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A N N U A L  C O N F E R E N C E
Shocco Springs Baptist Conference Center

May 11-13, 2023
Registration now open for Foster, Adoptive, Kinship Care, DHR Social Workers, and others who would like to attend.

Scan the 
QR Code

to Register



To learn more about the children 
waiting for adoption, visit 

www.heartgalleryalabama.com

A Special

Thank You
to Heart Gallery

for the

photography of the children.

A  message from 
the  President
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Looking forward to seeing all of you at this year’s 

conference. If you haven’t registered please do it 

today. We are hoping to have a good turnout this year. 

Please go to our website afapa.org and our facebook 

page Alabama Foster and Adoptive Parent Association 

for any updates and announcements about the 

conference. You will be able to get up to 15 hours of 

training credit hours if you attend a workshop during 

each time slot. Scholarship recipients have been 

selected for this year’s award ceremony at Shocco on 

Friday night May 12th. We hope to present  as many as 

possible and as money becomes available. Our overall 

donations to the Scholarship Fund was way down this 

year but the Scholarship Committee is working hard 

to help as many as we can. We had the largest number 

of applications this year we have ever had.

If you have any questions about the conference feel 

free to contact me directly at training@afapa.org or 

you can call our toll free number at 888-545-2372. 

Buddy Hooper 
President AFAPA

ELECTION FOR AFAPA OFFICERS

Nominations and Elections

The term of office for each officer shall be for a 
period of two (2) years.

(A) Elections of the executive officers of the 
Association will be held at the annual 
training conference. The terms of the 
officers-elect will begin on the first day of 
the next accounting year October 1st. 

(B)   A nominating committee, which shall 
be appointed by the president will be 
composed of five (5) board members.  The 
committee shall present a slate of officers 
to the voting constituency and Board of 
Directors for consideration and proposed 
election. 

(C) Any member nominated must be present 
to verify their eligibility and accept their 
nomination.

(D) Any elected officer or committee member 
may be relieved of duties and removed from 
office because of misconduct of a nature 
that reflects discredit on her/himself or on 
the Association by a two-thirds (2/3) vote 
of the Board of Directors present. If for any 
reason an elected officer cannot complete a 
term, the Board of Directors shall appoint a 
person to complete the term. 

Election will be held for President, 3 Vice Presidents, 
Secretary, and Treasurer. Nominations will be 
accepted from the floor. Nominated person must 
be present and must accept the nomination. Any 
Association member may attend the Nomination 
and Election Meeting even if they are not staying 
for the conference. Any member may self nominate 
by sending email to Election@afapa.org by April 
15, 2023. 

May 11, 2023
Shocco Springs Baptist Conference Center

1314 Shocco Springs Road
Talladega, AL
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KEYNOTE SPEAKER: ANTONIO GRATE 

Ant onio  Grate is an Emotional Strategist, professional speaker, author, minister, 
hus band , and father of four. He currently travels the country sharing his story of 
growing up in the ghetto of Chicago, his mother’s addiction to drugs, not having his 
father in his life and aging out of the foster care system.
 
His willingness and strong desire to pour into the lives of those who are in the foster 
care system, title 1 school students, juvenile detention youth, and church youth groups, 
stems from his passion to serve this generation and the next. With the sole mission to 
equip them with the tools needed to become academically successful and increase 
emotional stability while becoming the best version of themselves.
 
It is his mission to tell his story of how he has overcome insurmountable odds to now 
live a life of joy, peace, happiness, and love. His passionate delivery and heartfelt 
sincerity touches the hearts of listeners and leaves them wanting more.

Karen A. Poteet received her Master of Public Administration degree from Baylor University 
and a Bachelor of Arts degree from Southern Nazarene University.  She had over 36 of 
experience in human services in two state systems, Illinois and Oklahoma, prior to her 
retirement from the Oklahoma Department of Human Services (OKDHS) in 2020. 

She held positions of increasing responsibility within OKDHS.  From 2006-2010, she served as 
the Post Adoption Programs Manager and as the Oklahoma Administrator of the Interstate 
Compact on Adoption and Medical Assistance. From 2010-2013, she was the Project Manage 
of two federally funded grants which developed innovations to find and keep foster parts and 
support kinship caregivers.

She completed her human services career by serving as the Director of Aging Services where 
she had oversight over the Medicaid waiver which serves the most individuals in Oklahoma 

as well as 17 additional federal and state funded programs. She currently serves as the Chief Grants Officer of her alma 
mater, Southern Nazarene University. 

Ms. Poteet and her husband were licensed foster parents in Illinois and adopted their two youngest child from the Illinois 
child welfare system.  Since 2018, Ms. Poteet has served as the Chairperson of the Board of Directors of the National 
Foster Parent Association.

Risk & Reality: A Parent’s Perspective in Parenting Substance Exposed Children
 
A discussion facilitated by an adoptive parent of two daughters (who are birth siblings and on the Fetal Alcohol spectrum) 
regarding how positive long-term developmental outcomes are associated with a nurturing environment that begins in 
early childhood. Flexible yet consist environments have been found to promote the development of children prenatally 
exposed to drugs or alcohol who exhibit symptomatic behavior.
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Heather Branam was born to teen parents who could not get their life together due to drug 
use. She was adopted by her grandparents at the age of five. Heather and her husband 
began their journey as foster parents in 2015 and closed their home in 2019, after adopting 
their fourth child. Heather serves as the President of Tuscaloosa County Foster and Adoptive 
Parent Association, Vice President of Alabama Foster and Adoptive Parent Association and 
works part time for Children’s Aid Society in their APAC department. Heather and her family 
love to travel, hike and camp. She has found that being outdoors has really helped her kids. 
She also loves Alabama football.

Leslie Hales, LICSW, PIP

Leslie completed her undergraduate in social work at the University of Southern Mississippi 
and received her master’s from The University of Alabama at Tuscaloosa. She has 23 years of 
social work experience providing services in child welfare and pre and post adoption services. 
She currently works full time for Alahealth providing oversight supervision to Area Agencies 
on Aging for the Elderly and Disable and ACT Medicaid Waivers. She is adjunct faculty with 
the University of Alabama at Birmingham School of Social Work and provides pre adoption 
contract services part time. Leslie is an adoptive parent of a 25-year-old daughter and co-
parents a sibling group of five from foster care. 

Corrie Merchant is Alabama Parent Education Center’s 
Outreach Coordinator for the AL Parent Training and 
Information Center.  She lives in Trussville, Alabama with her 
husband Jason and two children, George (13) and Arra (12). 
They have been members of Down Syndrome Alabama since 
2009 when their son George was born. Corrie has served 
on Alabama’s Special Education Advocacy Panel (SEAP), 
Protection & Advocacy for Individuals with Developmental 

Disabilities (PADD),  Stanford Down Syndrome Advisory 
Panel and Partners in Policymaking Advisory Panel.  Corrie 
joined APEC with the hope her insights and experience 
with her son’s individualized education program (IEP) will 
encourage others on their journey.   Corrie has a Bachelor 
of Science degree from Auburn University and a Master of 
Science degree from Troy University.

William Buddy Hooper & Martha Hooper 

William & Martha Hooper have been married 55 years 
they have 4 biological children and 2 adopted children, 
they have 12 grandchildren. 

William & Martha began Fostering in 1989 and became 
adoptive parents in 2000. They became   kinship care 
providers in 2009. During their time as foster parents 
they fostered more than 40 children.

William has served on AFAPA Board in several positions 
since 1999 and has been current president since 2005. 
Buddy serves on the State QA committee and the 
Conflict Resolution Team. He serves on the Alabama 
Court Improvement Project.

Martha has served on the Alabama Foster & Adoptive 
Parent Board for more than 17 years and the past 16 
as leader of the AFAPA Advocacy Program.  Martha has 
trained foster parents, social workers, and attorneys 
in a variety of subjects for the past 15 years including 
foster parent bill of rights, advocacy, ISP’s, nurturing 
bonding and letting go, partnership with DHR and birth 
families, etc. Martha has trained foster parents at the 
National Foster Parent Association Conference as well 
as Tennessee, Georgia, and Florida, State conferences. 
She also has done training for the New Mexico Child 
Welfare agency.
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Sonji Patterson is the Owner and Operator of Songee’z Station Hair Salon. 
She is also the Director of Songee’z Advanced Hair Academy where she 
offers Adv classes to stylists and students coming into the industry. Sonji 
also hosts community pop-ups (songee’z Station on the road), classes 
and seminars in proper haircare and styling events. She is located at 6275 
University Dr #113 in Huntsville Alabama 
 
Sonji has been a hairstylist for over 40 years and she loves every chance she 
gets to talk about “Hair”. She is always excited to be able to work with foster 
parents and their children because it allows her the opportunity to invest 
her knowledge into a great community of people. 
 
Sonji is also the Author of a new book entitled, Thoughts Of An Evangelist: 
Quips, Quotes and Conversations With God which is available for purchase 
on Amazon.  You can find her on FB at SongeezTrainingMoments or on 
Instagram at Songeez_Station.
 
For Appointments, classes, seminars or questions; please email me at: sonjipatterson@gmail.com

Keisha Jackson, LGSW will tell you she was destined to be a social worker. “There is nothing 
else I am better suited for.” After the tragic death and subsequent incarceration of her 
father, Keisha was raised in the home of her paternal grandparents Richard and Saundra 
Pickens. “I never realized how close I was to being a foster child, until I became a foster 
care worker.” Keisha received her BSW from Miles College in Fairfield, Alabama where 
she now teaches Professional Writing and her MSW from The University of Alabama in 
Tuscaloosa.  In her present position as Lead Social Investigator for The Legal Aid Society of 
Birmingham, she also acts as a field instructor for both Miles and UA.  While receiving her 
undergraduate degree she was given a commendation for her intern work at Cooper Green 
Mercy Hospital and was awarded the Seth O’Corley Award for social work excellence at 
Miles College.  She is also a proud member of Phi Alpha.  All of Keisha’s post graduate work 
has been with children as both a therapist and direct practice social worker.  Her goal is 

ensuring that every child she interacts with is given the opportunity to live a full and happy life in the safest environment 
possible.  Keisha wrote her first children’s book in 2021 and published it in 2022.  Her book Trash: A Foster Care Journey has 
given her the opportunity to share the stories of the children she works with.  In her own words, “Trash will give children 
who feel unheard, a voice.”  

Keith and Edie Lowhorne have been raising two grandchildren for over 6 years. Their 
Grandfamily started after courts gave custody of the children when the birth mother was 
arrested for child endangerment, along with 32 other felonies. 

Both grandchildren were born drug addicted and spent weeks in the hospital withdrawing 
from the drugs in their systems.

After months of trying to find help and being unsuccessful, the Lowhorne’s discovered the 
Alabama Foster and Adoptive Parent organization (AFAPA). In the time since, that has led 
to the start of the Grandparents as Parents Committee and being named to the national 
organization, Generations United, where Keith represents Alabama as a Grand Voice.

Edie serves on the board of the Madison County Foster and Adoptive Parent Association. 
The Lowhorne’s have made a commitment to help Grandparents who find themselves 
in the same situation to make it easier to locate possible help and to be an advocate, 
supporter and listener.

Keith  Lowhorne
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AFAPA Conference May 11th – 13th, 2023 
Shocco Springs Conference Center

1314 Shocco Springs Road  •  Talladega, AL 35160

 -------------- Thursday Morning - May 11 --------------

7:00 - 8:00  Dining Hall  Breakfast

8:00    Chapel    Welcome – AFAPA President, Buddy Hooper  
     AFAPA Elections

8:30 – 10:00  Chapel    Legal - Attorney Felicia Brooks with State DHR
     Legal rights of birth parents, children and foster parents.

10:00-10:15    Break

10:15-11:45  Chapel   Life After Adoption - Leslie Hales
Now that you have adopted, what’s next? DHR is out of the picture and you left 
to navigate this journey by yourself. Therefore you need a village and help with 
resources that will help your child succeed. 

Workshop (Bagley)   Teamwork ISP, monthly visits - Martha Hooper
     How to work as a team with DHR, GAL, birth parents and everyone else involved.
 

Workshop (Bagley)  Independent Living  - Bill Benson with State DHR    
Available resources for your foster teen, navigating college and Fostering Hope 
Scholarship.

 
12:00-1:00 Dining Hall  Lunch

 -------------- Thursday Afternoon - May 11 --------------
1:15 – 2:45   Chapel   Fetal alcohol spectrum disorders (FASDs)

and Neonatal abstinence syndrome  - Karen Poteet 
     

workshop (Bagley)     Challenging Behaviors - John Douglass with APAC
    Your child’s diagnosis is not a label but a source of understanding. Learn more 
    about adjustment disorder, PTSD, anxiety, ADHD along with others. 

workshop (Bagley)  Hair and skin care  – Sonji Patterson
    How to take care of your AA child’s hair and skin. 

2:45 – 3:00    Break

3:00-4:30   Chapel   Foster Parents Bill of Rights - Buddy Hooper and Becky Bevis
     

workshop (Bagley)    Challenging Behaviors Support Group  - John Douglas with APAC 
This will be a follow up to the first session and open discussion with everyone who 
attends while getting your questions answered from people who have been there. 
Lead By John Douglass

workshop (Bagley)  Hair and skin care  – Sonji Patterson
     How to take care of your AA child’s hair and skin.

5:00-6:00 Dining Hall  Dinner

6:15 – 7:30  Chapel    Foster Parent Trivia and OldieWed game
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 -------------- Friday Morning - May 12 --------------

7:00-8:00  Dining Hall   Breakfast 

8:30 – 10:00  Chapel   Welcome Ceremony with Pledge of Allegiance,
State Flag Ceremony, Special Recognitions and - Buddy Hooper
Commissioner Nancy Buckner. 

10:00-10:15    Break

10:15 – 11:45   Chapel   Antonio Grate - Keynote Speaker

12:00 – 1:00 Dining Hall    Lunch for Local County Reps with
AFAPA Board Room 223

 -------------- Friday Afternoon - May 12  --------------

1:15 – 2:45  Chapel     All things IEP – Corrie Merchant with Alabama Parent Education Center
How to set up your child’s Individualize Service Plan and get the services your child 
needs at school.

Workshop (Bagley)  Preparing Your Teen for Success - Samantha Whitley with Children’s Aid Society 
    How to prepare your teen for college and living on their own. 

Workshop (Bagley)  Trash: A Foster Care Journey - Keisha Jackson, Author 
  

2:45 – 3:00    Break 

3:00-4:30   Chapel   Road Map to Adoption Carla Easterling with State DHR  
         Before you adopt, adoption subsidy and services your child may qualify for.   
  

Workshop (Bagley)   Prudent Parenting with Buddy Hooper and Becky Bevis
    Learn more about or refresh your knowledge on prudent parenting

workshop (Bagley)   Advantages and Disadvantages of Kinship – Heather Branam, Keith Lowhorne
and Keisha Jackson 
Kinship parents, this class is for you. You will hear from a grandparent who is 
currently raising his grandchildren and from two who were raised by their

     grandparents.

5:00 – 6:00 Dining Hall   Dinner  

6:30   Chapel   Scholarship Award Ceremony - Karen Poteet

-------------- Saturday Morning - May 13 -------------- 

7:00-8:00  Dining Hall   Breakfast 

8:00-10:00 Chapel   Closing Session, President Buddy Hooper 

End
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AFAPA NEWSLETTER INFO:

Registration is $35.00 for everyone attending. This means if you are bringing your children who are two (2) and up 
and/or a sitter, you must also register them. REMEMBER CHILD CARE IS NOT PROVIDED AT THE CONFERENCE AND 
CHILDREN ARE NOT PERMITTED IN THE WORKSHOPS. 

Registration includes your room for two (2) nights, along with three meals and two snacks each day and breakfast on 
Saturday. You can choose between Wednesday and Thursday nights or Thursday and Friday night, you can add an extra 
night at regular price. This year our registration is online. Please go to https://form.jotform.com/230327003257142 
or scan this code and it will take you directly to the website. If you need assistance or help with registration, please 
reach out to us at (888) 545-2372.

Check in is at Shocco Bagley Center located just north of Chapel. Meals are served in the dining hall on second floor 
of the Bagley Center. You may take your food outside if you like. Food is not allowed in the Chapel. We will have water 
and snack breaks on Thursday and Friday at 10:15 and 2:45. Saturday Breakfast is at 7:30.  

DHR approved foster homes can apply for mileage reimbursement to and from the conference. Others need to check 
with your approving agency for what they might offer. At least 15 training hours will be available for conference. You 
will receive a training certificate by email with your name on it. Be sure to print your email address on the sign in 
sheet at registration. 

The AFAPA store will be available to all attendees in Annex Building next to the Chapel. There will many free items 
and items for available for a small donation. Silent Auction Baskets will be available for bidding or a buy it now 
option. Checks, Cash, or Credit Cards accepted. Many of baskets will have a Mother’s Day theme. All money donated 
to store and silent auction go to support the AFAPA Scholarship.

Things you need to know about AFAPA Conference 


