother
but had been separated between two foster homes. Duane works for
the Tupelo Fire Department and serves with the Mississippi National
Guard, and Deborah works for Tupelo Parks and Recreation in
Tupelo, Mississippi. Some of the children have been victims of child
abuse prior to going to live with the Jones. The three youngest
children had been in foster care since birth. All three suffer from
emotional stress because of the abuse they had endured. Three of a
children share a father. Their fathers along with their foster sibling's
have served time in prison. The Jones had planned to permanently
adopt all four children, but a local court reunited the children with
their biological mother in December 2019 while Duane was
deployed. The Jones have chosen to stay active and heavily involved
in the lives of the children. They are currently "unofficially" coparenting with the biological mother, getting the children on
weekends, during the summer, and splitting the holidays.
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Dustan and Holly Barker
Georgia
Recommended by U.S. Representative Jody Hice
Dustan and Holly Barker are a dynamic couple who are civically
engaged in the Athens area. Their lives changed when Holly’s
beloved brother died from overdose and they became relative
adoptive parents to their 11 year old nephew. The trauma impact,
complications of custody, and meeting the child’s needs in a time of
profound loss were daunting but with compassion and love, they
have fully embraced their position as newfound parents and taken on
the role of godparents to another adopted child. They reached out to
the recovery community in Athens with a desire to partner with those
who were fighting the addiction and overdose that claimed her
brother. Acceptance Recovery Center in Georgia became a resource
and partner at this critical time. Holly and Dustan received support
and became mentors, consultants, and donor resources to the
growing organization. Holly serves as Chair of the Board of Directors
and as the volunteer design consultant for property development.
Dustan has used his business connections to bring investments for
recovery properties, and together they have been instrumental in
ARC’s growth and success. The Barkers are a model to recovering
residents to stay connected and to restore permanent relationships
with their children. This past holiday, 76 children celebrated the
season with their fathers. A new women’s program expects the same
trajectory. The Barkers are champions of ARC’s goal to reunite and
strengthen families. Holly and Dustan are carving new paths in
relative caregiver permanency through adoption and family focused
recovery programs.
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Elaine and Allen Spivy
Louisiana
Recommended by U.S. Representative Mike Johnson
Upon retiring from the United States Air Force, Allen and Elaine Spivy
and their three children were planning the next step in their life's
journey when they were asked to consider fostering for two months.
Now, thirty-four years later, they have parented 126 children in foster
care, adopted two of their own, and placed over 30 children into
other forever families. Allen and Elaine connected with Bossier KIDS,
a local non-profit in Bossier City, Louisiana that provides homes and
services to foster parents. Alongside Bossier KIDS (2018 Angels), the
Spivys embarked on this journey. Most of their placements have been
children with significant medical needs. One young girl was involved
in a crib fire when she was two months old and required daily care at
home and the hospital. The Spivys decided to adopt this young girl,
Breanna, when she was just four years old. On June 30th of 2020, the
family celebrated Breanna's wedding ceremony. They have
supported reunification of children and families and have mentored
birth parents in their crisis situations. The couple has maintained
connections to support their foster children and their families. Their
legacy of love cannot be measured.The Spivys share on their
experience: “These children have shown us how, with God and love,
our hearts can grow and grow. God has worked through us to see his
miracles in action.”

CONGRESSIONAL COALITION ON A D O P T I O N

I N S T I T U T E ' S

ANGELS IN ADOPTION
Virtual Gala

36

Ellen and Neil Dutenhoffer
Nebraska
Recommended by U.S. Senator Deb Fischer
Ellen and Neil have made it their life’s work to create a stable, safe,
and happy home for their children. After marrying in 1997, Neil and
Ellen were thrilled when they became pregnant with their first child,
Nathan, born in 1998. Their second biological child, Alyssa, was born
in 2001. The couple was drawn to the idea of fostering and adopting
because they understood the difference a loving and permanent
home can make in the life of a child. In 2006, they adopted Aiden
from China, and in 2007, they welcomed infant Kiara from Liberia.
Shortly thereafter in 2008, 5-year-old Chris, also from Liberia, joined
the family. Becoming aware of the needs within their own community,
Ellen and Neil began fostering 8-month-old Brooklyn in 2012 and the
entire family fell in love. In April of this year, Brooklyn’s adoption was
finalized, and she officially became part of the family. Shortly after,
the family adopted 11-month-old Dallas and his younger stepsister,
Isabelle. Just four months later, another little girl named Allena Hope
became part of the Dutenhoffer household. With the unconditional
loyalty, stability, and devotion in their home, each of these children
has flourished to overcome any trauma and obstacles from their past.
While each child has their own unique story, they all share a special
and unbreakable bond as part of the everlasting family created by
Ellen and Neil.
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Emilia and Robert Morsilli
Rhode Island
Recommended by U.S. Representative Jim Langevin
Emilia and Robert Morsilli are the proud parents of five beautiful
children. Emilia and Robert had three children and they thought their
family was complete until Emilia’s job as a NICU nurse took her young
family down an unexpected path. On May 22, 2013, Emilia was
assigned as the primary nurse to a beautiful baby boy who was born
weighing only 1 lb. 8 ozs. With many obstacles and health issues, it
soon became apparent his parents were unable to care for him. Emilia
and her husband agreed to foster him until an adoptive family could
be found for him. After several months, Emilia received a call from the
social worker saying they were having a hard time finding an adoptive
family and asking if she and her husband might consider adopting
him. At 14 months old, this beautiful baby boy joined the Morsilli
family. Not long after, Emilia was assigned to another beautiful baby
boy addicted to many drugs. In February 2017, they adopted this
little boy as well, the newest addition to their family. Emilia and
Robert are still drawn to fostering children and know, one day, when
their five children don’t need them as much, they’ll foster again. But
for now, they are strong advocates of adoption and today Emilia is
helping a family start the adoption process. Emilia enjoys talking
about the ups and downs but most of all about the love and the
greatest gift waiting on the other side of the hoping and praying.
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Emily E. Lyon
Rhode Island
Recommended by U.S. Representative David Cicilline
Emily E. Lyon, LICSW is an independently licensed clinical social
worker and a talented leader. She has worked in the field of child
welfare, with a specialization in adoption and permanency for youth
for more than 15 years. During her tenure in the field, Emily has
provided direct services to children in foster care, provided training
and consultation to many public and private child serving
professionals, was the director of a treatment level foster care
program, and an administrator for a private child welfare program,
while also maintaining a small private practice. Emily joined Adoption
Rhode Island in 2014. She is currently the Chief Operating Officer for
Adoption Rhode Island, where she oversees all programs of the
agency which include mental health and family support, adoption
and permanency, and youth transition services. She is a passionate,
dedicated, and skillful leader in adoption and permanency and has
contributed to the well-being of thousands of children, youth, and
families across Rhode Island. During the COVID pandemic, Emily has
helped to pivot the agency’s staff and services to tele-health and
virtual offerings, while striving to ensure that the needs and wellbeing of children, youth, and families are met and remain at the
forefront of practice.
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Erica M. McAfee
Virginia
Recommended by U.S. Representative A. Donald McEachin
Erica McAfee is the Founder and CEO of Sisters in Loss, a maternal
child health company that helps Black women replace silence with
storytelling around pregnancy and infant loss and infertility. The
stigma and shame that comes with sharing loss stories prevent black
women from achieving the healing they need to thrive in their new
normal. Sisters in Loss holds space to present loss and infertility
stories in a resourceful culturally acceptable way to assure black
women they are not alone on this journey. Sisters in Loss provides
pregnancy, birth, postpartum, bereavement, and grief services to
help women step beyond anxiety and fear and into trust and peace
after loss. It's self-titled podcast spotlights resilient Black mothers
who share intimate details of their journey to motherhood through
painful, but inspirational loss and infertility stories. Sisters in Loss has
been featured in Black Enterprise, Women's Health, The Today Show,
NBC Universal, and US House of Representatives via VA State House
4. Erica is a member of the MOMMAs Voices and Racial Disparity
Committees of the Preeclampsia Foundation. She is Certified Birth &
Bereavement Doula, Doula Trainer and Mentor, and Mom to two
babies in heaven and one rainbow baby, Maxwell, also known as
Super Mighty Max. Erica is an alumna of Virginia Commonwealth
University with a B.S. in Chemical Engineering.
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Eshawn Peterson
Arizona
Recommended by U.S. Representative Greg Stanton
A woman of strength and courage, Eshawn relentlessly fights for a
better life for children and young adults in Arizona through the
agency she founded, Onward Hope. Her leadership has resulted in
stronger families, stronger systems, and a stronger state, and the
community is better because of her work. Eshawn spent eight years in
Arizona’s foster care system, separated from her six siblings.
Grounded in her belief that all children deserve a safe and secure
home, Eshawn has responded with leadership and faith, dedicating
herself to improving the system and outcomes for children and
families across Arizona. Her vision resulted in the founding of Onward
Hope, Inc., a foster care, adoption, and transitions services agency
that focuses on the human dignity and full potential of the children
and families it serves. Since 2014, the agency has given children
strength, resiliency, and helped them transition to full and successful
independent lives through workshops, coaching, and mentoring. The
agency also partners with caregivers on parenting and coping skills
and with an emphasis on keeping families together. Because of
Eshawn’s work, justice and hope have been advanced throughout the
state and more children have found permanency and support.
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Eugene and Margarita Dawson
Washington
Recommended by U.S. Representative Dan Newhouse
Margarita (Maggie) and Eugene Dawson III experienced an
unimaginable family tragedy. They welcomed their eight nieces and
nephews to live in their home, just two days after the children’s father
was arrested for murdering their mother. Maggie and Eugene knew
their nieces and nephews would need a home surrounded by family
to heal from this trauma. Maggie, Eugene, and their two biological
children have created a safe place and family unit ensuring the
children have a chance to grow up with their siblings and cousins. In
2017, Maggie and Eugene were given permanent custody of the
seven minors. Now, as a family of 12, the Dawsons serve as an
inspirational example of how families can thrive, even in the darkest
of times.
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Family Blend Bland
Wisconsin
Recommended by U.S. Senator Ron Johnson
Randy and Victoria Yocum’s adoption journey began 30 years ago
when they ran a children’s ministry involving over 100 inner-city
children and youth. Using the arts, they provided an outlet for at-risk
youth to serve through a worship band, a drama team, a children’s
choir and puppet shows. They saw how the lives of these kids were
impacted by abuse, gangs, neglect, and drugs. Their love and
compassion moved them to open their hearts and home to four
children with special needs who didn’t have a chance for a family
they could call their own. They taught their children music and
started a family band, performing all over Greater Milwaukee at
charitable events like those sponsored by Jockey Being Family, the
Walk to End Alzheimer’s, as well as for assisted care living facilities,
churches, hospitals, and private events. They were selected as the
2017 Family of the Year by the Coalition for Children, Youth &
Families, and the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel featured a story about
Randy being the honored graduate at his college, the family band,
their adoptive journey, and family unity through music. Randy and
Victoria unofficially adopted hundreds of children and young adults,
through the years, being called “mom and dad”. The Yocums deserve
to be recognized for their legacy of love and service, and for making
a difference.
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The Family Village
Louisiana
Recommended by U.S. Representative Garret Graves
The Family Village (formerly known as The Foster Village) is a
nonprofit founded by Shayna Landry & Amy LeJeune, both foster &
adoptive moms, who saw a great need within the community. The
Family Village is in Walker, Louisiana, which is located within the
parish with the largest number of foster children in the state and that
number is still rising. The Family Village is a donation center for items
that will equip any local child who has suffered through a recent
traumatic event - all free of charge. Our mission is to connect the
children to the community in order to aid children coming out of their
home and/or to do what we can to keep them in their homes. The
Family Village's goal is to help pave the road to a better life by
providing new & gently used items along with being an emotionally
supportive role to those in need. The Family Village also hosts events
to help families connect, teach about resources available within the
area and raise awareness among the community.
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Foster Care Support Foundation
Georgia
Recommended by U.S. Senator David Perdue
Rachel Ewald started the Foster Care Support Foundation (FCSF) in
1996, as a 501(c)(3) nonprofit, public charity organization in Georgia
that helps children gain self-worth, a sense of belonging, and
assurance that they are important. Starting in her home and with the
help of 10,000 annual volunteers, the organization has served over
68,000 children from a 20,000 square foot facility serving 4,500
displaced children annually statewide. FCSF aims to strengthen the
ability of foster and relative care families to meet the needs of their
displaced children by implementing a community-based resource
and education that can decrease the need for institutionalized care.
FCSF provides free clothing, infant equipment, and developmental
toys and serves basic-care (costs reimbursed $0 to $30 per day)
foster children residing in Georgia's foster homes, administered by
the Division of Family and Children Services (DFCS) and children
housed by private agencies. They also serve abandoned, courtplaced, and DFCS placed grandparents raising grandchildren and
parents caring for relative's children for a limited time. FCSF partners
with Georgia's DFCS for child referral, verification, along with kinship
care, school counselors, and faith-based organizations. FCSF hosts
an annual Prom-A-Palooza outfitting displaced teens for their proms
and a Holiday Wish Program for relative care children. The Hope 4
Tomorrow mentoring program matches adult volunteers with
displaced teens to help as they transition to adulthood encouraging
stability and success.
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Foster Success
Indiana
Recommended by U.S. Senator Mike Braun
Foster Success provides support for older foster youth at their most
critical time - when they are transitioning out of the foster care
system. Foster Success supports young people transitioning out of
foster care with programs and resources focused on education
attainment, workforce readiness, financial empowerment, and
advocacy. In the area of financial empowerment, Foster Success
provides opportunities for former foster youth to gain financial
knowledge and literacy by helping them to responsibly build credit,
start a savings plan, and learn through educational courses.
Additionally, Foster Success, helps former foster youth access
programming and funding to continue their education and help to
pay for living expenses. All together these programs and resources
ensure that former foster youth get the preparation they need for
success in their adult lives.

CONGRESSIONAL COALITION ON A D O P T I O N

I N S T I T U T E ' S

ANGELS IN ADOPTION
Virtual Gala

46

Gari Lister
Virginia
Recommended by U.S. Representative Gerald Connolly
Ms. Lister has six adopted daughters ages 4 to 28 from Russia,
Ukraine, and Latvia, all of whom experienced early trauma and
continue to cope with effects from their tough starts. She practiced
antitrust law at a major law firm for 20 years, but quit her legal career
in 2011 to help her children and others after realizing how little
support there is for those who have experienced early trauma.
Among other things, she has led a hosting program for Kidsave
International, served as the President of the Child Health Center
Board of Children's National Medical Center in Washington, D.C.,
served as the Vice President of the Board of the Attachment &
Trauma Network, volunteered for Beyond Trauma and Attachment,
and Project 143, a nonprofit dedicated to helping older orphans find
families. Recently, Ms. Lister has focused on supporting adoptive
parents. In 2016, she became one of the few non-mental-health
professionals to earn TBRI Practitioner certification; she is also a
certified Trauma Competent Caregiver trainer and has built a practice
combining parent coaching, yoga, life coaching and self-care to
provide parents with the support they need to help their children heal
and succeed. This summer, she and her husband bought The
Chesapeake Inn in Urbanna, Virginia, which they plan to use for
parent and adoptive family retreats.
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The Honorable George Nethercutt
Washington
Recommended by U.S. Representative Cathy McMorris-Rodgers
George Nethercutt, Jr. is a former U.S. Congressman who
represented the 5th Congressional District of Washington from 19952005. Mr. Nethercutt practiced law in Spokane, WA for 18 years
before entering public service. As both a practicing attorney and
later as Congressman, Mr. Nethercutt was a champion for adoption,
helping unite more than 2,000 children with families in Eastern
Washington. In 1996, Mr. Nethercutt founded the George Nethercutt
Foundation to foster an understanding of government and public
policies in young adults. Continuing today, the Foundation helps all
Americans, particularly students become more engaged with our
government, and our history. His three areas of interest are making
adoption more affordable, more available to families, and helping
children and adoptive parents assimilate successfully. Finally, Mr.
Nethercutt has been nationally recognized for his accomplishments
advocating a cure for juvenile diabetes, and served on the JDRF
board.
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Gulf Coast JFCS Heart Gallery
of Pinellas and Pasco
Florida
Recommended by U.S. Representative Charlie Crist
The Heart Gallery program model is known nationwide as an
emotionally safe way to promote local adoption of available foster
children through photographs, videos, social media, and website
recruitment tools. Every child deserves a home and awareness is key
to finding families for children, who through no fault of their own, are
living in foster homes, group homes or medical facilities because of
previous abuse, neglect or abandonment. Professional
photographers donate their talents to capture beautiful images of the
hardest to adopt -older children, sibling groups, teenagers and
children with moderate to severe medical challenges. Local business
partners showcase galleries and provide event support. The Heart
Gallery of Pinellas and Pasco, created in 2006 by local volunteers and
grass roots fundraising, is now an established program within Gulf
Coast Jewish Families and Community Services, Inc., an agency with
decades of experience in child welfare responsible for over 1500
adoption finalizations in Florida. Last year alone, the agency
supported a record high 242 children in finding their forever homes,
including 18 Heart Gallery kids. When older children are asked what
they just want in a family, they want a family that loves them, family
vacations, a house and yard to play in and pets. At the end of the
day, Heart Gallery children dream of the day they will wake up in
their forever family home.
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Hannah S. Kelly
Missouri
Recommended by U.S. Senator Roy Blunt
Hannah Kelly has opened her home to 11 children over the past
couple of years. She will never forget the first young 16 year old
teenage mom she welcomed into her home who was fighting so
bravely to keep her baby with her. Their faces multiplied and fill her
heart now. Her daughter, Hailee, was adopted at the age of 18, but
motherhood to her is continuing journey that foster has given her.
She will forever be grateful for the opportunity to foster.
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Heather and Michael Crooker
Maine
Recommended by U.S. Senator Susan Collins
Family has always been the most important aspect of Heather’s life.
At twelve years old, she decided that adoption would play a role in
her own family’s story someday. She and her husband Mike have
been strong advocates for adoption in their community since
adopting their youngest daughter, Sophie in 2007. As an interracial
family, Heather, Mike and their three children, Mikayla, Jack and
Sophie are passionate about diversity and inclusion in all areas of
their lives. The Crookers love to share their family story and serve as a
resource and support to other adoptive and interracial families in
their community. Heather and Mike feel that parenthood is the most
rewarding and fulfilling experience of their lives. They are so proud of
their family, grown with love.
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The Late Honorable
James C. Tormey III
New York
Recommended by U.S. Representative John Katko
Twenty years ago, then New York State Supreme Court Justice James
Tormey sparked National Adoption Day Ceremonies in New York’s
5th Judicial District. After learning about NAD, Justice Tormey
coordinated with Family Court Judges in Syracuse, New York to
organize the first of many celebrations uniting families. With
hundreds of attendees each year, the ceremony grew to fill a local
convention center. Through dedicated leadership and enthusiastic
support, Justice Tormey challenged the organizers of the NAD
Ceremony to deliver a better event every year. The effort grows
through collaborative work with attorneys, agencies, businesses, not
for profits, government leaders, foster and adoptive families, social
workers, agencies, jurists and the public. While Justice Tormey was
instrumental in the growth of the celebration, he remained out of the
spotlight and elevated other integral voices so that they could be
recognized. Due to the Judge’s imaginative spirit, two films have
been created to spread NAD’s message, one of which was directed
by the Newhouse School at Syracuse University. Determined to raise
awareness nationally, Justice Tormey facilitated adoptions for nine
families broadcast live on the Today Show on November 7, 2013.
Tragically, Justice Tormey passed away unexpectedly in June 2019.
He is remembered for his remarkable contributions to raising
awareness of the need for adoptive homes for children in foster care.
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Horizon Therapeutics
Illinois
Recommended by U.S. Senator Tammy Duckworth
Horizon Therapeutics is dedicated to advocating for the adoption of
children with rare diseases, both in the United States and
internationally. Since 2017, Horizon Therapeutics has established
itself as a fierce advocate for children with rare diseases. In creating
the #RAREis Adoption Fund, Horizon Therapeutics honors the
courage and love of families stepping forward to adopt children with
rare diseases by lowering the financial barrier of these adoptions.
Horizon’s dedication to funding adoptions helps particularly
vulnerable children find their way home and ensures every child has
the freedom and opportunity to flourish in life.
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James and Cara Dearmon Jr.
Michigan
Recommended by U.S. Representative John Moolenaar
James and Cara Dearmon have been married since 2008 and for the
past nine years, have fostered/adopted three siblings, Leland,
Grace, and Hope. Leland was born with significant developmental
delays while Grace and Hope were both born ten weeks premature.
On March 14, 2013, the Dearmons officially adopted Leland, Grace,
and Hope, and three short months later they had their biological
child, Connor, a surprise rainbow baby following the loss of their
infant daughter, Emma, on 11/28/09. The Dearmons continue to
grow and thrive each day in their forever family’s loving home.
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James R. Kelly
Louisiana
Recommended by U.S. Senator John Kennedy
James founded Covenant House New Orleans in 1987 and returned
in 2011 as Executive Director. Covenant House cares for the most
damaged population of homeless, runaway, and at-risk youth and
children in the community. Most come from abusive, violent, and
dysfunctional homes. With the assistance of a wide array of
community partners, Covenant House helps youths turn their lives
around. James and Covenant House have served over thirty thousand
children and young people. Their "Two Generation" best practice
program cares for over a hundred young parents and their children
each day. The documentary, "Shelter," was made about this unique
work and has over three million views. In the past forty years, James
has worked in ministries that serve the poorest and most vulnerable
members of his society. James is the past Co-President of Catholic
Charities, which played a major role in Louisiana's relief, recovery,
and rebuilding following Katrina. Under James's leadership, Catholic
Charities during this crucial time doubled their adoption and
children's services. James is blessed by his dedicated staff and the
loving prayerful support of his wife Ginny, and their three children,
Elizabeth, Michael and Stephen.
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James W. Miskowski
New Jersey
Recommended by U.S. Representative Josh Gottheimer
James Miskowski has represented birth parents, children, adoptive
parents and adoption agencies for over 30 years. Through his law
firm, he has helped build over 2,500 adoptive families, tried many
high-profile cases that became contested in New Jersey over the
past three decades, and was instrumental in enacting legislation in a
continued attempt to improve laws as they have evolved over the
years. Furthermore, he has been asked by the New Jersey State
Legislature to draft legislation to amend laws on adoption to reflect
the best interest of the child. Due to his expertise and dedication to
this issue, Mr. Miskowski was appointed by the New York Appellate
Division as special Counsel for Children to represent their rights and
interests in 2015. Mr. Miskowski began the adoption portion of his
practice as a result of his experience as an adoptive parent of his
three children. He is a tireless advocate for families and adoptive
children in his community.
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Janet Pollio
New Jersey
Recommended by U.S. Senator Robert Menendez
Janet Pollio has been deeply involved in New Jersey’s adoption
community for the past twenty-five years. In late 1994, Janet and her
husband decided to build their family through adoption. They joined
NJ’s all-volunteer Concerned Persons for Adoption (CPFA) to seek
information and support, and then successfully adopted two children
domestically. Since joining CPFA, Janet has served many roles
including President, Vice President, and chair of the Programming
Committee. Today, Janet continues to volunteer in numerous ways
including supporting the yearly CPFA/Rutgers University “Let’s Talk
Adoption” conference, and serving on the Board of Directors. Janet
is also the editor of the CPFA newsletter. In this role she coordinates
submissions from CPFA committee members and experts in the field
of adoption to compile a newsletter that informs and educates preand post-adoptive parents on parenting topics, community
resources, events, and more. While many choose to stop their
volunteer involvement once their children become adults, Janet has
selflessly continued to serve.
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Jason and Chapri Paulateer
Michigan
Recommended by U.S. Senator Gary Peters
The Paulateers’ story is a unique one. Years ago Jason and Chapri
delivered a baby boy who was born with heart problems. One month
after his birth, Jason Paulateer Jr. died. The couple then had three
healthy children, Micha, Michaila, and Michaya. The Paulateers’
learned of a family friend fostering two boys being placed with an
adoption agency because their parent’s rights had been terminated.
Upon meeting the boys, Chapri knew that they were meant to be a
part of the Paulateer family. Malik and Monte moved in two days
before Christmas 2007. They then decided to adopt the boys’
younger sister who was also in foster care. After beginning the
adoption process for the three, they discovered a younger pair of
twin brothers. Within a few months, the Paulateers doubled the size
of their family. All of the adopted Paulateer children are biological
siblings having the same mom. Adding to their beautiful family are
Malik, Monte, twins Malachai and Mekhi, Mahoghany, Maya, and
Marlee. They desired to keep the siblings together. Some of the
adopted children require intensive special education support and
other services. All of them are loved. Jason and Chapri lean on what
they call "the power of the village,” a huge support system of family,
friends, and neighbors. To them, they have never felt like they have
done something remarkable, but they have made a remarkable
difference in so many lives.
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Jason and Tami Prins Family
South Dakota
Recommended by U.S. Senator John Thune
The Prins family got involved in the adoption/foster care world
originally through Bethany Christian Services. Working with BCS,
Tami helped families in the adoption process, including those where
families experienced challenging, last minute changes in adoption.
Tami then got involved with Safe Families for Children, which aims to
help struggling families by providing support to their children while
the parents get back on their feet. The organization has helped
families where parents experience prison or homelessness, before
the child formally ends up in the system. Over the years, the Prins
family has hosted multiple children, opening their homes for weeks or
months at a time as needed. The Prins family is currently in the
process of obtaining legal guardianship of one year old child for a
mom who delivered her baby while in the SD Women's Prison.
Throughout the time the child has been with the Prins family, they
have maintained contact with the mom as she continues on her
recovery, allowing visitation, while also integrating the child into their
biological family of five children.
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Jason Cipriani
North Carolina
Recommended by U.S. Representative Dan Bishop
Jason and his wife, Kelly, know first-hand about adoption – they
were blessed to grow their family through the adoptions of their
children Jordan, Megan, and Gavin. On their journey, they became
acutely aware that the cost of adoption is a major barrier preventing
many prospective adoptive parents from moving forward. Interested
in finding ways to remove the financial barrier to adoption, Jason
discovered Gift of Adoption. Gift of Adoption is a national charity
providing grants to help families complete the adoptions of
vulnerable children – giving them permanent families and a chance to
thrive. Jason co-founded Gift of Adoption’s Carolinas Chapter in
2012 and is the Board Chair. Since 2012, Jason, Kelly, and the
chapter’s other members have helped nearly 300 children become
adopted by their forever families! Jason has also served on the Gift of
Adoption National Growth Committee, leveraging his experience and
relationships to identify leaders for start-up chapters in California,
Georgia, Massachusetts, and New York. Jason works tirelessly and
with great passion to further adoption as a philanthropic priority out
of his conviction that every child deserves a loving family and belief
that each of us can play a role – big or small – to ensure that no child
grows up alone. Jason is Co-Managing Partner of Corrum Capital
Management. He also serves on the Board of Directors of Hooptee
Charities and Roof Above.
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Jeff and Chrystal Campbell
Oklahoma
Recommended by U.S. Representative Markwayne Mullin
Crystal was raised in a family that fostered many children. When she
and Jeff got married, she knew she wanted to adopt a child into their
family. After the birth of their fourth child, Crystal and Jeff began the
process of adopting. They received word a distant relative had
delivered a baby while in court ordered rehab and was giving the
baby up for adoption. Crystal says, "On that Thursday that we first
brought Gabe home, I sat across the room from a very young mom
who loved her babies but wrestled her own demons. I pledged to
love a little boy and help him be all that he is meant to be just like
anyone that my body had grown. With God's wisdom, I know I can
keep that pledge.” Jeff is a baseball coach at Lincoln Christian
School in Tulsa and serves on the board of the Stonebrook Project, a
nonprofit providing emotional support to recovering cancer patients.
Crystal serves as the fundraising chair for the Will Rogers Memorial
Foundation and the Small Business Chair for the Claremore Chamber
of Commerce. She also serves as an advisor to multiple organizations
and businesses in Claremore.
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Jennifer and Jay Kassing
Texas
Recommended by U.S. Representative Colin Allred
Jennifer and Jay Kassing of Dallas, Texas, share a passion for
adoption that was born in 2003 when they adopted their youngest
child, Joseph, “Jet” Edgar Thomas, from Guatemala. The Kassings
both desired a way to honor Jet’s adoption, and pass the blessing of
a child to other families trying to adopt but lacking the financial
resources to do so. This passion gave birth to Joseph’s DreamCoat,
an adoption grant fund the Kassings founded in the mid-2000s using
their own personal funds to help others complete their families. The
Kassing’s passion to help improve the lives of orphaned and
vulnerable children through adoptions is stronger than ever.
Partnering with global ministry, Orphan Outreach, has enabled
Joseph’s DreamCoat to reach a broader audience, currently resulting
in more than 110 families being awarded adoption grants, and
helping countless orphaned and foster care children go home to their
forever families. Joseph’s DreamCoat adoption grants have helped
bring home children from around the world, including Asia, Latin
America, Africa, and Eastern Europe. They have recently begun
funding assistance to adoptive families in Kenya helping children
there find forever families. In addition to expanding the work of
Joseph’s DreamCoat, the Kassing’s passion to help vulnerable
children continues to this day. Jennifer and Jay, along with their five
children, actively continue to serve the children of Guatemala
through Orphan Outreach ministries by traveling on mission trips and
advocating for the orphaned and vulnerable who may not be eligible
for adoption and foster care.
CONGRESSIONAL COALITION ON A D O P T I O N

I N S T I T U T E ' S

ANGELS IN ADOPTION
Virtual Gala

62

Jerry and Belton Caldwell
Tennessee
Recommended by U.S. Representative Phil Roe
In addition to their four children who came to their family through
adoption, the Caldwells are currently fostering two children, a two
year old boy that they have had in their home for seventeen months
and a nine month old that they have had for one month. When they
began this journey in 2006, Belton and Jerry concluded that they
would not "put God in a box and tell Him how to bless them"
regarding their prospective family. They decided they would honor
what God has called them to do by creating a family from who God
provided for them. Fourteen years and four separate adoptions
(2006, 2008, 2008, and 2010) later they have been truly blessed.
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Josh and Olivia Watts
Mississippi
Recommended by U.S. Senator Cindy Hyde-Smith
Josh and Olivia Watts were high school sweethearts and married
after finishing college. Like too many families today, Josh and Olivia
tried to start a family but learned they suffered from infertility; they
began looking at other options and decided on adoption. With the
help of Catholic Charities in Jackson, Mississippi, the Watts family
began the adoption journey in February 2007. In August 2008, Josh
and Olivia received the call they would be adopting a little boy from
Colorado. They flew to Colorado to meet their son and bring him
home to Mississippi. Upon arriving in Colorado, Josh and Olivia
realized the paperwork needed to be expedited in order for them to
return home on time. With the help of Senator Hyde-Smith, the
paperwork was sent to Colorado right away and they arrived home to
Mississippi when their son, five-day-old J. Parker. As J. Parker grew
older, he began asking his parents for a sibling, specifically a brother.
The Watts planned a December 2013 vacation to Colorado. A few
days before the trip, J. Parker’s wish came true when his parents
received a call that they would be adopting another son, who was
born only hours away from where they would be vacationing. J.
Parker would go on to introduce his new brother, Jackson, as, “This is
my baby brother. God gave him to me!” Josh and Olivia are raising
two amazing, kind, and compassionate gentlemen. J. Parker and
Jackson have changed their world, and the Watts would not have it
any other way.
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Joyce Family Foundation
Oregon
Recommended by U.S. Senator Ron Wyden
The Joyce Family Foundation have been strong supporters of
adoption in their work with Holt International Children’s Services
based in Eugene, Oregon. The Joyces have sponsored fundraising
efforts that have raised thousands of dollars to help support the
Adoption Fund for Special Needs Children, orphans in Korea, and
other adoption initiatives. Additionally, they have participated in
three River West Church Youth mission trips to the IlSan orphanage
in Korea working directly with children with special needs and
helping with improvement projects to the orphanage. Seeing the
incredible work being accomplished by the Joyces with Holt
International, Sen. Wyden would like to honor their impact helping
vulnerable children find their forever homes. All of their work is done
with a gracious but humble heart that has literally touched the lives of
thousands of children.
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Julius Jackson Jr.
Ohio
Recommended by U.S. Representative Marcia Fudge
For 15 years, Julius Jackson has been an integral team member at
Adoption Network Cleveland, a nonprofit organization providing
advocacy, education and support to the adoption constellation in
Ohio. In his current role, Julius helps prospective, adoptive, kinship,
and foster parents, before, during, and after their adoption process.
Julius has a wealth of knowledge and is a consistent resource to
hundreds of families in need of information, advice, and clarity. He is
often the first person constituents talk to and he is a magnificent
representative of the organization. He has played a significant role in
a number of adoptions from foster care where he helps prospective
foster and adoptive parents, as well as kinship caregivers, navigate
their own personal situations, the local child welfare system, and
overcome barriers to provide permanency for children in need.
Helping parents work through steps to becoming a foster and/or
adoptive parent can be challenging, but Julius is always there to
provide the facts and be a calm voice through all the noise. Julius
helps families make the best decision for themselves and their
children by giving them knowledge about options in a clear manner.
One family in particular recently adopted a little boy they have
fostered for the past 4 years and Julius was an essential part of the
finalization. Julius is most proud of serving people from all walks of
life and through all situations they encounter in adoption and foster
care. In Julius’ words, “We are in the helping business.”
CONGRESSIONAL COALITION ON A D O P T I O N

I N S T I T U T E ' S

ANGELS IN ADOPTION
Virtual Gala

66

Katherine Lee Katcher
California
Recommended by U.S. Representative Barbara Lee
Katherine is an attorney and the Founder and Executive Director of
Root & Rebound, which works to restore power and resources to the
families and communities most harmed by mass incarceration through
legal advocacy, public education, policy reform, and litigation – a
model rooted in the needs and expertise of people who are directly
impacted. Katherine received her B.A. in Anthropology from
Columbia University, where she focused her research and studies on
communities living in asylum and exile. She received her J.D. from
the University of California, Berkeley, School of Law. Katherine is an
attorney licensed to practice in the State of California.
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Kay Kirby
South Carolina
Recommended by U.S. Senator Lindsey Graham
Kay Kirby has served in many roles - mom, wife, non-profit director but it was her role as a foster mom that put her on her current path.
She discovered early on that there is a lack of resources and support
for foster children and foster families. From this discovery, PS I Love
You Ministries was born. As founder and director of PS I Love You
Ministries, Kay has served thousands of foster children and foster
parents over the past eight years. This year, due to the pandemic, she
had to think of creative ways to safely provide and care for foster
children and their families. She succeeded and today over 9,500
items including clothing, socks, shoes, underwear, toiletries, school
supplies, baby equipment, car seats, and other necessary care items
were given to foster children at no cost. Kay understands this journey
is a community effort. She is a tireless advocate speaking with
community groups, churches, businesses and other organizations to
advocate and give a voice to the foster community. Her heart and
mission have made a significant impact on South Carolina foster care
families. The dedication she shows each foster child is to be
commended. America is a better place because of the work of
people like Kay who are committed to helping those less fortunate
and in need of assistance.
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Kelly Capen Douglas
California
Recommended by U.S. Representative Scott Peters

Kelly Capen Douglas, Esq. is the President & CEO of Voices for
Children (VFC). Kelly joined VFC in October 2019 after spending 26
years working in San Diego’s higher education and legal
communities. Since 1980, VFC has bettered the lives of children in
foster care through the advocacy of trained, volunteer Court
Appointed Special Advocates (CASAs). CASAs ensure that children
feel loved and supported during the most tumultuous time of their
lives, while also helping them to find safe, stable homes. CASAs get
to know the child and advocate on their behalf in court, in schools,
and in the community to ensure their needs are met. This year, VFC
supported 1,500 CASAs who advocated for 2,150 children in San
Diego and Riverside Counties. One example is Tim, who was
assigned to Josh’s case when Josh was just 15 years old. For four
years, Tim has demonstrated his unwavering commitment to bettering
Josh’s life. Tim attended all of Josh’s games and facilitated sibling
visits. After living in eight homes and, with Tim’s encouragement,
Josh contacted a former teacher who agreed to become his foster
parent. Josh says that his placement finally feels like home. In a letter
to Tim, Josh wrote, “Through it all, you’ve supported me 100%.
You’ve taught me not to be afraid, and to be a better version of
myself.”
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Kevan and Jennifer Dobbins
North Dakota
Recommended by U.S. Senator John Hoeven
Jennifer and Kevan Dobbins have been welcoming foster children
into their home in Fargo since 2015. In that time, they have fostered
eight children for extended periods of time, never going longer than
two months without at least one foster child in their home. In 2016,
they met their future daughter Sereniti (then five months old) after
she was admitted to the Sanford Children’s Hospital in Sioux Falls,
SD following severe injuries. While initially doctors thought she might
not survive, the Dobbins were there for Sereniti throughout her
recovery in the NICU to help nurse her back to health. They adopted
her a year and a half after she was able to leave the hospital, and they
have continued to be tireless advocates for her as she has navigates
the health issues associated with her injuries.In addition, the Dobbins
recently adopted another daughter, Kyler (18 months), and have a
biological daughter, Rubie (age 14).
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Kevin and Sherri Bontrager
Indiana
Recommended by U.S. Representative Jim Banks
Kevin and his wife Sherri are residents of DeKalb County and have
five children (three adopted). Their family enjoys serving at Central
Ministries, promoting adoption, and supporting many other local
nonprofit organizations. In 2012, the Bontragers were named Big
Couple of the Year at the annual Big Brothers Big Sisters volunteer
recognition dinner in Fort Wayne.
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Kim B. Hawekotte
Nebraska
Recommended by U.S. Representative Donald Bacon
Kim Hawekotte has dedicated the last 25 years of her life to
providing hope for children in the foster care and juvenile justice
system through her career as an attorney. Due to Kim’s policy work,
Nebraska’s Foster Care Review Board has transformed the way it
provides services to youth and their families. Kim believes that every
aspect of the child welfare system has the capacity to be better
because foster youth and their families deserve a nurturing and
compassionate environment with attention to detail. As a consistent
advocate for youth, she has served as an attorney, administrator, and
Executive Director of the Nebraska Foster Care Review Board.
Through systemic advocacy, the building of mental and behavioral
centers, and developing new treatment programs for transitional
youth, Kim exemplifies what it means to be a true force for change in
a system that desperately needs a dedicated, resourceful leader like
her. In Kim’s new role, she is working with the state of Nebraska,
community-based partners, and federal agencies to align all reform
efforts in Douglas County for juvenile justice youth, a task that is not
for the faint of heart. She is streamlining all child welfare services
which will result in better outcomes for hundreds of youth and has
implemented mandatory ‘trauma informed training’ across the state.
Most importantly, Kim understands that a child’s behavior is an
action telling of a deeper issue they cannot vocalize, and she fulfills
her duty to help those children in need and give them hope.
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Kimberly and AJ Maynard
Rhode Island
Recommended by U.S. Representative Jim Langevin
Kimberley and AJ Maynard and their family have opened their hearts
and home to many foster children. As a young couple, they spoke
about becoming foster parents. At the time, Kimberley was working
full-time as a registered nurse in the NICU at Women and Infants and
AJ was also working full-time as an auto dismantler at a Henry’s
Auto. They had one daughter, who often begged for a sibling.
However, after several years of attempting to conceive, they chose to
accept it was just the three of them. On August 3, 2011, Kimberley
and AJ received their foster care license. Two days later, they were
placed with their first foster child. This child was successfully
reunified with this birth mother seven weeks later. Two years later,
they adopted their foster daughter. A year later, to their surprise, they
gave birth to a son. On November 22, 2014, National Adoption Day,
they adopted another foster daughter and foster son. In just over
three years, they fostered seven children and provided respite for
one. At this point, they placed their foster care license on hold. A few
years later, they learned the siblings of their adopted children
needed fostering so they re-certified and reopened their home. Over
the past 9 years, they have fostered a total of nine children and
provided respite for two and their family has grown from three to
eight. Kimberley says, “it’s a family full of controlled chaos, some
tears, lots of laugher and lot of love."
CONGRESSIONAL COALITION ON A D O P T I O N

I N S T I T U T E ' S

ANGELS IN ADOPTION
Virtual Gala

73

Kristine M. Hendrickson
Rhode Island
Recommended by U.S. Senator Sheldon Whitehouse
Kristine Hendrickson is the parent of two beautiful and spirited
children adopted from the foster care systems in Rhode Island and
Massachusetts. Her son is now nine and her daughter is four.
Kristine's experiences as a single mom navigating foster care systems
in two states have inspired her to speak publicly on several occasions
about her family's journey and the need to view foster families as
advocates for the children in their care. She also sits on the board of
directors of Child and Family located in Newport and Providence, RI.
As a member of Child and Family's board, she works to advocate for
foster families as well as the many community-based programs the
agency provides. Kristine is the Associate Vice President of
University Relations/Chief Communications Officer for Salve Regina
University.
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Linda and Bob Herring
Iowa
Recommended by U.S. Senator Charles Grassley
Linda Faye Herring of Johnson County, Iowa, started serving as a
foster parent in the 1970s, and over the course of almost 50 years
she, along with her husband Bob, have fostered over 600 kids in
need of a home. She was known for never turning away a child, and
often cared for children with complex medical needs. Linda did more
than give children in foster care a temporary place to live—she
created a home where they always felt welcome. She made sure that
each child had a professional photograph on the living room wall,
and kept bins of clothing in all sizes so that kids in her care had
something to wear. She also maintained relationships with the
children that she cared for, and their biological families. One of her
favorite parts of fostering were the visits from her foster children as
they grew up. In addition to transforming the lives of the children that
she fostered, four of Linda’s children and three of her grandchildren
have fostered and adopted as well, creating family legacy of helping
those in need.
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The Late Lisa Marie
Carpenter Belk
Susan Belk, Karyn Belk-Beal, Markel Belk, Steven Belk, Lydia Belk- Earls,
Ian Belk, and Zoe Belk are accepting this award on behalf of Lisa.

Iowa
Recommended by U.S. Representative Steve King
Lisa is a true “adoption angel” who met an untimely death in April
2020 at the age of 55. Lisa was a foster parent to over thirty children
over twenty five years. She adopted eight children and homeschooled each of them. Lisa was deeply involved in children’s
ministries in Iowa and recently became the director of the Sioux
City’s Iowa Chapter of Child Evangelism Fellowship, which reaches
thousands of children with a message of hope.
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Lise M. Iwon
Rhode Island
Recommended by U.S. Senator Jack Reed
Lise Iwon is a long-time champion for children and families in the
child welfare system. Over the course of her career, she has served
as a family practice attorney, and as a Court Appointed Special
Advocate. When she heard that foster youth were carrying their
belongings in trash bags as they moved from one placement to
another, she sprang into action. Working with Adoption RI and the
Office of the Child Advocate, she launched the “Duffle Bag Bash” at
the Matunuck Community Center (in South Kingstown, Rhode Island)
to ensure that foster youth were able to move with dignity and real
luggage. The price of admission for the annual outdoor event is a
rolling duffle bag. Since 2016, over 2,000 duffle bags and backpacks
have been given to children in foster care. In 2019, Ms. Iwon was
recognized by Adoption RI with its Beacon of Hope Award. In
addition to her professional and community service, Ms. Iwon has
also been an advocate for equality for LGBTQ parents.
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Margaret & Brian Hochstrasser
Virginia
Recommended by U.S. Senator Mark Warner
Margaret and Brian decided to pursue adoption and were referred to
The Barker Adoption Foundation in Bethesda which was an incredible
resource for them and emphasized racial education. They got their
first call nine months later, but unfortunately that did not proceed.
Another couple of months passed, and they got another call about a
baby girl who was 11 days old and who’s first parents had selected
Mr. and Mrs. Hochstrasser to raise her. Summer was born in January
2015. She not only made them a family, but also a transracial family
being of Hispanic and Middle Eastern decent. Around Summer’s first
birthday, they contacted Barker again about proceeding for another
adoption. After finalizing their paperwork, they had been advised that
it would be a two year wait but just two weeks later, they were
matched with a four week old African American baby boy. They never
anticipated things happening so quickly, but happily embraced it and
met their son, Baylor, a few days later. On their parenting journey,
they have put tremendous energy and effort into advocating for their
children’s emotional and racial needs. Being white parents to nonwhite children has been eye opening, gut wrenching, challenging
and unbelievably joyful. They are hopeful the world is finally coming
around to being a better version of itself and, hopefully, their children
will be all the better for it.
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Margaret La Rue
Kansas
Recommended by U.S. Senator Pat Roberts
Margaret La Rue is an extraordinary individual who demonstrates a
natural ability to work with children and families and assist them
through the arduous, daunting and emotional road to adoption. She
easily connects with children and is gentle and kind to them. She is
straightforward and honest, which is critical to developing trust with
youth. Margaret is bright, independent and her investigative skills as
a CASA Volunteer help move a case along from the time the child
comes into foster care to the permanency of adoption. She has
advocated tirelessly and without complaint until the goal of adoption
is achieved. Margaret delicately navigates complex communication
relationships between agencies, while showing infinite resolve to
help a child reach a successful adoption. She reaches out to the
other agencies repeatedly, keeps lines of communication open and
remains committed to accessing information so advocacy can occur
for the best interest of the child. Others might give up, but Margaret
perseveres, sometimes in the face of daunting obstacles.
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Markus and Sarah Yager
Minnesota
Recommended by U.S. Representative Tom Emmer
Markus and Sarah Yager decided to adopt from Nigeria in 2017, and
it took about a year and a half to get matched with Olivia. They left at
the beginning of May 2019 to meet and adopt Olivia. The Nigerian
process was clear and smooth. They really appreciated that the
adoption agency wanted to ensure families had time to bond with the
their child before finalizing the process. Mr. and Mrs. Yager had their
final court date in Nigeria at the end of May and had all of the
required documents for her I-600 by mid-June, but due to errors in
the system, they were not able to even schedule a drop off
appointment for the I-600 documents. Two weeks later, the earliest
appointment was late August, and they decided that Markus would
return to the U.S, file the I-600 from there and leave Olivia and Sarah
in Nigeria. The time of separation was excruciating and In order to
avoid exorbitant Nigerian visa fees, Sarah and Olivia had to travel to
Rwanda twice to visit friends. It was only their faith in Christ and in
God’s good providence that the couple were able to endure their
journey to bring their daughter home to Minnesota. Sarah and Olivia
finally got to come home with an approved visa just a couple days
before Thanksgiving in November 2019.
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Marlee Factor Foundation
Ohio
Recommended by U.S. Representative Bill Johnson
Sara founded the Marlee Factor Foundation in honor of her adopted
daughter, Marlee, while volunteering with the non-profit
organization, Special Angels Adoption. The mission of the foundation
is to support families of children with special needs or who are
chronically ill as they go through the adoption process. Sara, along
with her partner, Jennifer Kelly, helps birth families process the
diagnosis and understand resources that are available to help raise
their child. If the birth family feels they are not able to raise their
child, Sara supports them through the adoption process. In 2019,
67% of those families chose adoption; the others decided to parent
with support resources Sara helped point them to. The agency works
across the country, partnering with agencies and attorneys, ensuring
that the children have adoption subsidies in place before the
adoption is finalized. Sara and her husband have personally adopted
special needs children. When their biological children were grown,
they adopted an 11-month old girl from Vietnam who was born with a
ventricular septal defect (a hole in her heart). Their second adoption
was a two-year old boy who was thought to be blind and has hearing
issues. Most recently, they adopted Marlee, the namesake of the
foundation, who has Tuberous Sclerosis complex, which causes
multiple seizures a day. Sara uses her knowledge daily to help these
special needs children find a forever family who will not only love
them, but advocate for them and meet their unique needs.
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Mary Herzik
Nevada
Recommended by U.S. Senator Jacky Rosen
Mary Herzik has dedicated her heart and career to improving the lives
of at-risk youth and vulnerable children in our child welfare system,
and ensuring they are not forgotten—including having a voice in
court, making the holidays special with gifts to open, and knowing
they have someone to turn to that they can trust. Her work through
the family courts and the local Court Appointed Special Advocate
(CASA) program has helped ensure that our children most in need
have a voice and caring adults watching out for their safety and wellbeing. Foster youth who have strong advocates are more likely to
have permanency through reunification or adoption. Mary’s passion
and support of both the children and the volunteer advocates who
look out for them is inspiring.
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Michael and Maureen Gilbertson
Minnesota
Recommended by U.S. Senator Amy Klobuchar
Michael and Maureen Gilbertson have been caring for vulnerable
children for over 35 years. As foster, adoptive, and biological
parents, they have given dozens of children the loving, safe, secure
family every child needs to thrive. Engaging in treatment of foster
care kids deemed hard-to-love by others has required them to attend
hundreds of hours of training, complete thousands of hours of
paperwork, and drive countless miles to appointments with support
professionals. They are willing to do what is necessary to help kids
they love have healthy childhoods. Through it all, they express
gratitude for the opportunity to care for children in need. When
people ask how they do it all, they point to God and their strong
support community. Recently, the Gilbertsons adopted 6 children,
despite being in their 60s. The children were aged 2, 4, 6, 7, 8, and
29 at adoption. That's right - their adult foster son was legally
adopted with the rest of their children. The younger children were
with them during Maureen's hard-fought battle with a rare and
aggressive form of Lymphoma in 2018-2019. At the outset of her
cancer battle, she showed the doctors a family picture and said,
“This is what I have committed to.” Having five small children at
retirement age was never their dream, but they can't see children
without families and do nothing.
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Michelle and Tim Haylett
Michigan
Recommended by U.S. Representative Tim Walberg
Tim and Michelle Haylett knew for years that they wanted to be
short-term, emergency foster parents. They understood the crucial
need to provide a temporary haven for children immediately after
their removal from an abusive or neglectful home. After their three
sons were grown, Tim and Michelle carefully designed a place
affectionately called “Camp Haylett,” which has served 35 foster
children in the past three years. Tim and Michelle welcome children
to their beautiful home on a lake, complete with a huge playground
built under a deck. Their goals are to provide the opportunity for
siblings to remain together if possible, and to allow each child who
comes to stay with them the chance to enjoy a setting which is full of
fun, happiness, love, and attention. In addition to their work as foster
parents, the Hayletts are part of Court Appointed Special Advocates
(CASA) of Hillsdale, a non-profit organization that advocates for
foster children in the court system. Tim serves as CASA’s Board
President, and Michelle is a volunteer. CASA Supervisor Heather
Upton said that “the Hayletts put their whole hearts into whatever
they do on behalf of children.” Another CASA volunteer shared that
the Hayletts always do whatever is necessary to make children feel
loved and cared about. Tim and Michelle Haylett may not personally
have adopted children, but there isn’t another couple who has
worked more tirelessly to love children in the foster care system.
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Miguel Franco and Robert Perez
California
Recommended by U.S. Representative Tony Cardenas
Miguel Franco has adopted three beautiful children with his
significant other Bobby Perez. Based in Maryland, they have created
a wonderful home for them and have been the most dedicated and
loving parents to them. Miguel’s integrity, work ethic and kindness in
heart are extraordinary. He always holds himself to high standards
and works very hard to accomplish his goals without putting others'
needs aside. Bobby and Miguel will give these children the peaceful,
harmonious and bright future they deserve. The both deserve a token
of appreciation for everything they do for their family, friends, and
community around them.
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Millie Smith
Missouri
Recommended by U.S. Representative Jason Smith
Inspired by her parents who took in children of family members,
Millie decided to become a foster parent in 1987 at 27 years old.
Millie has opened her heart and home to over 250 foster children,
adopted three of them and has another daughter that was not legally
adopted. Realizing there was little to no support for fostering and
adopting families in the Parkland area, Millie started Parkland Foster
Adopt Families Community, a non-profit organization designed to be
a resource for families of adoption and fostering in several counties.
She has started a backpack program for all foster children in the
Parkland area and now every child who is placed in foster care
receives a backpack with fresh clothes, pajamas, a toothbrush, a
blanket. Children also receive a trip to the pumpkin patch in the
spring, skating parties and outings to the petting zoo all free of
charge. Millie’s daughter Brittany, now 32 was adopted when she
was 11 years old. She was joined by Isaiah, now 24, David, 15 and
Lisa who is now 40 (not legally adopted). Now, at 59, Millie finds
herself starting the journey over again, as she will soon adopt Ryder
and Paige, a 5 and 6-year-old set of siblings. It seems there is no
limit to the love in Ms. Millie Smith’s heart, which has undoubtedly
touched the hearts of so many others.
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Natalie C. Torres and
Fernando Torres Jr.
California
Recommended by U.S. Representative Julia Brownley
Natalie and Fernando Torres began fostering children in 1994 and
have been dedicated foster and resource parents in Ventura County
for the last seven years, caring for over 80 placements of children and
youth ages 0-17. As a former Oxnard Police Officer, Natalie and her
husband Fernando provide care through longer-term placements and
also serve as an Emergency Shelter family. Their patient and loving
parenting style is combined with trauma-informed care to create a
non-judgmental, welcoming environment for first time detentions
into care and high needs youth. Natalie and Fernando are known to
be collaborative champions of the entire Child and Family Team: birth
families, agency staff, community partners, and — most importantly
— children and youth. The Torres Family has also served as examples
and mentors to hundreds of other caregivers as part of the Quality
Parenting Initiative, Peer Partner Educator Program, pre-service
training speaking panels, and recruitment videos.
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Rachael M. Folds
Nebraska
Recommended by U.S. Senator Ben Sasse
After leaving the Army, Folds became a full-time foster mother in
1993. She has helped raise more than 70 foster children, eight of
whom she’s adopted or become their legal guardian, but primarily
cares for teenage boys. As a former foster child herself, Folds had
difficult experiences in the system. Many of the foster families saw
her more as a job than a child, but in her final foster home
experience, she found a family that loved and cared for her, which
she said drastically changed the trajectory of her life. "Imparting
purpose in the boys' lives can be difficult", Folds said. She said that
emotional discouragement, often coupled with molestation and
physical abuse, can continue to haunt the boys long after they come
into her care. For some of the boys, Folds said it can take years
before they understand their worth. She works hard every day to
show the love she has for them and to challenge them to be the best
that they can possibly be. Folds said she primarily cares for teens
because she was a young teenager when she was first placed in the
foster care system, and she understands the unique struggles that
teenage foster children go through. Folds said the most rewarding
part of her work is seeing the boys recognize that they are more than
the situations they came from. She loves when former foster children
send her pictures of their wives and kids, and she's glad they've
found ways to become productive citizens.
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Rebecca Margulies
Florida
Recommended by U.S. Representative John Rutherford
Rebecca attended Flagler College in St. Augustine where she earned
a degree in Social and Behavioral Science. Upon graduation, she
began working as a youth counselor at Eckerd Youth Alternatives
helping children coming out of the Florida Department of Juvenile
Justice secure better futures through fostering and adoption,
workforce development, and community transitional services. After
serving as a youth counselor for two years, her family moved to
Jacksonville where she began her work with the Jewish Family and
Children’s Services (JFCS) organization as a case manager. Rebecca
then went back to school and earned her master’s degree in Social
Work from Florida State University. Rebecca excelled as a case
manager and was given new responsibility as an adoption
coordinator for the JFCS. In this role, she was recognized for her
outstanding work as an adoption coordinator and received the 2010
Adopt US Kids Outstanding Caseworker Award. Rebecca continued
to work in dependency adoptions until 2011 and then transitioned to
private adoptions until 2013. After having a child of her own,
Rebecca returned to JFCS in 2014 to continue helping children find
their forever families. She was promoted to Supervisor of the
adoption program at JFCS in 2018 and continues to serve in this role
today. Rebecca’s coworkers praise her passion for finalizing
adoptions and ensuring every child she works with finds a home
where they can flourish.
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RJ Devick
Minnesota
Recommended by U.S. Representative Dean Phillips
RJ Devick is Advisory Board Vice Chair for the University of
Minnesota Adoption Medicine Clinic. This unique clinic provides a
host of medical and health services for families at all stages of their
adoption journey. RJ is currently leading fundraising efforts to
establish the Dr. Dana Johnson Society, an effort to recognize the
founder of the Adoption Medicine Clinic. RJ is an advocate for the
adoption community as well as an adoptive parent. He and his wife,
Teresa, have three daughters. Grace works for the Dutch Consulate in
Chicago, Clare is a Junior at the University of MN Duluth and was
adopted from South Korea and Aster is a Junior at Maple Grove High
School and was adopted from Ethiopia. The family used the Adoption
Medicine Clinic when adopting Clare and Aster, who had many
health concerns when she was young. RJ is also concerned about the
rights of refugees and immigrants and he and Teresa have been
involved with Alight, formerly the American Refugee Committee,
headquartered in Minneapolis. Alight provides humanitarian
assistance and works to build a meaningful life for and with the
displaced. He has also been involved with the Children’s Home
Society and Save the Children. RJ is supportive of international
adoption due to the family’s own experience in creating a loving
home for their adoptive daughters.
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Sarah B. Riley
New Hampshire
Recommended by U.S. Senators Maggie Hassan &
Jeanne Shaheen
Sarah Riley was the dedicated foster mother to an eight-year-old
girl, whom she ended up adopting in 2019 when reunification was
not able to occur. Ms. Riley supported the biological mother on an
on-going basis despite knowing of the mother’s struggles with
substance use. Ms. Riley understood the importance of maintaining a
relationship between the youth and biological mother. Ms. Riley
understood that despite the mother’s individual struggles the
relationship between mother and child was best for the child’s wellbeing. Ms. Riley facilitated and supervised community visits, for the
biological mother and maternal grandmother in Girl Scout events,
dance recitals and school performances. Ms. Riley was a
campground manager and would invite the biological mother to
events at the campground to allow for visitation between mother and
child, in a normal life setting. At a time when the mother was having
unsupervised visitation, Ms. Riley invited the mother to her own home
for visits and pick-up and drop of the youth. Ms. Riley was trusting of
the mother and this support allowed for a successful voluntary
mediated adoption. This mediated agreement allows for there be a
continued connection beyond adoption, which is best for the child.
This is especially important as she grows older and has more
questions about her birth family and history prior to adoption.
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Scout Hartley
California
Recommended by U.S. Representative Karen Bass
Based in New Jersey, Scout Hartley has a demonstrated passion for
public service, policy development, effective public administration,
and community driven reforms. He has devoted his work to improving
child welfare policy and the lives of youth in the foster care
community. Scout has committed a significant amount of time to the
National Foster Youth Institute (NFYI), whose mission is to uplift
foster youth though organizing strategies. Each year NFYI and the
Congressional Caucus on Foster Youth host a Congressional Shadow
Day, which brings 100 current and former foster youth to
Washington, D.C. for a week of child welfare advocacy training,
culminating in a day shadowing their member of congress. In 2019
Scout served as a Regional Coordinator Supporter for Shadow Day.
In this role, he was a leader of leaders, helping to design the
advocacy trainings, and facilitating webinars for Shadow Day
Regional Coordinators. He created a curriculum to teach Regional
Coordinators how to track legislation, which they learned and
presented to their group of foster youth Shadow Day participants.
Scout reliably provided legislative and policy clarifications,
guidance, and emergency response to Shadow Day participants
during the early mornings, long days, and late nights that
characterize the week of child welfare advocacy training and Shadow
Day.
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Sherie Allen
Utah
Recommended by U.S. Representative Mike Lee
Sherie Allen is the Founder and CEO of Ohana Beginnings, a nonprofit organization that offers support for young women with an
unplanned pregnancy. Ohana Beginnings offers support for the
expectant mother who chooses to place her baby for adoption, get
married when appropriate, or to single parent. The program offers
many services inclusive of housing, medical care, therapeutic
services, and academic support, (high school graduation and postsecondary education opportunities). Sherie was adopted by parents'
who had healthy views about adoption and love towards her birth
mother - whom Sherie discovered Mother’s Day 2020. This gave her
a firm foundation for being raised as an adopted child. Sherie’s late
husband also believed in adoption, and together they have a family of
eight children – four biological, and four adopted. According to
Sherie, each child has wonderful strengths and monumental trials to
overcome. Of Sherie's four adopted children, two have bachelor’s
degrees and one lives in assisted living, as he suffered a traumatic
brain injury due to abuse sustained as an infant before Sherie and her
husband adopted him. The other is a thriving high school student.
Sherie's husband and she have fostered other children. With
adoption having been a part of Sherie's entire life, she is grateful to
be dedicating the rest of her life to strengthening families, helping
young mothers, and protecting babies through Ohana Beginnings.

CONGRESSIONAL COALITION ON A D O P T I O N

I N S T I T U T E ' S

ANGELS IN ADOPTION
Virtual Gala

93

Starfish Orphan Ministry
Kentucky
Recommended by U.S. Representative James Comer
Starfish Orphan Ministry, started by Laura Roberts, is a nonprofit
organization based in Paducah, Kentucky, which impacts the lives of
orphaned children locally and internationally. Laura’s passion to care
for orphans began when she and her husband adopted a baby from
Guatemala. Their difficult process allowed the couple to visit a
Guatemalan orphanage where their lives would be forever changed.
Now, Starfish Orphan Ministry serves thousands of single-parent
households in 3 states and has taken more than 3,000 individuals
from around the country to serve orphans globally. One of the many
ways that Starfish supports the community is through donations of
clothing, household items and furniture that are collected and stored
in their warehouse. These items are sorted by volunteers and
distributed to single parents, foster parents, and young teens who
have aged out of the foster care system. Starfish builds and delivers
over 1,000 beds a year to children in need. Additionally, the
organization promotes adoption and foster care by providing
interested families with resources to begin the complicated process.
Through Starfish, Laura has led hundreds of mission teams to serve in
El Salvador, Brazil, and other countries. Teams build homes, work in
orphanages, and help children living on the streets.These trips
directly impact the lives of both the team members and those they
serve.
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The Troy Netherton Family
Nebraska
Recommended by U.S. Representative Adrian Smith
Paula is the foster parent for four little boys, ages 13, 12, 10 and 8.
Her husband Troy passed away at the end of May 2020 and her first
worry was how the boys would handle his death. Paula was also
worried that DHHS wasn't going to let her keep the children in her
care so she could adopt them. She along with her adult children love
these boys and want to be their forever family. She is a great foster
parent and very dedicated to the four children that have suffered a lot
of trauma. She and her husband have done amazing work with the
boys and they have flourished in their home. Paula has not yet
adopted these children, but it is scheduled to be finalized in 2020.
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Timothy and Michelle Dulaney
Michigan
Recommended by U.S. Representative Fred Upton
Tim and Michelle had zero intention of becoming foster parents but
changed their mind when they learned that children in their
community needed caring families. After prayer and consideration,
they welcomed two siblings - Autumn and Craig - into their home
and started an incredible journey into foster care—one that neither
had expected. Months later, Tim and Michelle welcomed Craig and
Autumn's 4-year-old sibling, Devon, to their home. They simply had
to keep siblings together. For Tim and Michelle, it has always been
about the kids, especially those that have already endured so much
at such a young age. What began with no intention of fostering
turned into a six-year journey with over 112 children in their care. In
addition to their three children they adopted from foster care, Tim
and Michelle have supported dozens of children through both
domestic and refugee foster care. They are exceptionally kind, loving,
compassionate, and trauma informed. They are able to meet children
who are really struggling where they are at and surround them with
the needed support. Tim and Michelle are very active in the local
foster care and adoption community and provide great support to
other foster and adoptive parents, as well. Michelle teaches trauma
informed parenting classes as well as state training for foster and
adoptive parents and brings incredible energy, compassion, and
insight to families. Tim and Michelle are exceptional foster and
adoptive parents and people.
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