
Keynote Speaker
Jeanette Yoffe, MFT, is a licensed psychotherapist at the Celia Center (celicacenter.
org). She specializes in treating psychological and emotional challenges related to 
adoption and/or foster care. She is also the founder of Celia Center, a non-profit 
support center for all those connected by foster care/adoption within the constellation 
and beyond. She performs intervention trainings for adoptees, foster and adoptive 
parents, psychotherapists and social workers as well as monthly support groups called 
Adopt Salon. Her passion for her work stems from her own experience growing up 
in foster care and being adopted at the age of seven and a half. She is author of the 
book Groundbreaking Interventions. Jeanette is adopted herself, her birth mother is 
Argentinian and her birth father is Irish; she was raised by Jewish adoptive parents.
jeanette@yoffetherapy.com 
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Dr. Anne Brodzinsky, a psychologist for 30 years, has always specialized in the multifaceted arena 
of adoption.  Three specific areas in adoption have interested her particularly; the importance of cognitive 
development on children’s understanding of their adoption story, parenting adopted children, and the first/
birth- mother experience.  She has participated in research, trained professionals in the U. S. and in Britain, 
has written chapters and journal articles and has published two children’s books in the field.
abrodzinsky1@gmail.com 

Dr. Elayne Chou wears many hats. Professionally, she is a Senior Consultant with Leadership Alliance, 
a talent management consulting firm where she helps companies with executive hiring, executive coaching, 
and leadership development. She owns a private psychotherapy practice, working with adolescent and adult 
Asian-American adoptees, as well as career assessment and counseling. Elayne has also consulted to non-
profit and educational organizations as a diversity trainer. Elayne serves on the board of Aurora School and 
is an Advisory Board member for Pact. Her favorite role is being an adoptive mom to her daughter, whom 
she and her husband adopted from Taiwan.     drelaynechou@hushmail.com 

Jill Dziko holds a Masters of Social Work and is a licensed clinical Social Worker in Washington State.  
She has worked in the field of adoption for over 14 years and is Certified in Trauma-Attachment focused 
therapy as well as Therapy with Adoptive and Foster Families.  She is currently the Executive Director of 
Your Adoptive Family, a licensed adoption agency as well as a Therapist in private practice.  Recently, Jill 
co-authored a book with Deborah Gray entitled, “Games and Activities for Attaching With Your Child”.  
Jill is also the very proud parent of four wonderful children, three of whom were adopted at birth.
youradoptivefamily@comcast.net

Samantha Allen is 26 years old and is currently working for Family Support Services as a respite 
provider.  She has also been a counselor for PACT Camp and is a college student pursuing a degree in 
Social Work.  She has spent the last 10 years working with children and babies who are in foster care and as 
an adoptee she is very passionate about being actively involved in the adoption/foster community.
samantha.r.allen89@gmail.com
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Dr. Juli Fraga (Korean adoptee) is a psychologist with a private practice in San Francisco where she 
works with adoptees and adoptive parents. She has a special interest in working with adoptees who are 
coping with fertility and family planning concerns. Her essays about adoption have appeared in the New 
York Times Motherlode, The Washington Post and Good Housekeeping.
drjulifraga@gmail.com

Grace Flannery is a birth mother, life coach, leadership trainer, and relationship systems specialist.   
She helps clients build on their strengths to create a healthy atmosphere for work and life, untangle 
relationship challenges, and become more skillful communicators.  Grace is certified as both a Professional 
Co-Active Coach and an Organization and Relationship Systems Coach, and holds a Professional Certified 
Coach credential from the International Coach Federation (ICF.). Grace developed and leads a virtual group 
for On Your Feet Foundation birth/first mothers that focuses on telling their stories from a strength-based 
perspective, is a frequent co-facilitator at their retreats as well as a member of On Your Feet Foundation’s 
Board of Directors since 2014.  flannery.grace@gmail.com 

Louise Derman-Sparks has over 50 years  of experience working on and teaching about issues of 
diversity and social justice as a preschool teacher, childcare center director, parent, college teacher, researcher, 
and activist. Louise is now retired from the faculty of Pacific Oaks College. Louise’s body of work includes: 
Leading Anti-Bias Early Childhood Programs: A Guide to Change (2015), Anti-Bias Education for Young 
Children & Ourselves (2010), “What If All the Kids are White?” Anti-bias/ Multicultural Education with 
Young Children and Families (2006), Teaching/Learning Anti-Racism: A Developmental Approach (1997), and 
Anti-Bias Curriculum: Tools for Empowering Young Children (1989). Ms. Derman-Sparks is also the adoptive 
mother of two human service professionals, Douglass and Holly Sparks.  rldsparks@aol.com

Micky Duxbury, MA is the author of the book: Making Room in Our Hearts: Keeping Family Ties 
Through Open Adoption. As a Marriage and Family Therapist, she has led adoption support groups, done 
home studies, and worked with families facing challenges  - especially in open relationships. She is the 
adoptive mother of a 21 year-old who had very rocky teen years and spent time in residential treatment. 
After discovering that between 30-40% of the residents were also adopted, she developed a professional 
and personal interest in being honest about the challenges of the teen years for many adoptees and their 
families.

Angela Gee is a licensed marriage and family therapist practicing in Los Angeles. An adoptee and 
adoptive parent, Angela provides transracial trainings for prospective adoptive parents for a local agency, 
and facilities monthly adult and teen support groups, as well as annual identity development workshops for 
adopted adolescents that focus on the unique experiences that adoptees and their families may encounter.
  angelageema@gmail.com 
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Christina Grattan is a licensed clinical social worker with private practice specializing in children 
and families (with adoption network emphasis)She is currently a Child Protective Service Worker II (child 
welfare and adoptions) She currently specialize in adoptions but has prior case management for family 
reunification, family maintenance and permanency planning cases. She works with foster children/youth, 
birth family and foster parents. Christina has a special interest in working with difficult to place children 
and openness in adoption in child welfare.
christina.grattan@countyofnapa.org 
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Jill Jacobs is the mother of two college-age daughters.  Their family was formed via adoption.  Jacobs is 
also the executive director of Family Builders, a foster care, adoption and permanency organization based 
in Oakland, California.  She has a Masters degree in Health Services Administration and over 30 years 
of experience in the management and leadership of non-profit, community-based, multi-cultural, health 
and social services organizations.  Ms. Jacobs is an advocate for permanency for youth in foster care at 
the local, statewide and national levels. She is highly committed to the goal that no child leave foster care 
without a permanent family.  j2jilljacobs@gmail.com

Chawn Howard is a wife and adoptive mother to an amazing birth brother and sister pair who have 
added to and changed their family dynamic for the better. Chawn is the Organizer for Creating Affirming 
Community for our Black Children where she provides a space for parents, educators, family, and village 
members to connect and collaborate on strategies to build supportive, affirming spaces around and to 
embrace, black children.  Chawn is also the Community Liaison for Family Builders by Adoption where 
she spreads awareness about the many children and youth in the California state foster care system through 
which she aids in securing permanent, loving families they can call their own.  chawn.howard@gmail.com

Rachel Herndon is the Director of Birthparent Services at Adoption Connection, a nonprofit open adoption 
agency in San Francisco. She enjoys working with women experiencing unplanned pregnancies to create the 
best plan for their situation.  She is also building bridges with other organizations who advocate for women’s 
reproductive justice issues. Rachel is also a birth mother of a 15 year old daughter in an open adoption. 
Previously Rachel worked as a Child Protective Services worker.
rachelh@jfcs.org 

Beth Hall 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. She co-founded Pact in 1991 to combat the 
discrimination she witnessed against adopted children of color and their birth families. Since that time, she 
has facilitated the placement of over 1000 infants of color into strong, loving homes. She is the co-author, 
with Gail Steinberg, of the book Inside Transracial Adoption (Jessica Knightly Press, 2014), 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.  beth@pactadopt.org 

Tara Leiker has in the mental health field for over 15 years. She has served in a variety of settings 
including schools, agencies, homes, and community environments. Tara spent five years working as a 
Permanency Coordinator and Specialist on a School-Based Permanency Project with the San Francisco 
Unified School District and Human Services Agency Children and Family Services Division. Tara strives 
to create affirming and supportive environments for her own 5 foster and adoptive black children whom 
she adopted across racial lines. Tara has developed expertise and strong values around affirming their black 
identities and connections.  taraleiker@gmail.com
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Susan Dusza Guerra Leksander, LMFT, lives with the perspectives of adopted person, first mother 
and adoption professional, most recently as Clinical Supervisor of mental health services at a California 
agency whose mission is permanency for youth. Susan is a licensed psychotherapist who works with all 
members of the adoption/foster care triad. She is a first mother, having placed her daughter in an “open” 
adoption, which was subsequently closed by the adoptive parents. She was adopted transracially and 
reunited with her first families as a teenager. She facilitates retreats and workshops, is President of the On 
Your Feet Foundation Board, author of the “Ask a First (Birth) Mother” column for Pact, An Adoption 
Alliance and on the Advisory Team for the Adoption Museum Project.  susan.leksander@gmail.com
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Ronald Mah M.A., Ph.D., Licensed Marriage & Family Therapist, private practice- specific therapy 
work experience with foster children, foster families, foster adopt families, blended families, two household 
families,  adoption families, and adults adopted as children: credentialed elementary & secondary teacher, 
owner- preschool, author/presenter- DVDs on children’s behavior with FixedEarth.com, books for teachers 
on child behavior and discipline with Corwin Press, and self-published e-books on danger assessment, & 
couple therapy, consultant to social services programs, & Board of Directors of the California Association 
of Marriage & Family Therapists & the California Kindergarten Association.  
Ronald@RonaldMah.com

Celeste Liversidge is the founder of Adoption Law Group in Pasadena, CA where she has been 
practicing in the areas of adoption and guardianship for the past 15 years. She represents both adoptive 
parents and birthparents, but never at the same time.
celesteliversidge@me.com 

Nancy Lefler-Panela is a Vietnamese adoptee. Nancy’s parents were immigrants from VietNam, who 
were unable to provide a safe environment for Nancy as a fragile infant. She came to the Lefler-Panela 
home at 5 months of age and was adopted when she was 3 years old. Nancy studied psychology in Hawaii 
and graduated with an bachelors in psychology. She worked in Hawaii with children in care who were 
separated from their siblings and developed a visitation program for them. She continued her education 
at NYU, earned her MSW and eventually returned to the Bay Area where she is currently a child welfare 
supervisor in Napa County. 
nancy707@gmail.com 

Judith Lefler became an adoptive parent when she cared for a fragile infant in her role as a pediatric 
intensive care specialist in SF in 1984. This experience led Judith into the world of Child Welfare in San 
Francisco, where she became a Public Health Nurse working with fragile and at risk infants in foster care. 
An advocate of one child, one home, Judith later became the Assistant Director of the Bay Area Academy, a 
training academy for Child Welfare workers, supervisors and managers. Judith and Nancy have a rich story 
of adoption that includes cross racial adoption, complex relationships with bio families and step families as 
well as loss and grief issues. Judith is currently training for the Bay Area Academy as a consultant. 
judithlefler@gmail.com

Jill Mattinson-Cruz began her work in the field of adoptions in 2007 when she served as a director 
of an agency in Pasadena, California.  Her work was focused on assisting families who were adopting 
domestically and internationally. During that time, Jill supported parents as they navigated the exhausting 
journey of paperwork, legal processes, and waiting to be matched with a child as well as once they were 
joined with their children. Jill has since moved to the Adoption Promotion Support Services program at 
Five Acres where she supervises the Support Group and Mentor programs.  
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Kim Medina is a Child Welfare Supervisor with Alameda County in the Adoptions Post Permanency 
Unit. She has worked with children in foster care for the last 15 years and the majority of her experience 
has been working with adoptive parents.  She graduated with an MS in Clinical Psychology from San 
Francisco State University in 2001 and completed her MFT. She is an adoptive parent of an 8 year old son 
and a 13 year old daughter, both of whom were adopted from Guatemala as infants. 
medinkb@acgov.org 
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theresareynolds014@gmail.com

Robyn Shultz is a transracial adoptee raised in Minneapolis, MN. Robyn is a longtime stakeholder of 
the Korean adoptee community. Her birth family search experiences following a move back to Korea in 
2006 inspired the formation of Post-reunion Discussion Groups in Korea and a term as the President of the 
Association of Korean Adoptees of Southern California. Robyn received her M.A. in Clinical Psychology 
specializing in both Child Studies and Applied Community Psychology. At Five Acres Robyn co-facilitates 
the Adoption Promotion Support Services (APSS) Support Groups. Focusing on children, adolescents, 
transitional aged youth, and LGBT families, she leads specialized groups that offer support and connection as 

malaika@pactadopt.org 

Theresa Reynolds 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 retired from a long career in the biotechnology field. She joined the Board of 
Directors of PACER in May 2014.

the endearing nickname of  “The Jigsaw Angel”.   Michelle@thechildfirst.org 

Malaika Parker works with Pact, An Adoption Alliance as the Adoptive Parents of Color Specialist. 
Through her work with Pact and elsewhere, Malaika acts to support people of color who are already 
or interested in becoming adoptive parents. Malaika has extensive experience working in the fields of 
education, facilitation, and leadership development with a particular focus on social and racial justice. In 
addition to her professional career Malaika is an adoptive parent.

Michelle Nobriga began working in adoption in 2000, as a full-time, unpaid legal intern. With an 
intricate blend of experience, book and street “smarts,” Michelle has successfully created and grown 
countless families nationwide. Michelle supports the needs and expectations of birth and adoptive parents 
throughout the adoption process. Her detailed and personalized approach to cases can be described as 
savvy legal logistics with a deep understanding of the emotional and psychological complexities of human 
relationships. The most rewarding aspects of Michelle’s extensive career thus far, has been piecing together 
the historical puzzles from closed adoptions, giving adult adoptees their untold birth stories and earning her 

individuals navigate their own adoption journey.  RShultz@5acres.org

Lynne Silver, M.A., a native San Franciscan, is the Founder and Executive Director, Emeritus of Adopt 
International. She graduated from UC Davis, and SF State, and began working with pregnant teens in 
1973. Lynne founded the agency in 1983 in order to provide educational services for adopting parents and 
birth parents. Ms. Silver has two daughters and a son, all now adults; and has personal experience with 
identified and open adoption, international and domestic. She was recognized with the Congressional Angel 
in Adoption Award in 2011. Lynne with her daughter, Sara, has been living in an open adoption for over 30 
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years!  lynne@adoptinter.org 

Jenny Sindel, LMFT, is a licensed psychotherapist who has focused her work on women and families. 
She has been working in the adoption community since 2005, first as an open adoption counselor at an 
agency and then, since 2011, in current role as Birth Mother Services Coordinator with On Your Feet 
Foundation. Jenny plans and co-facilitates birth/first mother retreats, coordinates academic and counseling 
grants programs, and provides outreach services to birth/first mothers for On Your Feet Foundation. Jenny 
has a special interest in maternal well-being and working within the adoption community to meet the needs 
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services for approximately six years.  DEBBIE.WHITE@countyofnapa.org

Nancy Verrier is an adoptive mother and an LMFT who has been working professionally  with the 
adoption community since 1986. She is the author of two books on adoption: The Primal Wound, which 
is the most widely-read adoption book in the country, and Coming Home to Self, a sequel to PW. Both 
her books have been translated into various languages.  She is  an international speaker and considered an 
expert on the subject of adoption.  
nverrier@sterling.net 

Hlysprks@aol.com

Debbie White has a Masters in Social Work with a emphasis on Mental Health. Ms. White is currently 
a Supervisor in Adoptions for Napa County.  Ms. White has worked in the field of Social Work for over 
thirty years, in both private, non-profit, and public Child Welfare.  Ms. White has worked in Child Welfare 
for approximately 19 years, in all core programs (emergency response, court, family reunification, family 
maintenance, permanency planning) and in voluntary family maintenance, family preservation, Adoptions 
and as a member of a Service Integration Team in North Richmond.  Ms. White has provided Adoption 

of birth/first mothers.  jenny@onyourfeetca.org

Holly Sparks is a licensed MFT who has worked in the field of adoption and foster care for over 10 
years, specializing in treating trauma related to attachment disruption,   racial identity development, 
and therapeutic parenting. Holly is the Program Coordinator for a federally funded program-serving 
members of the adoption constellation in Los Angeles County. Holly also provides training for parents and 
professionals focused on adoption and racial identity development and grew up in a family joined through 
transracial adoption.
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