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AFPAG President’s Welcome Message

Greetings AFPAG Board Members and Esteemed Conference Delegates
It is a privilege to serve on the AFPAG Board of Directors, —
and even a greater honor to service the AFPAG Board of
Directors, and even greater honor to assume the role of
President, as responsibility [ approach with utmost
seriousness. Our Board, including the conference committee,
has worked diligently to ensure this year’s conference offers an
informative and enriching experience for all attendees. Under
the leadership of our conference Coordinator Mrs. Eunice
Daniels, the teams have assembled a distinguished group of
facilitators recognized as leaders in their respected fields.
These presenters are dedicated to advancing our knowledge
and supporting all foster and adoptive parents in their ongoing
development.

The conference will feature keynote speakers and vendors
who bring valuable expertise and resources. We extend our
sincere appreciation to our sponsor, whose continued support
has made this event possible.

As [ begin my tenure, my commitment is to strengthen AFPAG's
influence and impact by fostering partnership with agencies,
expanding training opportunities, and ensuring that foster and
adoptive parents across GA. receive the support necessary to
thrive. Together, we will build upon AFPAG's legacy and create
new adventures for success for Georgia’s children and families.

Welcome to the 53rd Annual Education Conference at Jekyll
Island, Georgia. I invite you to visit the Presidents table, and I
encourage everyone to enjoy the conference in a spirit of safety
and respect.

o, & Duvall



A Message from the Conference Coordinator’s Desk

We extend our warmest welcome to you as we kick off the
Adoptive and Foster Parent Association of Georgia's 53rd
Annual Education Conference. Your presence is greatly
appreciated, and we are thrilled to have you join us for what
promises to be inspiring, and
informative event.

We have a great line up of speakers and engaging workshops. We also have

Networking opportunities for you. = :
To show our appreciation to our speakers and presenters for = 5

taking the time to come down to Jekyll Island to give our
caregivers the tools to care for our children. They will receive a
welcome bag with gifts and an awards luncheon ticket.

We welcome our new president Dr. Serena Duvall she is a lady
with impeccable credentials. Dr. Duvall is willing to work in any
capacity for foster and adoptive parents, she will be a
significant help to our association.

AFPAG values our attendees and vendors. You are the shining
stars that make this conference a remarkable success year after
year. So, on Saturday evening February 21, 2026, we are
planning on having food and entertainment for children and
adults. Please join us for a wonderful time.

Thank you for joining AFPAG.
Warmest regards

Mrs. Eunice E. Daniels

2026 Conference Coordinator



General Conference Information

Conference Dates: February 20-22, 2026
Registration Deadline: February 1, 2026
Registration Fee: $150 per participant

Online registration is now open!

Please visit: www.AFPAG.net to register and select your
class sessions.

The Adoptive and Foster Parent Association of Georgia’s (AFPAG) 53rd Annual
Education Conference will be held in Jekyll Island, Georgia, on Feb. 20-22, 2026.
The Annual Education Conference provides adoptive families, foster and kinship
families, child welfare professionals, and other attendees the opportunity to
network with each other and learn valuable skills to assist in caring for Georgia’s
children and youth.

Your registration fee includes workshop materials, and a conference welcome bag.
One AFPAG Award Luncheon ticket, and a one-year membership to AFPAG.

Extra Awards Luncheon Tickets ($40.00) can be purchased on site at the conference,
or on the website.

Children Attending the Conference:

AFPAG will not provide any kind of childcare for the conference. No children will
be allowed to attend any conference General Sessions, Opening Sessions,
Closing Sessions, or Workshops. There will be no exception to this rule. Please
ask your DFCS Case manager for respite care or take advantage of prudent
parenting.


http://www.afpag.net/

Adoptive and Foster Parent Association of Georgia
53rd Annual Education Conference

Conference Agenda

Thursday, February 19, 2026

12:00 PM - AFPAG Board of Directors Meeting
2:00PM-5:00PM - EarlyRegistration

2:00 PM - 5:00 PM - Exhibit Set-Up

Friday, February 20, 2026

7:00 AM-5:00PM - Registration Open

7:00 AM -5:00 PM- Exhibit Open

8:30 AM -10:30 AM - Opening Session Keynote Speaker: Dr. Natasha LeMarr
10:30AM-10:45 AM - Break

10:45 AM - 12:15 PM - Breakout Workshop Session A

12:15 PM - 1:30 PM - Lunch on Your Own

1:30 PM -3:00 PM - General Session One Presenter: Samantha Walker (DFCS)
3:00PM-3:15PM- Break

3:15 PM - 4:45 PM - Breakout Workshop Session B

4:45 PM - 5:30 PM - AFPAG Annual Business Meeting

Saturday, February 21, 2026

7:00 AM-5:00 PM - Registration Open

7:00 AM - 5:00 PM - Exhibits Open

8:00AM-9:30 AM-General Session Two Presenter: Molly Arborwha (Amerigroup)
9:30AM-9:45 AM - Break

9:45AM-11:15AM-Breakout WorkshopSessionC

11:15 AM - 1:30 PM - AFPAG's Award Luncheon

1:30PM—1:45 PM —Break

1:45PM-3:15PM—Breakout Workshop Session D

3:15PM-3:30PM-Break

3:30 PM — 4:45 PM — General Session Three: Presenter Nikki Berger and Tiffany Sawyer

Sunday, February 22, 2026
8:00 AM - 8:45 AM - Non-Denominational Worship Services

9:00 AM-10:30 AM - Closing Session (Speaker will be announced)
10:30AM-11:30 AM - Grand Prize Drawing and Closing Remarks



The Adoptive and Foster Parent
Association of Georgia’s
Annual Education Conference 2026
Workshop Information

Breakout Session Workshop Options:
Workshop A:

A-1. What to do Before I Blow My Top- Parenting without Losing Control.

A-2. Communication Builders/Overview

A-3."Overlooked and Understanding Dyslexia and Its Impact on Children in Foster Care”
A-4. Post Adoption Supports - Planning Ahead.

A-5. Rooted and Rising: Empowering Teen Parents in Foster Care.

Workshop B:

B-1. Taking Care of Yourself!

B-2. BLENDED Families.

B-3. Legal Journey from Juvenile Court to Adoption

B-4. On your Mark, Go: Accelerating Adoption and Family Connections for Georgia's Waiting
Children

B-5. The Three Cs of Correction: Turning Conflict into Healing Opportunities

Workshop C:

C -1. Amerigroup Georgia Families 360 Overview

C-2. Strengthening Families with Support Tools

C-3. Effective Communication-Key to Stable Living Environments Including Foster Home,
Group Homes, and Adoptive Homes.

C-4. Fetal Alcohol Disorders: Current Research and Important Information for Parents.

C-5. Help! My Child Keeps Getting in Trouble at School. Know What to do Next. Discuss how
to Quality to G-Net School

Workshop D:

D-1 (EPAC) The Importance of Educational Advocacy for Georgia’s Vulnerable Youth

D-2. Kinship Navigator Programs: A Discussion on Strategies to Support Relative Caregivers
D-3 Empowering Futures: Increasing College Access and Retention for Foster
Youth/Financial Aid for Foster Student (ETV)

D-4. Healing Trauma with Music Therapeutics

D-5. Authentic Youth Engagement Collective of Georgia: Achieving Results for Change

**Choose one session per workshop during online registration.



The Adoptive and Foster Parent Association of
Georgia’s Annual Education Conference 2026
Hotel Information
You are responsible for making your own Hotel reservations. Please tell the hotel you are with the
Adoptive and Foster Parent Association of Georgia (AFPAG) Conference that takes place Feb. 20-22,

2026. All hotel reservations must be made by the deadline provided. All hotels will require a one-night
deposit upon booking.

Villas By the Sea

1175 North Beach View Drive Jekyll, Georgia 31527
Phone: 912-635-2521

Deadline: Jan. 20, 2026

Mini-Villa Studio: $159.00; One Bedroom Villa: $169.00 (Island Side); $189.00 (Ocean Side); $199.00(Ocean View)
Two Bedroom Villa: $199.00 (island Side); $209.00 (Ocean Side); $229.00 (Ocean View)
Three Bedroom Villa: $239.00 (Island Side); $259.00: Ocean Side $269.00 Ocean View)

Holiday Inn & Suites

701 North Beach View Drive Jekyll Island, Georgia31527
Phone: 912-635-2211

Deadline: January 19,

2026, Island View $169.00

Oversize Ocean Front: $179.00

Home 2 Suites

101 Ocean Way Jekyll Island, Georgia 31527
Phone: 912-319-6019

Deadline: Jan. 20, 2026

King Studio: $179.00

Two Queen Beds Studio: $159.00

Westin Hotel

110 Ocean Way Jekyll Island, Georgia 31527
Phone: 1- 888-627-8316/ 912-635-4545
Deadline: January 19, 2026

Island View: $224.00

Partial Ocean View: $244.00

Ocean View: $264.00

Residence Inn Hotel

178 South Beach View Drive Jekyll Island, Georgia31527
Phone: 912-635-2764

Deadline: Jan. 19, 2026

Island View Studio: $229.00



Hampton Inn and Suites

260 South Beach View Drive Jekyll Island, Georgia 31527
Phone:912-635-3733

Deadline: Jan. 23, 2026

Standard Room: Queen Beds $155.00

Standard King Room $155.00

Double Queen Suite $175.00

King Suite: $165.00

Courtyard Inn and Suites

178 South Beach View Drive Jekyll Island, Georgia 31527
Phone: 912-635-2416

Deadline: Jan. 19, 2026

Island View:

$179.00

Ocean View:

$199.00

Ocean front:

$219.00

Days Inn & Suites

60 South Beach View Drive Jekyll Island, Georgia 31527
Phone:912-635-9800

Deadline: Jan. 23, 2026

Island Side Guestrooms: $154.00

Ocean Side Guestrooms: $164.00

Jekyll Island Club & Resort

371 Riverview Drive Jekyll Island, Georgia 31527
Phone: 1-800-535-9547/912-635-2600
Deadline: Jan. 21, 2026

Island Side Traditional: $159.00

Premium Deluxe: $189.00

Best Western Inn and Suites

700 North Beach View Drive Jekyl], Island, Georgia 31527
Phone: 912-635-2202

Deadline: Jan. 20, 2026

One King Bed $129.00

Two Queen Beds

$129.00



2026 Adoptive Parent of the Year Nomination

Note: The nominee must be a member of AFPAG and in good standing with both AFPAG and
DFCS. All applications must be received by February 1, 2026, accompanying documents to 101
Windsor Road, Savannah, GA 31419: The winner must attend the AFPAG Awards Luncheon on
Saturday, February 21, 2026, from 11:15 a.m.-1:15 p.m.

Name of Nominee:

Address:

City: State: Z1P:
County: Phone:

Region:

Name of Nominator:

Address:

City: State: ZIP:

County: Phone: Region:____
References for Verification

Note: Please attach the following refence to this nomination form upon submission.

These references are required.

Note:
Nomination Form Questions

Note: Please attach the following questions about the nominee and attach your responses to this
nomination form upon submission. These questions are needed for completion of the
nomination form.
o  What makes this adoptive family and/or parent the best in Georgia?
e Isthe nominee a member of any community organization or civic
clubs?



2026 Foster Parent of the Year Nomination

Note: The nominee must be a member of AFPAG and in good standing with both AFPAG and
DFCS. All applications must be received by February 1, 2026, please mail the nomination
form and accompanying documents to 101 Windsor Road, Savannah, GA 31419. The winner
must attend the AFPAG Awards Luncheon on Saturday, February21, 2026, from 11:15 a.m.-
1:15 p.m.

Name of Nominee:

Address:
City: State: ZIP:
County: Phone: Region:

Name of Nominator:

Address:
City: State: ZIP:
County: Phone: Region:

References for Verification

Note: Please attach the following references to this nomination form upon submission. These
references are required for the nomination to be considered.

e (Case Manager
e Resource Development Worker

Nomination Form Questions

Note: Please answer the following questions about the nominee and attach your responses to this
nomination form upon submission. These questions are required for completion of the nomination form.

e What makes this caregiver the best foster parent in Georgia?
e |s the nominee a member of any community organization or civic clubs?



2026 Caseworker of the Year Nomination

Note: The nominee must be in good standing with both AFPAG and DFCS. All applications
must be received by February 1, 2026. Please mail the nomination form and accompanying
documents to: AFPAG Conference 101 Windsor Road, Savannah, GA 31419. The winner must
attend the AFPAG Awards Luncheon on Saturday, February 21, 2026, from 11:15 a.m.-1:15
p.m.

Name of Nominee:

Address:

City: State: ZIP:

County: Phone: Region:
Address:

City: State: Z1P
County Phone Region

Reference for Verification

Note: Please attach the following reference to this nomination form upon submission. These
references are needed for the nomination to be considered.

e Nominator (you)
e Local Adoptive and Foster Parent Association
e DFCS County Director

Nomination form Questions

Note: Please answer the following questions about the nominee and attach
responses to this nomination form upon submission. These questions are
needed for completion of the nomination form.

» IWhat makes this individual the best caseworker in Georgia?
* [sthe nominee a member of any community organization
or civic clubs?



2026 Association of Excellence Award Nomination

Note: All applications must be received by February 1, 2026, please mail the nomination form
and accompanying documents to 101 Windsor Road, Savannah, GA 31419. The winner must
attend the AFPAG Awards Luncheon on Saturday, February 21, 2026, from 11:15 am.-1:15 p.m.

Name of Association:

Address:
City: State: ZIP:
County: Phone: Region:

Name of Nominator:

Address:
City: State: ZIP:
County: Phone: Region:

References for Verification

Note: Please attach the following references to this nomination form upon submission. These
references are required for the nomination to be considered.

e Nominator (You)
e Local Adoptive and Foster Parent Association President

e County DFCS staffmember
Nomination Form Questions

Note: Please answer the following questions about the nominee and attach your responses to this
nomination form upon submission. These questions are required for completion of the
nomination form.

¢ What makes this local association the best
in Georgia?



Adoptive and Foster Parent Association
of Georgia’s
Winnie Levinson Scholarship Application

The Winnie Levinson Scholarship is awarded to deserving students who are Georgia residents and
are in foster care. Their caregiver must be a member of the Adoptive and Foster Parent Association
of Georgia (AFPAG). The Winnie Levinson Scholarship is sent directly to the student to use for any
educational purpose the student may need. It is payable in two payments, one at the start of the fall
semester and one at the start of the spring semester. Proof of enrollment is needed before payment
can be issued.

The applicant does not need to attend a traditional school. Enrollment at a technical school,
business school, or a post-secondary school would also qualify for the scholarship. We encourage
all those qualified to apply.

This year, AFPAG will award two $1,000 scholarships.

All information included below is needed to process the scholarship application. All

applications must be received by January. 1, 2026.

Please mail the nomination form and accompanying documents to 101 Windsor Road,
Savannah, GA 31419.

e Personal Data: Name, Physical Address, Email Address, and Phone Number.

e Recommendation letters from three people who do not live with the applicant and
have known the applicant for a minimum of one year.

e Onerecommendation from the applicant’s local DFCS office. This
recommendation must be on agency letterhead.

e A500-word essay on why the applicant should receive this scholarship.
e A copy of the applicant’s high schooltranscript.

e Aletter from one of the applicant’s caregivers sharing why the applicant should
receive this scholarship



The Adoptive and Foster Parent Association of Georgia’s
Annual Education Conference 2026
Additional Workshop Information

Workshop A
Friday, Feb. 20,2025

10:15 a.m.-11:45 a.m.

A-1. What to do before I blow My Top- Parenting with losing Control!

Presenter: Debra Suzzette Brown, The Georgia Center for Resource and Support.
Description: Parenting can be exceedingly difficult for families and in some cases, parents may risk
making bad choices with discipline styles, which may lead to a C P S investigation. In this workshop
participant will learn tips on parenting before "You Blow your Top".

A-2. Communication Builders

Presenters: Betty Simmons-Thomas, Retired Educator

Description: This interactive workshop, Communication Builders, is designed to equip foster care
parents with practical strategies to strengthen communication and collaboration with education,
Participants will explore common challenges in school-home communication and learn tools to
advocate effectively for the needs of children in foster care. Through real-world scenarios, guide
discussion, and hands-on activities, foster parents will develop skills to initiate productive
conversations, build mutual trust with school personnel, and support educational success. The
workshop emphasizes empathy, cultural sensitivity, and shared responsibility to improve outcome
for youth navigating both the foster care and education system.

A3. "Overlooked and Underserved: Understanding Dyslexia and Its Impact on Children
in Foster Care

Presenter: Dr. Bettie Stafford, AFPAG Secretary/ Region 10 Advocate

Description: This workshop will shed light on the unique challenges faced by children in foster care
who struggle with dyslexia, common yet often undiagnosed learning difference. Participants will
gain a deeper understanding of what dyslexia is, how trauma and instability can complicate
diagnosis and intervention, and why early screening and structured literacy instruction are critical.
The session will also provide practical strategies for foster parents, educators, and advocates to find
signs of dyslexia, support struggling readers, and navigate educational systems toensure equitable
access to learning opportunities for all children in care.

A-4. Post Adoption Support- Planning

Presenters: Leah Jamison, Lisa Lingerfelt, and

Angel Wittmann DFCS Adoption Unit

Description: As parents of children who come from a hard place, you need a toolkit of services to
users when DFCS is no longer involved with your family. This workshop will explore the services
available after your adoption. It is final and best way to get additional support. We will journey from
early intervention services to support groups and beyond.

A-5. Rooted and Rising: Empowering Teen Parents in Foster Care.

Presenter: Crystal Toombs Georgia's Foster Parent specializing in teenage parents.
Description: This session explores the layered realities facing teen parents in the foster care
system especially when the mother is in care, but her child is not. We will unpack the unique
challenges of custody, caregiving, and identity, and highlight supplemental supports that help these
young families thrive. Participants will learn strategies to promote stability, access community-based
resources, and support the parents in breaking generational cycles of foster care. This workshop is
more than a presentation--it is a call to uplift and advocate for two generations atonce.



Workshop B
Friday, Feb. 21, 2026

B-1. Taking Care of Yourself.

Presenters: Kathyrn Ricks: Amerigroup Ga. Families 360 - Community Relations
Representative

Description: After this training caregivers will know more about the importance of self-care.
There will be discussion around barriers to self-care, particularly as a caregiver. There will
be tips for caregivers and links to resources for self-care.

B-2. BLENDED Famiilies,

Presenter: Boudre R. Thomas, Coordinator for the Center of Excellence for Educators
Description: The BLENDED Families workshop is designed to support foster care parents in
successfully welcoming new foster children into their home. This interactive session focuses on
practical strategies for creating a nurturing and stable environment that fosters trust and
emotional security. and positive attachment. Participants will explore familiar challenges in
blending family dynamics, including managing trauma-informed behaviors, addressing sibling
relationships, and establishing healthy boundaries. Through guided discussion, real-life scenarios,
collaborative activities, foster parents will learn effective communication tools, routines for
smoother transitions, and relationship-building, techniques that honor the unique experience of
every child. The workshop aims to empower parents with confidence and clarity as they build
resilient, compassionate, and lasting family bonds.

B-3. Legal Journey from Juvenile Court to Adoption.

Presenters: Juli Wilkes Wisotsky: Immediate Past President of the Georgia Council of
Adoption Lawyers.

Description: Conference participants will explore the juvenile court process from the time a child is
taken care through the final adoption stage and learn about Superior Court and how that differs from
Juvenile Court. This session will answer questions such as: What are my rights in the juvenile court
process as a foster parent? How do I effectively advocate for my family and my foster child?

Will I be able to adopt my foster child? How long does it take? What happens after parental rights

are terminated?

B-4. On Your Mark, Get Set, Go: Accelerating adoption and Family Connections for
Georgia's Waiting Children.

Presenters: Thea Ramirez: The Founder and CEO of Adoption- Share

Description: Family-Match is Adoption-Share's innovative platform that combines data and
trauma-informed insights to connect foster parent and adoptive children. It supports
caseworkers by providing detailed compatibility information, aiming to reduce placement

time and improve long-term outcomes, while continually evolving to address privacy and
transparency challenges.

B-5. The Three Cs of Correction: Turning Conflict into Healing Opportunities.

Presenter: Mark Andrews, Dr. Mary Margaret Mauer, Juli Wisotsky.

Description: Correcting problematic behaviors is essential to help our kids grow and thrive. Through
implementation of trust-based relational intervention. We can transform disciplinary moments into healing
opportunities, teaching our kids better ways to meet their needs, strengthening our connections, and
ensuring that both we and our children/youth feel successful. This workshop will explore the drivers of big
behaviors, the vital importance of our brain state, and effective tools to promote lasting connection,
correction and contentment.



Workshop C
Saturday, Feb. 22, 2026

9:45-11:15 a.m.

C-1. Amerigroup Georgia Families 360 Overview

Presenters: April Mayo and Ron Dunham, Amerigroup Representatives

Description: In the Amerigroup training session, you will gain insights into Amerigroup Georgia
Families 360 program, which is a dedicated care management service for youth through the state.
Amerigroup offers an integrated approach to physical, dental, and behavioral health needs for its
members. Participants will be educated on our care coordination team. Their role includes health
risk screenings and providing continuous care monitoring. Our program also ensures accessibility
with 24 /7 support via the Member Intake Line. Additionally, the training will cover the Amerigroup
pharmacy services, our formulary, and how to access the Amerigroup Member Intake Line, Caregiver
Helpline and Nurses Helpline.

C-2. Strengthening Families with Support Tools

Presenters: Cathy Burks, Leslie Anderson, and Amy Parmer GACRS representatives
Description: The Georgia Center for Resources and support assist families after adoption to ensure
long-term success and stability. We have Resources Advisor located in every region of the state who
helps families navigate and connect with the support they may need. GACRS provides monthly
educational training for parents and children, and support groups. Participants can meet our team
and learn more about the services we provide for adoptive, foster and guardianship parents!

C-3. Effective Communication-Key to Stable Living Environments Including Foster
Homes, Group Homes, and Adoptive Homes.

Presenters: Patrick Aaron-Brown, Amerigroup Case Manager.

Description: This training is an invaluable opportunity for participants to gain insight into the
crucial role communication plays for youth entering or currently within the foster care system. By
mastering effective communication techniques, we can significantly reduce the number of
placements and promote stability within existing environments. Your participation in this training
will not only enhance your communication skills but also positively impact on the lives of youth in
the foster care system. Together, we can build a more supportive and stable environment for them
to thrive.

C-4. Mark Andrews: Fetal Alcohol Disorders; Current Research and Important
Information for Parents.

Presenter: Dr. Mark Andrews: Founder/Director of Adoptive Family Resource and a
TBRI (Trust-Based Relational Intervention) Practitioner.

Description: Current research and surveys reveal that as many as 8 in10 children in foster care
have been affected in-utero by fetal alcohol. In this workshop, Dr. Andrews will share updated
information from national authorities on Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders (FASD), and how
exposure to alcohol in-utero has long-standing effects on children's behavior and cognitive
functioning. Dr. Andrews will also share practical strategies and approaches for adoptive and
foster parents--as to how they can both help their child to manage behavior, as well as advocate for
their child with school and mental health personnel.

C-5. Help! My Child Keeps Getting in Trouble at School, and | Don't What to Do Next!
Discuss How to Qualify for G-Net School.

Presenters: Sherry Sutton, Special Education Educator

Description: The Presenter for this workshop is an educator and a current foster parent she has a
child that has severe emotional behavior challenges. Dr. Sutton workshop will show participants tips
on how to get their children with severe behavior challenges accepted into Georgia Network for
Education and Therapeutic Support (GNETS)school, these schools are a service available within the
continuum of support for L E As to consider when determining the least restrictive environment for
students with disabilities, ages 5-21.



Workshop D
Saturday, Feb. 22, 2026

1:45-3:15 p.m.

D-1. The Importance of Educational Advocacy the Georgia's most Vulnerable Youth.
Presenters: Robin Brooks, Heather A. Coggins, Lori Martin, Leia Williams

Description: The Educational Programming, Assessment and Consultation (EPAC) is an academic
support program within The Georgia Division of Family and Children Services (DFCS) that focuses

on improving the academic outcome and achievement of children and youth in foster care, EPAC
works collaboratively other DSFCS State and County offices to ensure the educational wellbeing of
children and youth in foster care is being met. Durning this workshop we will provide an overview of
EPAC services and discuss the importance of educational stability. We will discuss the importance of
educational advocacy for our youth while exploring educational challenges. We will provide tips for
advocating for youth in care.

D-2. Kinship Navigator Programs: A Discussion on Strategies to Support Relative
Caregivers

Presenter: Deja Williams, Georgia Kinship Project Founder

Description: This workshop will introduce attendees to the critical role of kinship navigator
program in supporting kinship caregivers across Georgia. Participants will learn about the various
programs and regional support available and understand the importance of legislation and funding
in sustaining these vital services. The presenter will discuss strategies for developing guidelines to
demonstrate agency eligibility for state funding, should legislators invest in kinship navigator
programs. Attendees will leave with practical tools to access kinship support resources in each
region of Georgia, as well as guidance on crafting letters and petitions to advocate for increased
investment in these programs. This session is designed for caregivers, child welfare professionals,
advocates, and community members who wish to support kinship families and influence policy to
better serve these needs. At the end of this workshop, participants will be equipped with knowledge
and resources to make a meaningful impact on their communities.

D-3. Empowering Futures: Increasing College Access and Retention for Youth in Foster
Care

Presenter: Jason Bedgood and Arden Bakerich - University of Georgia

Description: This session will delve into critical work of Embark Georgia, an initiative dedicated to
increasing college access and retention for youth who have experience foster care or homelessness.
Learn how Embark Georgia's comprehensive approach is making a tangible difference in fostering
educational pathways. Attendees will gain insights into the unique challenges faced by these
students and discover actionable methods for creating more inclusive and supportive higher
education environments. This session will also highlight the Georgia ETV program where students
that experience foster care after age 16 receive financial aid for college.

D-4. Healing Trauma with Music Therapeutics

Presenters: Dawn Echols and April Rooks, AMPed Kids

Description: The presenters will guide each parent through an interactive session showing how
music is a powerful and effective tool in healing trauma. The intentional use of music through daily
practices or collaborating with instructors and music therapists helps children learn to become
aware of their emotions, have a safe place to express their feelings while also learning to use music
practices for emotional relations. Music is a therapeutic tool used widely in the medical field that
helps the body, mind, and spirit. According to Harvard Medical School. Music intervention impacts
overall health and helps with decreasing anxiety shifting moods, increasing expression and engaging
the brain to develop new neural pathways. Benefits children will receive from music programs are
increased attention and focus, decreased anxiety, depression and improved mental health as well as
improved relationships and connections which are vital to healing, social development and overall
improved wellness.

D-5. Authentic Youth Engagement Collective of Georgia: Achieving Results for Change



Presenters: Sarah Bess Hudson, MAAC 4 Kids

Description: Georgia young leaders with lived experience in foster care have advanced many of their goals and
achieved many keys results this past year! Come catch up on all the exciting updates to inform and advocate with
youth you support, and to equip your AFPAG networks and communities to be in the know! Consider this your
annual invitation as a community champion to come strengthen your partnership with change agents across
Georgia!



The Adoptive and Foster Parent Association of Georgia’s
Annual Education Conference 2026
Speakers’ Biographies

Abrokwah, Molly: Molly Abrokwah, LMFT currently serves as the Lead Clinical Trainer for

Georgia Families 360 and is passionate about her work educating youth, caregivers, and providers
on mental health and resilience. Molly has gained experience with marketing and training
throughout her career, providing training for every company for which she has worked. Her work
with foster care spans almost three decades and has included community work, day treatment,
school, in-home therapy, group homes, and psychiatric hospitals. Molly has extensive public
speaking experience and has conducted events across the country. Her areas of training specialty
have included anger management, behavior management, sexual aggression among youth,
depression and suicide prevention, as well as acute psychiatric illness. Always invested in
supporting her field, Molly has supervised dozens of therapyinterns and is an active professional
mentor.

Andrews, Mark: With over thirty years of previous experience as a child and adolescent
therapist, coupled with being an adoptive parent since 1994. Dr. Mark Andrews has a unique both-
worlds on the needs and challenges experienced by adoptive and foster families. Well-versed in
trauma-informed care, Dr. Andrews is a TBRI Practitioner and provides training and Parent-to-
Parent Coaching for several foster and foster-to- adopt organizations in the Metro-Atlanta area. Dr.
Andrews resides in Newnan, Georgia with his wife Lisa and two adult children, Michael and Sara,
who are adoptees from India.

Bakarich, Arden: Arden Bakarich works in youth leadership with a focus on supporting
youth in foster care through the Education and Training Voucher Program. Her role involves the
management of hundreds of eligible student accounts, coordination with state specialists and
post-secondary institutions to verify student aid needs, and documentation management to
support financial aid. She also serves as support for the Embark program. Before joining the
Fanning Institutions, Arden worked in community outreach and child advocacy at Athens-
Oconee CASA. After five years of services to the local child welfare community, she is excited to
transition into Fanning and learn new ways to support vulnerable young adults.

Bedgood, Jason: Jason Bedgood works in youth leadership with a focus on supporting youth
Education and Training Voucher Program. He also supports youth leadership programs that serve
the State of Georgia and surrounding areas. This includes working with the planning team and
providing accounting support, logistical management, problematic assessment, and reporting. In
addition, he assists in community development, professional development, and other projects
designed to enhance leadership awareness and skills development throughout Georgia. Outside of
his time at Fanning, Jason supports area youth programs by serving as a community coach for local
high schools and recreation departments, and he leads the ninth-grade group at a local church.

Berger, Nikki: Nikki Berger join the Georgia Center for Advocacy staff in February of 2007. She
is the Prevention Program Manager for the Center's statewide abuse and exploitation prevention
initiative. Nikki has collaborated in the development of numerous training program on mandated
reporting, abuse prevention, trauma informed care, human trafficking, and child protection policies.
In 2014 Ms. Berger was appointed by Governor Nathan Deal to serve on Georgia’s Criminal Justice
Coordinating Council, in 2024 she was reappointed by Governor Brian Kemp.



Nikki is currently a member of the Juvenile Justice State Advisory Group as well as the Georgia
Human Trafficking Taskforce, Nikki received her B.S. in Psychology from Syracuse University and
her M.A. in Counseling Psychology from Nova Southeastern University.

Brooks, Robin: Robin Brooks is currently the Director Educational Programming Assessment
and Consultation (EPAC) unit within the Division of Family and Children Services (DFCS). She has
been with DFCS for over 10 years. She was an Education Support Monitor for 5 years before being
promoted to District Education Manager for the North District and then promoted to Director. Robin
and her team advocate for the educational well-being of the youth in foster care. Robin currently
holds a bachelor’s degree in education and a master’s degree in mathematics. Robin has a passion
for education and believes every child should have the opportunity to learn and be the best that
he/she can be.

Brown, Aaron Patrick: Mr. Brown worked for Amerigroup for 7 years as a Case Manager. He
is a fully Licensed Clinical Social Worker. Mr. Brown facilitated coordinator services to adoptive
children throughout Georgia. While Aaron Patrick participates in care coordination, he interfaced
with Department of Juvenile Justice. Participating in interdisciplinary teams assessing holistic care
modalities to stabilize members in the community, Mr. Brown has worked with community
providers such as Juvenile Court System, Probation Officer, behavior provider, DFCS and other
essential agencies team.

Coggins, Heather: District Education Manager with the State of Georgia Division of Family and
Children Services EPAC Unit. Ms. Coggins works with young people in care, started back in 2000. Ms.
Coggins has worked in several capacities ensuring the success of young people in foster care. She has
worked with the Division on state level since 2014. Prior to coming to The Division Ms. Coggins has
worked in the private sector CCI’s ensuring the successful transition of foster youth through the foster
care system since 2000. She has a strong desire for foster youth successfully transitioning through the
foster care system. Ms. Coggins is a graduate of Clayton State University earning a Bachelor of Science
degree in Criminal Justice. She is also a graduate of Keller Graduate School of Management earning a
master’s degree in human resources management.

Dunham, Ronald: Ronald Dunham is a community relations representative with Amerigroup.
He started in January of 2014, after working 10 years with Chatham, County DFCS. Mr. Dunham
is originally from Hardeeville, South Carolina. He is a 1995 graduate from Jasper County High
School and a 1999 graduate from the University of Carolina. He is married and the father of four
children. He is a deacon at the Christ Memorial Baptist Church in Savannah, Georgia. Ron enjoys
reading, investing, and sports, but spending time with his family is what he enjoys the most.

Echols, Dawn: [s a classically trained musician and licensed professional counselor, in the mental
field for the past 20 years. Ms. Echols had a successful career in sales for over 20 years with a

decade in the corporate world, as well as small business, prior to becoming a therapist.

She holds counseling Specialties in Anxiety, couple dynamics and intimate partner abuse.

She is a public speaker and professional trainer. She joined the board of Amped Kids 20 Years ago.

Hudson, Sarah-Bess: Sara Bess Lee Hudson is a Lead Facilitator with Georgia
Empowerment, dedicated to hearing the "Me" in the voices of Georgia's foster youth.
Empowerment is a statewide youth leadership and advocacy network (utilizing youth-adult and
community partnership) founded by and for young and emerging adults who have experience
foster care between ages 14-16 plus. After earning her Master of Social Work (MSW) degree
from Georgia State University with a focus in Community Partnerships and Consensus
Organizing, Sarah Bess began serving alongside youth leaders as an adult supporter (in various
capacities) on issues impacting individuals in the foster care system.



Jamison, Leah: Mrs. Jamison has been in DFCS for over 20 years with work experience in
foster care, adoptions, and resources development. She currently serves as an adoption
assistance consultant in the Social Services Administration Unit (SSAU) where she is responsible
for processing IV-E Adoption Assistance applications. In her role, Mrs. Jamison also assists with
policy consultation, special needs determinations, and approvals of Special Services Adoption
Assistance requests.

Lingerfelt, Lisa: Mrs. Lingerfelt started her decades long career with the State of Georgia,
first with the Department of Education, then moved to the Department of Public Health before
she then started with the Department of Family and Children Services in 2012. Starting as a
Foster Care Case Manager in Floyd County, she moved into supervisor in Floyd and Walker
County with a specialty in Adoptions In 2022, Mrs. Lingerfelt moved to Rregion1 Adoptions Unit
housed in Whitfield County. In March 2025 she begins working at the SSAU with the Post
Adoption Unit.

Mauer, Mary Margaret: Mary Margaret is the Senior Vice President of Foster Care

Services for Global Impact International and Co-founder of the Restoration Rome Center for
Foster, Adoption and Family Services. She received her Ph.D. in Biological Sciences from Georgia
State University with a focus on Neurobiology and is a trained Trust-Based Relational
Intervention Practitioner and Facilitator for Making Sense of Your Worth, Parting for Positive
Self-Worth and Building Freedom Within. She coOleads the TBRI Georgia Collaborative initiative
to prove mulita-sector and state-wide equipping in trauma-informed care of caregivers, child
welfare professionals, organizations serving alongside Georgia's children and families

Mayo, April: April earned a BA degree in Psychology from Clark Atlanta University and 25
years of experience in child welfare. She has high level experience like serving on a
gubernatorial steering committee to revamp child welfare in the State of Georgia as well as
impactful "Front Line" knowledge with DFCS. This amount of experience has positioned her to
be a mentor to several budding professionals while simultaneously staying on the cutting edge
of developments and trends in the field of child welfare. She has directorship experience in
building foster homes, training staff and community members and project managing
Amerigroup Ga Families 360 statewide conference.

Martian, Lori: Is currently the North District Education Manager with the Educational
Programming, Assessment, and Consultation Unit within the Division of Family and Children
Services. Prior to beginning with DFCS as an EPAC Education Support Mintor in 2017, she
was a teacher in the public school system. She holds a bachelor’s degree in child and Family
Development from Georgia Southern University and a Master of Arts in Teaching from
Augusta State University.



Ramirez, Thea: Thea is the founder and CEO of Adoption-Share, a non-profit organization
dedicated to enhancing the foster and adoption process through technology. She developed Family-
Match, a platform designed to improve matching efficiency between children and families. Ramirez
has been recognized for her contributions to child welfare reform.

Ricks, Kathryn: Kathryn Ricks has been an employee with Amerigroup since February 2022.
She has a strong passion for advocating for families and youth to help them live to their full
potential. Kathryn has worked with foster and adoption services since 2011 with a child placement
agency in multiple capacities. She is a graduate of Georgia

Southwestern State University where she obtained a bachelor’s degree in psychology in May 2007.
She went on tomatriculate from Troy University in December 2009 with a master’s in counseling
psychology. Kathryn believes that people perish from lack of knowledge. So, one way to advocate
is to educate young people and those they interact with

them. Another way is to have a seat at the table and become a change.

Rooks, April: Founder of Amped Kids Foundation, is a singer, songwriter, recording artist,
author and music instructor for more than 20 years working with youth of all ages. April's
personal story of childhood trauma, domestic violence and finding strength to overcome life's
challenges through the power of music inspired her to help other children who need an outlet,
community in place of hope and healing. April serves as the Executive Director while also leading
songwriting classes, music instruction and leading the Sacred Music Circle music experience she
curated in 2024, Amped Kids Foundation has impacted over 1500 children's lives in Georgia and
Tennessee with children's lives being transformed one song at time.

Sawyer, Tiffany: Taffany Sawyer joined the Georgia Center for Child Advocacy as the
Director of Prevention and Education in 2006. In her capacity at the Georgia Center. Tiffany
oversees the Center’s statewide abuse and exploitation prevention initiative, which has trained
and educated over 220,000 adults. Prior to her work in Georgia, Tiffany worked at Darkness to
Light where she assisted in the creation of the Stewards of Children training curriculum and
helped to launch the program on international levels in child advocacy work. She graduated from
the College of Charleston and taught at the high school level before getting involved in child
advocacy work. In her personal life, Tiffany is a proud mother of two daughters and wife of a
public-school educator. She serves on the board of Decatur Performs, uplifting the choral, theater
and arts program of City School Decatur. Tiffany served as President of Prevent Together in 2019;
in 2014 she was appointed by Georgia Governor Nathan Deal to serve on the Georgia Child Fatality
Review Panel as the Specialist.

Stafford, Bettie: Dr. Bettie Stafford received a bachelor’s degree in political science from
Savannah State University and a master’s in education from Valdosta State University. She
received a doctorate from NOVA Southeastern University in early and middle childhood
education. Currently, she works with Albany State University as an Assistant Professor in
Education Department. She is the graduate advisor and Elementary Education Coordinator. She is
the Adoptive and Foster Parent Association of Georgia’s Regional Advocate for Region 10. She is an
Education Specialist with EPAC and a Certified Impact Class Trainer. Dr. Stafford is also a foster
parent.

Sutton, Sherry: Dr Sherry Sutton is an Educator, and a current Foster and Adoptive Parent.

She has an adoptive child that has severe emotional behavior challenges. Dr. Sutton teaches from
experience as a Special Education Teacher.

Thomas, Simmons Betty: With over 30 years of dedicated service in education, Mrs. Betty



Simmons- Thomas built a career rooted in passion, patience, and a deep commitment to the
academic and personal growth of young learners, Betty, is a graduate of Fort State University,
where she earned her degree in Elementary Education, Mrs. Thomas began her teaching journey in
1995 and spent most of her career at Bruce Elementary School. Throughout her tenure, she taught a
variety of grade levels, with a special fondness for second grade. Known for her creative teaching
methods, nurturing classroom environment, and strong parent-teacher relationships, Mrs. Thomas
was beloved by students, families and colleagues alike. She championed literacy, integrated hands-
on activities, and mentored new teachers. Mrs. Thomas, now retired, continued to support
education through volunteer tutoring, involvement in local reading initiatives, and guest speaking at
teachers’ workshops. She enjoys spending time with her grand pup, reading, watching sports, and
telling stories inspired by her classroom experience.

Thomas, R. Boudre: Miss. Boudre R. Thomas is an Educator Success Coordinator for the
Center of Excellence for Educator Preparation and Innovation (CEEPI). Miss. Thomas has been
working with students for over 15 years in various capacities such as teaching, training, and
support. Ms. Thomas is a trained Doula. She has a thorough understanding of the medical aspects
of childbirth, enabling her to work collaboratively with medical professionals to ensure that
families receive the best possible care. Since 2018, she has been the proud owner of Doula Sense
Prenatal and Postpartum Services. As a component of her work, she provides in-home visits for
families with newborns to assist with family introduction and build resiliency. For four years, she
was a program assistant at Benedict College in Columbia, S.C. She managed activities associated
with service-learning which included maintaining confidential data and working cooperatively
with staff, students cooperatively, and community partners. She is an alumnus of Benedict College
and Fort Valley State University receiving a Bachelor of Science in Biology and a Master of Public
Health in Environmental Health, respectively

Toombs, Frazier-Crystal: Dr. Toombs has over 39 years of experience working with
displaced teenage mothers and those in the foster care system. She currently operates one of
Georgia's few foster homes specializing in teenage parents. Dr. Toombs holds a Diploma in
Christian Leadership from New Covenant International Bible College, a B.A. degree in Psychology
from Wilberforce University, an M.A. in Counseling from Kent State University, and a Ph.D. in
Educational Leadership from Mercer University. Originally from North Central Philadelphia,
Crystal has lived in Ohio and New Zealand, and now resides in Gainesville, Georgia.

Walker, Samantha: Need BIO

Wittmann, Angel: Mrs. Wittmann has 35 years of services in Foster Care, Adoption Resource Development,
Investigations, Special Investigations in Georgia. Tennessee, and Kentucky with 30 of those years with Georgia
Division of Family and Children Services. Mrs. Wittmann began her position with Social Services Administration
Unit as Post Adoption Program Manager in July 2014 managing adoption assistance. She currently supervises Post
Adoption Managers for Regions 1,2,3,13, and 14.

Williams, Deja: Mrs. Williams is a social worker, professor, and child welfare professional from
Warner Robins Georgia. Mrs. Williams earned a Master of Social Work from the University of
Georgia in 2017. She is matriculating in a Doctor of Social Work (DWS). Program at the University of
Kentucky. Mrs. William currently serves as Executive Director of the Georgia Kinship Project inc.
She has experience working in foster care, placement/permanency and relative placement through
the interstate Compact on the placement of children program. She has worked in the DFCS Kinship
Unit.



Williams, Leia: Direct Education Manager Division of Family and Children Services Educational
Programming, Assessment and consultation (EPAC) Leia Williams is a result driven leader in the
child welfare community. She has worked within the child welfare system in Georgia for over 10
years, first as a Georgia Division of Family and Children Services (DFCS) Child Protective Services
Investigator and then as a Program Manager for a non-profit child advocacy organization. As the
District Education Manager with the Educational Programming, Assessment and Consultation
(EPAC) Services program within the Division, she brings extensive child welfare knowledge that
enhance educational advocacy and improve educational outcomes for all children in the custody
and oversight of Georgia’s child Welfare System. Leia leads a team that represents region’s foster
care system of education and has previously volunteered in her neighborhood school system to
mentor youth for academic success and positive outcomes. Leia is a graduate of Marshall University
and received her Master of Science degree in Administration from Central Michigan University.

Wisotsky, Juli Wilkes: Juli Wisotsky is a dedicated attorney and adoption advocate who has
practiced law since 1996, with a primary focus on adoption law since 2010. A cum laude graduate of
both the University of Georgia and UGA School of Law, she combines legal expertise with a heart for
service, reflected in her leadership roles with Nightlight Christian Adoptions and previously serving
on the Chosen for Life Ministries Board. Juli is a frequent speaker and educator on adoption-related
topics and continues to contribute to policy through her role on Georgia’s 2023 Senate Study
Committee on Foster Care and Adoption. She is Immediate Past President of Georgia Council on
Adoption Lawyers and became a TBRI Practitioner in the fall of 2024.



