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Keynote Speakers
Susan Dusza Guerra Leksander, LMFT, is a licensed psychotherapist
who is currently Clinical Supervisor at a community mental health agency
which specializes in adoption/foster care. Susan placed her daughter
in 2001 in an “open” adoption, which was subsequently closed by the
adoptive parents. She is also a transracial adult adoptee who, with the
support of her adoptive parents, reunited with her first/birth families as a
teenager. Susan is the author of the “Ask a First (Birth) Mother” column
published in Pact’s quarterly newsletter, Board President of On Your Feet
Foundation, a member of Pact’s Adult Adoptee of Color Advisory Board,
and a member of the advisory team for Adoption Museum Project.
susan.leksander@gmail.com
Regina Shields, PhD, MFT, has been in private practice for over 20
years. She works with children, adolescents, couples and adults in her
private practice in Oakland. She is experienced with a wide range of
presenting issues including anxiety, depression, trauma, relationship
issues, multicultural issues and life transitions. She has worked extensively
with transracially adopted children and adolescents in her practice. She
currently supervises at the Access Institute for Psychological Services and
the Women’s Therapy Center. She has taught at the Wright Institute in
Berkeley, the Access Institute for Psychological Services in San Francisco
and The Psychotherapy Institute in Berkeley. She is also one of the cofounders of the Bay Area Black Mental Health Professionals Network.
regina_shields@sbcglobal.net, 510-839-1740

Closing Keynote Panel
Lee Herrick

was born in Daejeon, South Korea and adopted at ten months. He is the author of two books of poetry, This
Many Miles from Desire and Gardening Secrets of the Dead, and his poems and essays have published
widely in anthologies and college textbooks such as Indivisible: Poems of Social Justice and Visions Across
the Americas, 8th edition. He guest edited New Truths: Writing in the 21st Century by Korean Adoptees
and serves on the Leadership Team for the Adoption Museum Project. He is an adoptive father and teaches
at Fresno City College and in the low-residency MFA Program at Sierra Nevada College.
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Susan Ito

(susanito@pactadopt.org) is a biracial Asian adoptee, physical therapist, performer and writer. From 2004
through 2010, she served as the Director of Pact Family Camp and is currently the Chair of the Adult
Adoptee Advisory Board. She is the co-editor of the anthology Ghost At Heart Edge: Stories & Poems of
Adoption (North Atlantic Books) and serves on the leadership team for the Adoption Museum Project. Her
work has appeared in many publications and she is also a home health physical therapist and as well as a
writer at the San Francisco’s Writers’ Grotto. She lives in Oakland with her husband, two daughters and
mother.

Terry Shawn Pigrum

(superfluous91@gmail.com) entered the foster system at the age of thirteen in South Carolina. He moved
backed to California when he aged out of the system to reunite with his family. He enjoys working with
children and sharing his experience to help others. He still has close contact with his foster family.

Theresa Reynolds

(theresareynolds014@gmail.com) is an adult adoptee who grew up in a closed adoption and started
searching for her birth parents later in life. She holds a BA in Social Welfare from UC Berkeley with an
emphasis on Public Policy & Public Health, and is a diplomat of the American Board of Toxicology. She
joined the Board of Directors of PACER in May 2014.

Sammy Sanchez

(1987sanchessammy@gmail.com) was raised in foster care for fourteen out of the first nineteen years of his
life. When he aged out at 19, he had many struggles becoming homeless and having little support. Today,
at age 28, he is enrolled in Sacramento City College, from which he will graduate this year with a degree in
Sociology, Social & Behavioral Sciences and Liberal Arts. He also works with other foster youth, helping
them enroll in classes and serving as a support/mentor for them as they launch toward adulthood. He has
also been a counselor at Pact Family Camp for the last two years.

Dwight Smith

(dssmith019@gmail.com) a transracial adoptee, has worked with at risk youth since 2006 in a variety
of capacities including peer mentorship, coaching, advising, teaching, and more. He graduated from UC
Davis with a BS in Community Development in 2011. Dwight currently works for Net Impact, the leading
nonprofit empowering students and professionals to create positive change. Dwight is in reunion with both
his birth mother and father.

Katie Wynen

(katie@pactadopt.org, a Colombian adoptee, has a Masters in Social Work. After college, Katie worked at
Hyde School in CT where she helped design a program for adopted youth and parents. Katie studied under
Dr. Joyce Maguire Pavao in Boston before moving to California and joining the Pact staff where she leads
groups, works with tweens and teens and provides psycho-educational counseling to pre-adoptive parents.
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Allison Briscoe-Smith (drbriscoesmith@gmail.com), Dr. Briscoe-Smith earned her undergraduate

degree from Harvard University and her her Ph.D. from University of California Berkeley. Throughout
her training her studies were focused on child psychopathology and diversity issues. She was the Program
Director of a mental health program, serving children as they entered into the Alameda county foster
care system. In addition she was a professor of Child Psychology at Palo Alto University and the direct
or of Children’s Hospital Oakland’s Center for the Vulnerable Child. She is now an adjunct professor
at the Wright Institute and consultant to non-profits seeking to become trauma-informed and culturally
accountable. Her research has focused on two different topics: trauma/Post Traumatic Stress Disorder and
how children understand race.

Lisa Clark (lisa@adoptinter.org), is the Associate Director of Adopt International, a domestic and

international placement agency. Lisa is responsible for clinical services to birth parents and to adoptive
parents. She organizes and runs groups for our youth in speaking openly about their needs in the ongoing
issues that arise in the life long issues of adoption. She has coordinated our Healthy Family Membership
Program to encourage families in understanding the need to stay connected to healthy adoption services.

Katrinca Ford (katrinca@familyplaytherapy), is a therapist in private practice in the East Bay

where she works almost exclusively with children and families. Katrinca has a great deal of professional
experience working with attachment and trauma issues. Many, but not all, of these cases involve adoptive
families. Prior to becoming at therapist Katrinca taught preschool for many years. She has also worked
with school age children and adolescents in a variety of ways including as camp counselor, religious
education instructor, parent, aunt and friend. Katrinca has raised four children including her youngest, an
internationally and transracially adopted daughter, now in her teens. Katrinca enjoys sharing what she has
learned with others. She is also a workshop leader for California Association for Play Therapy, Fred Finch
Youth Center and preschools.

Kathy Gordon (unconditionalconnect@yahoo.com), is the single adoptive Mom of an 11 yr old boy.

When parenting a child affected by trauma became extremely challenging, Kathy found Hand in Hand
Parenting by Connection, an attachment-based, trauma-informed approach with simple tools for nurturing
the parent-child relationship. Using the tools, she began to experience real healing for her son and herself.
Being an actress and passionate teacher, she wanted to share this approach, particularly in the foster/
adoption community. Kathy is a Certified Instructor of Parenting by Connection with Hand in Hand. Kathy
is a gifted speaker, offers on-line classes, works with parents individually, and offers trainings for educators
and professionals. She may be contacted through Hand in Hand Parenting www.handinhandparenting.org.

Sari Grant (gransa@dcfs.lacounty.gov), is a licensed clinical social worker (LCSW) and has worked

for Los Angeles County Department of Children and Family Services for over 31 years. She is currently
the Recruitment Administrator responsible for child specific, targeted, and general recruitment as well as
oversees the Permanency Partners Program (P3) which is responsible for family finding and engagement
services for the County. Ms. Grant was the driving force behind the development and success of partnered
projects including Wednesday’s Child, the Older Youth Adoption Project, the Heart Gallery LA, Wendy’s
Wonderful Kids, and Kidsave LA as well as other recruitment projects. Ms. Grant has her bachelor’s degree
from UCLA and MSW from San Diego State University. Most importantly, Sari Grant has been tenacious
in her efforts to insure that every child has a permanent family.
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Beth Hall (beth@pactadopt.org), Director, Pact, An Adoption Alliance, co-founded Pact to combat the

discrimination she witnessed against adopted children of color and their birth families. In order to best
serve children’s needs, Pact provides adoptive placement services as well as lifelong education, support,
and community for adoptees and their families on issues of adoption and race. She is the co-author, with
Gail Steinberg, of the book Inside Transracial Adoption (2013), as well as numerous articles on adoption
and race. She is a nationally known advocate for adopted children of color who regularly lectures and leads
workshops on ethical, non-racist adoption practices. She is the white adoptive mother of a Latina daughter
and an African American son (both now young adults), and grew up with an adopted sister.

Dr. Melissa Holub (melissaholubphd@yahoo.com), has been providing psychoanalytically oriented

psychotherapy for over 20 year to individual adults, couples and older adolescents. . She has special
interest in pre- and post-adoption related education and treatment and has worked with Northern California
Resolve, the PACER, and was a co-founder of Adoption Experts Series, providing clinical training in
adoption to clinicians throughout the Bay Area .

Jill Jacobs (jjacobs@familybuilders.org), is the mother of two daughters (ages 24 &17) via adoption.

When Jacobs is not mothering she is the executive director of Family Builders, a foster care and adoption
agency in Oakland, California. She has a Masters degree in Health Services Administration and over 25
years of experience in the management and leadership of non-profit, community-based, multicultural,
health and social services organizations.

Tara Noone, MSW, (taran@adoptionconnection.com), is the Director of Adoptive Parent Services at

Adoption Connection, a nonprofit open adoption agency in San Francisco. She particularly enjoys working
with adoptive families as they develop their initial relationship with birth parents and helping them more
fully develop their understanding and capacity for openness in the years that follow. Ms. Noone has
previously worked in perinatal social work with clients experiencing pregnancy loss, infertility and those
needing to make choices around an unplanned pregnancy. She has worked with birth parents making
adoption plans, adoptive parents pre- and post placement, and adult adoptees. She is the mother of a six
year old through open adoption.

Malaika Parker (malaika@pactadopt.org), works with adoptive parents of color (and their parenting
partners) to design resources and create community for same-race adoptive families. As an African
American adoptive parent, she understands how hard-and important-it is for same-race adoptive parents
to find resources that apply to their own family dynamics as opposed to those that apply to transracial
families.
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Cindy Rasicot (cindy.rasicot@gmail.com), is a licensed Marriage, Family Therapist and adoptive

parent who practices in Lafayette, California. Her website is www.cindyrasicot.com. She supports parents
with a challenging teen or young adult. Cindy specializes in seeing adoptive parents and adopted teens and
young adults in her private practice. She blogs at www.talkinghearttoheart.org, an online community that
supports parents of adopted teens. It’s a place to gather resources relating to adoption and read interviews
with people connected to the adoption community. Cindy is trained as a Parent Facilitator teaching Positive
Discipline to Parents of Teens and conducts parenting workshops in the East Bay.

Lauren Reicher-Gordon (lauren@kidsave.org), has a bachelor’s in Psychology from UCLA and has

been working with children and youth in child welfare systems for nearly 15 years. She began working
with Kidsave in the year 2000, managing its international Summer Miracles program which brings overseas
orphans to stay with U.S. host families for 4-6 week summer visits. The Summer Miracles program has
seen 80% of the children who traveled find permanent families. Ms. Gordon led the team that adapted the
Summer Miracles program model so that it could be used with U.S. foster children, and is the director
of Weekend Miracles, a program of Los Angeles County Department of Children and Family Services,
helping to find permanent families for LA County’s hardest to place older foster youth.

Deanna Ross (deanna@thejinxes.com), a dance teacher by profession, placed her daughter in an

early-era open adoption in 1994. Her moving memoir, “Birthmother”, which weaves personal history
with surprising research about adoption in America, has been presented at adoption-related events in San
Francisco, Oakland, and Los Angeles. Deanna has received post-placement support from Pact and On Your
Feet Foundation and is currently developing techniques for using the arts as a vehicle for healing within
and between all members of the adoption triad.

Lynne Silver (lynne@adoptinter.org), is the founder and ED of an adoption/foster care agency with

offices in San Francisco and Honolulu. I personally have an open adoption for over 33 years. As a
therapist and director; our agency only participates in open adoption, mine was the first! I teach parenting
and attachment classes, supervise staff and keep our staff up to date with current practices.

Sara Silver is an adult adoptee who was placed for adoption as a infant in a open adoption. She is the

mother of an adorable 9 month old and a organic farmer as well as a trained massage therapist. She moved
to Northern California several years ago to live her dream of being in the forest and mountains.
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Nancy Verrier, MFT, (nverrier@sterling.net), is an adoptive mother as well as a therapist specializing

in adoption issues since 1986. In addition to her therapy practice, she is consultant to other therapists
regarding adoption issues. She is the author of two books: The Primal Wound: Understanding the Adopted
Child and Coming Home to Self. Adoptees call the first book their “bible.” Ms. Verrier is a highly respected
expert in adoption issues and has given many seminars and workshops in all the English-speaking
countries. Affiliations: PACER, AAC, CUB, CAMFT.

Ann Wrixon MSW, MBA, (awrixon@adoptionhelp.org), is the Executive Director of the Independent

Adoption Center. She has worked for the last 25 years managing non-profit organizations dedicated to
improving education and child welfare. She has published widely on these and adoption-related topics,
including open adoption, LGBT adoption, birthparent rights, and interstate adoption. Ms. Wrixon is also an
adoptive mother.

