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Awardee:  Elizabeth Richmond 

Address:  Peoria, IL. 

As a foster/adoptive parent, Elizabeth Richmond, along with her husband have fostered over 40 children 
and been adoptive parents to 3.  However, what makes Elizabeth unique and innovative, are the many 
ways in which she has extended herself beyond her own family to work diligently in many leadership 
roles to break down systemic barriers to permanency for the children/youth of Illinois.   She has been a 
foster parent PRIDE trainer for over 20 years and then a foster/adoptive parent support specialist after 
realizing that the need for support extended well past the pre-service training offered.  Due to her strong 
leadership in these roles and her advocacy for the foster and adopted children/youth of the state, she was 
appointed as the Co-Chair of the Illinois Adoption Advisory Council by the Director of the Illinois 
Department of Children and Family Services (IDCFS) in 2000 and has continuously held this position to 
this day.  She also serves on the IDCFS Central Region Foster Care Advisory Council and Statewide 
Foster Care Advisory Council.  Through each of these roles, Elizabeth has proven to be a strong voice and 
advocate for many of the improvements in policy, programs and practice in Illinois child welfare.  For the 
past 3 years, Elizabeth has also taken on a leadership with the Quality Improvement Center for 
Adoption/Guardianship Support, as Children’s Bureau federally funded 5 year cooperative agreement.  In 
this work, she chairs the Stateholder Advisory Team and has successfully obtained the support of foster 
and adoptive families in the development of evidence-based services for post adoption families. She is 
described as the first person that the Regional Administrator of the IDCFS will call when they need 
someone to respond to the unmet needs of children/youth and the families that care for them.  She brings 
compassion to every situation, and the tenacity and skill needed to ensure a positive outcome.  Her years 
of service and support have significantly contributed to the well-being of children and youth served by the  
IDCFS and the families that provide for these children/youth. 

Awardee:  Janet Benoit Connor 

Address:  East Montpelier, VT. 

Janet Benoit Connor has been a key member for over 9 years of the Vermont Child Welfare Training 
Partnership at the University of VT. and  provides training to the VT. Department for Children and 
Families. She has been committed to outstanding training, leadership, and innovation in the field of 
adoption.  Her impact has been felt across the State of VT. where she  spearheaded several training 
programs that provide supports and resources to pre-adoptive and adoptive families in order to improve 



the transition process to stable permanency.  During her professional tenure in the adoption field, she 
developed new approaches to engaging adoptive parents in training and advocacy, and has sustained 
collaborative partnerships and critical alliances with stakeholders such as the Adoption Consortium of 
Vermont’s adoptive parents.  In her early career, she developed curricula for understanding infant 
adoption through Vermont’s children’s society and worked with the VT. Adoption Consortium to develop 
a much needed, trans-racial adoption and cultural parenting training.  These curricula were informed by 
data and brought to life by Janet’s engaging training style and humorous personal examples of her own 
experiences as an adoptive parent. 

In additional to her commitment to training and advocating directly for adoptive parents, Janet also 
provides workforce development opportunities for child welfare, mental health and school professionals 
to be more adoption competent.  Janet works collaboratively and actively with Vermont Adoption 
Consortium, Vermont Kin As Parents, Vermont Foster and Adoptive Families Association, and the 
Caregiver Training Collaborative.   

Awardee:  Gary P. Mallon 

Address:  NYC, NY 

Gary Mallon has served for over 42 years in a variety of child welfare leadership roles.  For 14 years, he 
was the Director of the National Resource Center for Permanency and Family Connections.  In this role, 
he provided technical assistance in all 50 states, many tribal communities and territories, moving systems 
toward promoting positive outcomes for children, youth, and families.  After his tenure at the NRC, he 
developed the National Center for Child Welfare Excellence at the Silberman School of Social Work and 
continued to work with individual agencies, local entities and states to assist them in making systemic 
changes that could promote permanency for children and young people.  As the Julia Lathrop Professor of 
Child Welfare at the Silberman School of Social Work at Hunter College, for the past 24 years, he has 
chaired the Child Welfare sequence and developed and taught classes in foster care and adoption to MSW 
students who were interested in making child welfare their preferred field of practice.  Throughout his 
career, Gary has made significant efforts to connect with multiple communities to raise awareness about 
permanency and adoption and he is a sought-after speaker at conferences and in Universities.  He lectures 
locally, statewide, nationally and internationally about child welfare, foster care, permanency and 
adoption issues.  Gary has been an outstanding leader in child welfare as a professional, a researcher, an 
author, an editor, a foster parent and an adoptive parent.  His entire personal and professional life has 
been dedicated to helping children, youth, and families. 

Awardee:  John Johnson (Posthumous) 

Address:  Nashville, TN. 

John Johnson, the Tennessee Department of Children Services Director of Foster Care, Kinship, 
Guardianship and Adoption, passed away on March 28, 2017 after a long and courageous battle with 
cancer.  He was 42 years of age. 



John was a tireless professional whose energy and expertise transcended the boundaries of program areas. 
In his role for the State of Tennessee, he was very influential in helping Tennessee become a national 
leader providing support to adoptive and guardianship families.  He had a clear vision of how services 
needed to be changed to better meet the needs of children and families and he worked diligently to make 
this vision a reality.  He was also a key figure in Tennessee responsible for his state being chosen as a 
subsidized guardianship waiver demonstration site.  

 He was as comfortable engaging a room of hundreds, as he was sitting at his desk drafting policy or 
facilitating a problem-solving session, and he always recognized and embraced the value of external 
partnerships.  John received his B.A. from Tennessee Technological University and his M.A. in Public 
Service Management at Cumberland University.  He started his career in child welfare in Tennessee, 
starting as a part-time social counselor at Indian Mound Boys Home for Delinquent Youth.  His 
experience in Tennessee’s public child welfare system included work as a case manager and as a front-
line supervisor.   

John served as President of the National Association of State Adoption Programs and in total served 6 
years on that board.  In this role, he was always encouraging the sharing of promising adoption-related 
practices among states nationwide.  His leadership with this Association was significant in keeping it 
cohesive and functioning at a time of great turnover and instability for many adoption managers across 
the nation.  John spent a great deal of his personal time organizing the meetings, planning webinars and 
establishing a platform for Adoption Managers across the nation to network and share ideas. 

John also served in advisory capacities on several federally funded initiatives including the Quality 
Improvement Center for Adoption/Guardianship Support and Preservation Advisory Board, the National 
Adoption Competent Mental Health Training Initiative Advisory Board and the advisory group for a 
Trauma grant related to trauma and adoption services. 

John was not only successful impacting service provision on his own state level, but he was vital in 
moving the needle on adoption services across the nation.  John is survived by his wife, Nikki, and his 
children, Madeline and Adam.  He is sorely missed on a personal and professional level across the nation. 

Awardee:  Jill Waterman 

Address:  Los Angeles, CA. 

Dr. Jill Waterman was one of the initial developers of TIES for Adoption (now UCLA TIES for families), 
an interdisciplinary program dedicated to optimizing the growth and the development of foster/adoptive 
children from birth to age 21, and their families.  She currently is the Director of Infant Mental Health, as 
well as a supervisor of psychology externs and postdoctoral fellows.  Dr. Waterman’s research has 
involved long-term follow-up of previous TIES clients (now adolescents and young adults), as well as 
evaluation , treatment and follow-up of prenatally exposed infants placed with foster parents who hope to 
adopt them.  Dr. Waterman is author of 3 books on aspects of child trauma and numerous articles, and is 
the lead author of the manual for the clinical trial of ADAPT (Adoption-specific Therapy) currently in a 
randomized trial.  In addition, she is a practicing clinician specializing in treatment with parents and 
young children. 



Awardee:  John Levesque 

Address:  South Portland, ME. 

John Levesque has an impressive 35 years of professional service in the public child welfare system and 
his contributions have resulted in positive permanency outcomes for thousands of children and youth.  
His professional career began in 1978 with the State of Maine where he worked in child protection and 
foster care prior to focusing on adoption work and eventually becoming the state adoption manager.  He 
also served on the board of the National Association of Adoption Managers  from 1998-2002 where his 
spirit of collaboration was a major support for the association’s primary goal of improving adoption 
practices through peer-to-peer relationship building and sharing of promising practices to achieve and 
support permanency for children across the U.S.   From 1998-2002, John also served on the board and 
executive committee of the Association of Administrators for Adoption and Medical Assistance. Upon his 
retirement from the state of Maine in 2002, John was able to utilize his many years of experience and 
expertise by working with the National Resource Center for Adoption where he played a key role in the 
achievement of effective capacity building and positive adoption outcomes for the states, tribes, and 
territories.  John was also invited to serve on the board of the North American Council on Adoptable 
Children and served there from 2005-2011. 

Since the inception of the AdoptUSKids project in 2002, John has been an important contributor serving 
on its’ national workgroup from 2002-2008, as an organizer of regional roundtables and provider of 
technical assistance to the states, tribes, and territories, and as a major contributor to several of 
AdoptUSKids publications.  John joined the staff of AdoptUSKids in 2013, as the deputy project director 
serving in this position until choosing to retire in June, 2017.  In this role, John has been instrumental in 
developing their READiS model that facilitates the recruitment of foster/adoptive families, the 
development of their speakers’ bureau, and in the many means by which he helped raise awareness about 
all of the services provided through AdoptUSKids. 

John has proven to be a natural leader and his enthusiasm for the adoption of children and youth from 
foster care and support of families who adopt them is inspiring to all who have worked with him.  He is a 
team player, dedicated, passionate, and brings strategic insight and astuteness to all that he does and 
inspires others to do the same. 

Awardee:  Raenell Crenshaw 

Address:  Danville, IL. 

Raenell Crenshaw is being recognized for the extraordinary dedication to children and older youth that 
she has demonstrated throughout her life and the many ways in which she has made a permanent and 
positive difference in their lives. 



After raising two birth children and three children for whom she and her husband took guardianship, they 
decided to dedicate their lives to fostering and adopting children from foster care.  Over the years they 
fostered numerous children and adopted four youth. 

Raenell served as the Program Coordinator for Project Success’s Family Tree Adoption Connection 
program where she developed their respite program through creative activities and outreach to families in 
the community.  She currently serves on the Illinois Community Foster Care Adoption Coalitions that is a 
collaboration of several agencies that work to identify, recruit, and support families. 

In 2014, Raenell joined the AdoptUSKids speakers bureau as a spokesperson for the national adoption 
recruitment campaign.  She participated in on-site media trainings to prepare for the role both as a 
national spokesperson for AdoptUSKids, as well as a local spokesperson for her home state of Illinois, 
where she has participated in numerous media opportunities.  She has been described as one of the most 
important voices for adoption of older youth by the AdoptUSKids staff.   In 2015, Raenell and her family 
participated in a human-interest documentary of their family for AdoptUSKids that showcased their 
personal story at their home in Danville, IL.  Just prior to the release of this documentary, Raenell 
unexpectedly lost her husband, Floyd Crenshaw, in January of 2016 and it is dedicated to his memory.  
Despite this loss, Raenell has continued her deep commitment, passion, and support of adoption from 
foster care.  She continues to work to support adoption from foster care in Illinois and also continues to 
serve as a spokesperson for AdoptUSKids and the National Adoption Recruitment Campaign.  In 2017, 
she has introduced one of her adopted sons to be trained as a spokesperson and he is also joining the 
campaign outreach in this year. 




