
Dana Yarbrough is the Assistant Director of Strategic Initiatives for the Part-

nership for People with Disabilities, 
Virginia's university center for excel-
lence in developmental disabilities lo-
cated at Virginia Commonwealth Uni-
versity. Among her many roles at VCU, 
Dana serves as the Principal Investiga-
tor for the Center for Family Involve-
ment and its initiatives statewide to 
support diverse families of children and 
adults with developmental disabilities 
to become effective advocates for their 
children and leaders for systems 

change. She also oversees the work of the Partnership to build youth leaders. Dana 
brings family wisdom and experience to her work as the mother of a 24 year old 
daughter who in spite of significant support needs for physical, intellectual and sen-
sory disabilities owns her own dog boarding business. She is also the sister to two 
siblings with disabilities (ADHD, learning disabilities and bi-polar disorder) and the 
daughter of a mother with Alzheimer’s disease.    

       Meet the CFI Staff 
Nickie Brandenburger 
is married to Mark and is a 

mother to two children; Thomas 

and Leah. Thomas participated 

in Early Intervention services 

when he was a toddler and re-

ceives ongoing support for Sen-

sory Integration Disorder, Anxi-

ety, and Depression. Originally 

educated as a special education 

teacher, Nickie began working 

in Support Coordination in the 

early 1990s at the onset of Vir-

ginia’s participation in the 

Home and Community Based ID 

Waiver.  She has had the oppor-

tunity to work in South Caroli-

na’s Developmental Disability 

service system and spent 17 

years at Chesterfield Communi-

ty Services Board helping fami-

lies of adults and children with 

Intellectual Disabilities. She is 

the Director for the Family to 

Family Network.    

  

Flip Grey  is the mother of two amazing daugh-

ters; Ciara (born 2003) and Ahomeah, “Meah”, (born 
2008). Flip became a stay-at-home mom after the 
birth of Ciara who, by the age of two, was diagnosed 
with developmental delays. From stay-at-home 
mom, Flip began to learn to navigate life after diag-
nosis as Ciara was identified as living with Autism 
(7y/o), ADHD (7y/o), intellectual disability (8y/o), 
anxiety (9y/o) and epilepsy (14y/o). Like many other 
families, Flip and her family’s journey has been diffi-
cult, onset by a lengthy journey obtaining diagnosis 
and followed by the trials of navigating policy and services. As a result, Flip sought 
out to pursue higher education in 2004 and graduated with a Master’s in Social 
Work from Virginia Commonwealth University in 2018. While pursuing her educa-
tion she worked for Moms In Motion’s services facilitation where she finalized that 
career as a Compliance Analyst and Advocate.  Among other community service, 
Flip has volunteered for the Tidewater Autism Society, Individual and Family Sup-
port Program councils, and Virginia Leadership Education in Neuro-developmental 
Disabilities (LEND) program, where she will certify as a long-term trainee in 2020; 
dedicated personal time advocating at the General Assembly; interned at the Ches-
apeake Community Services Board for Early Intervention and Mental Health Ser-
vices and later the Partnership for People with Disabilities where she was employed 

in April of 2018 as Co-Director for the Center for Family Involvement. Her as-
pirations are both personal and professional as she dedicates herself to giving back 
to the community that was there when she and her family have needed it most.  



Valerie Abbott  is a 1-3-6 Family Educator and Learning Community Coordinator 

for the Center for Family Involvement (CFI) at Virginia Commonwealth University. She 

is a graduate of Hollins University and the parent of a 13-year-old daughter who is hard-

of-hearing. In her dual role at CFI, Valerie works closely with parents of children recently 

diagnosed with hearing loss and with the Virginia EHDI Program on projects aimed at 

improving family engagement and reducing loss to follow up. She is also co-chair of the 

Virginia EHDI Advisory Committee and serves on the board of Virginia Hands & Voices.  

Patrice Beard  is a wife and a mother of two. She is the Mental Health Liaison for 

the Center for Family Involvement at Virginia Commonwealth University’s Partnership For 

People with Disabilities where she has worked for the past 4 years. Patrice is certified to 

teach/present on the following National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI) top-

ics: Basics; Family to Family; Children's Challenging Behaviors; Ending the Silence, and Parent 

and Teachers as Allies. Patrice is also active with NAMI’s Crisis Intervention Training (CIT) 

program where she shares her family story to first responders in Richmond and the sur-

rounding areas. Patrice holds certifications for the National Council for Behavioral Health 

Youth and Adult Mental Health First Aid USA,  Applied Suicide Intervention Skills Training 

(ASIST) and High Fidelity Wrap Around Family Support Partner. 

 

Joan Brunner first became interested in working with people with disabilities in High 

School when she volunteered at the Dorothy Spainhour Center in Fayetteville, North Caro-
lina. She began her advocacy career in 1983 during the evolution of IDEA and reformation 
of ADA. It wasn't until her nephew was born in 1985 that she realized how "real" and per-
sonal it could be.  He was the first child in Virginia to have full DMAS - EPSDT funding for 
placement of a child experiencing autism, which opened the floodgates for thousands of 
others. In May of 2013, Joan began providing care and advocacy for her younger sister, 
Jackson, who developed complications from Chiara Malformation type1 with Cervicome-
dullary Syndrome and Tethered Cord Syndromes. Joan is the Regional Network Coordina-
tor for the Family to Family Network’s Tidewater/Middle Peninsula area. 

Mauretta Copeland  is wife to Raymond and mother of two chil-

dren. Her youngest child, was diagnosed with cerebral palsy at the age of two and later 
autism. As a result, Mauretta sought out information, training, resources, learned how 
to become a better advocate for her daughter, and has been involved in advocacy for 
the past 14 years. Due to her daughter's communication needs she is 
very knowledgeable regarding augmentative/alternative communication, community 
supports, but especially those helpful to families of children with cerebral palsy and 
autism who're considered non/minimal/unreliable speaking. Some of her other skills 
include connecting with parents from diverse backgrounds, collaborating with providers 
and training professionals around family centered care with the VA LEND program. 
Mauretta is a certified Cultural and Linguistic Competence Level 1 Facilitator and cur-
rently serves on the Virginia Caregivers Coalition and board member of the ARC South of the James. For the Center for 
Family Involvement, Mauretta serves as a Cultural Broker with the African American community.       
 



Erin Croyle is a journalist who has worked for National Geographic and Al Jazeera English. She was working in 

Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia when her first child, Arlo, was born in 2010. His diagnosis of Down 
syndrome changed her life. She immediately immersed herself in disability rights advocacy 
and began using her journalism skills to help the world understand that people with disabil-
ities deserve the same opportunities as everyone else. Erin moved back to Alexandria, Vir-
ginia where she served as vice-chair on Alexandria City's Community Services Board and 
was a member of Alexandria City Public Schools' Special Education Advisory Committee. 
She relocated to upstate New York in 2018 with her husband Daniel and Arlo's little brother 
Emil and sister Maya. She has worked for The Arc of Virginia and is a Partners in Policymak-
ing 2014 alumnus. Erin is a Communications Specialist for the Center for Family Involve-
ment. Her goal is to empower families through multiple forms of media - new, old, social, 
snail - whatever it takes to reach them; helping those affected by disability navigate a 

world that often doesn't want to adapt.   

Norma Draper is the grandmother of a young man who has multiple disabilities as a 

result of shaken baby syndrome as an infant. Norma has been an advocate for people with 
disabilities for over 30 years, serving on numerous committees and boards including the Vir-
ginia Board for Disabilities, the Arc South of the James, and the Arc of Virginia.  She has 
worked as an Information Specialist with Parent to Parent of Virginia since 2003. From 2003-
2017, Norma served individuals with Waivers as their Service Facilitator assisting them with 
information to make informed decisions about their support and care. And, Norma has 
worked with the Center for Family Involvement, first as a Local Family to Family Network Co-
ordinator for Southside, Virginia (for 9 years) and recently as the Aging Families Specialist. 
  

 Amel Ibrahim is married to Amir Libiss and is a mother to two boys; Amin and Akram.  Amin was diagnosed 

with Autism in Sudan when he was 2 years old and now is receiving Special Education ser-
vices. Amel holds a Bachelors degree in Agricultural Studies and a Master’s in Environmen-
tal Studies.  She began working in support of people with special needs in Sudan and con-
tinued her activity in the USA when she formed a Facebook support group of over 300 
members from all over the world for the Sudanese parents of kids with Autism. She had 
the opportunity to attend a course with some of her Facebook group members on the Son
-Rise approach, which is a method used when supporting children with Autism. She has 
had the opportunity to work closely with a variety of advocacy organizations in the North-
ern Virginia area. Amel serves as the Center for Family Involvement’s Cultural broker to 
the refugee community. 

 
Yali Pang is a PhD student in Public Administration and Policy at L. Douglas Wilder School of 

Government and Public Affairs, Virginia Commonwealth University (VCU). She joined the Center 
for Family Involvement in May 2017 working on a research project about cultural brokering inter-
vention to families of different cultural backgrounds who have children of disabilities. Yali is inter-
ested in seeing how the intersection of disability and other cultural identities impacts families’ 
access to and use of resources/services and how we could use cultural brokering intervention to 
better meet these families’ needs. Yali has presented her research at several national and local 
conferences such as AUCD conference, AAIDD conference, and Connect for Success Symposium, 
and is working on articles and book chapters to increase people’s attention to the obstacles in 
disability services access caused by cultural and linguistical differences. Yali is the Diversity Fellow 
at the Center for Family Involvement. She wants to learn more about disability and be more en-
gaged in the local diverse communities through this fellowship program.  



Dawn Peifer-Snow   lives with her husband, Keith and is the mother of 3 girls who are blind/visually impaired. Her 

driving force to become well versed in disability supports and services have been her girls: Kim, 16 who is blind, lives with autism 
and hydrocephalus all due to premature birth; Kelsey, 13, who has a visual impairment and lives with 
anxiety and ADHD; Laura Grace, forever 18 in our hearts and in heaven, was blind with multiple disabili-
ties due to a fatal disease of the nervous system (Battens Disease). She is a Partners in Policymaking 
Alumni and has volunteered/worked within the blind/visually impaired and deaf-blind communities for 
over 15 years, served on numerous committees, boards and supports families across the state. She first 
came to the Partnership for People with Disabilities as a volunteer serving as an advisory board member 
for the VA Project for Children and Young Adults with Deaf-Blindness; and later as a Family Navigator. 
Dawn joined the Center for Family Involvement (CFI) in 2012 first as a Local Network Coordinator and 
now serves as the Blind/Visually Impaired and Deaf-Blind Specialist for CFI and as the Family Engage-

ment Specialist with the VA Project for Children and Young Adults with Deaf-Blindness. Additionally, 
she directs the Virginia Association for Parents of Children who are Blind/Visually Impaired (VAAPVI).  

Nubia Quick has worked with The Center for Family Involvement and The Partnership for People with Disabilities 

as a Latino Cultural Broker for over three years.  She has had the opportunity to meet varied 
and diverse families with children with disabilities. This has been a wonderful experience for 
Nubia to provide Educational and Emotional support to Hispanic parents who have children 
with disabilities.  Nubia shares her own learning educational and emotional experiences at 
The Camino Support Group which is held every month at The Sacred Heart Church, in Rich-
mond. Nubia has a son with multiple disabilities and mental health conditions. She and her 
husband are Sponsored Residential Providers for their son. In her spare time she enjoys hik-
ing.  One of the most challenging things she has faced was hiking across the Grand Canyon 
with her son. Nubia worked as an instructor for Medical Interpreters with Bridging the Gap 
for Central Georgia. She also worked as a Medical Interpreter for the Health Department of 
Georgia’s Babies Can’t Wait Early Intervention Program for children with disabilities under age three. 

 Jen Reese is married to Curt, a Software Developer, and Mom to two daughters – Cailyn and Miranda. Her older 

daughter Cailyn made Jen a Mommy and shortly after a disability rights advocate. Cailyn 
has a complex medical diagnosis causing severe developmental delays and an intractable 
seizure disorder. Daughter Miranda is a fierce advocate for her big sister and pushes even 
her parents for inclusion opportunities. Jen has marched in Richmond with the Arc of Vir-
ginia and met with State Senators and Delegates. She participated in a round table discus-
sion with Senator Tim Kaine concerning threats to Medicaid in the summer of 2017. Jen is 
a 2014 graduate of Partners in Policymaking Program and served on the Individual Family 
Support Program State Council. Jen worked at the ENDependence Center of Northern 
Virginia for four years serving as a Medicaid Service Facilitator and Director of the 
Loudoun Satellite office. Jen is the Regional Network Coordinator for the Center for Fami-
ly Involvement in Northern Virginia. Originally from Long Island NY, she is a graduate of 
the University of Central Florida and moved to the Washington DC area 20 years ago. 

Lisa Richard is a devoted mother to seven children.  Zoe, her first child, has Down 

Syndrome along with her fourth child Camden who was adopted at birth. She started her 
advocacy work 23 years ago at the birth of her daughter. Lisa has sat on numerous 
boards to include the Down Syndrome Congress and FRIENDS of Tri-cities and has 
chaired her local SEAC along with serving 3 years on the VA State SEAC. She is a strong 
advocate for access to resources in rural areas because she is rooted in direct service to 
families and knowledgeable of the complex and changing landscape of special educa-
tion.  Mrs. Richard also brings personal experience to her position as Rural Outreach 
Specialist and utilizes her family’s experiences to inform her service and advocacy work. 
She lives in Bristol VA with her husband Michael and seven children. 



Donna Robel , a former Family Navigator, has been an advocate on many levels since 

childhood. Her passion for advocacy took center stage in 2004 when her daughter, Alaina 
was born with Down syndrome. Soon after Alaina was born, Donna started mentoring other 
families within the Down syndrome community. She hosted monthly “New Baby Group” 
meetings that often included guest speakers and presentations on various topics related to 
disabilities and advocacy. Donna is a 2014 graduate of Partners in Policymaking. She worked 
with the Va. Beach City Public Schools and other advocates to encourage a Community Pre-
school Inclusion Program, which allows preschoolers to receive special education services 
within their private preschool setting. In addition, she advocated for the Reverse Main-
stream Preschool Program within Virginia Beach Public Schools. A native of Hampton Roads, 
Donna lives in Virginia Beach and serves as a Regional Network Coordinator.  

  Jill Rose believes, as a videographer, that videos can both edify and change lives.  She strives to get to the gist of 

a subject in five minutes or less, in order to be able to reach the most people.  Having a 
very special daughter like Sophia has inspired her to make videos that can educate and 
inspire others. Jill grew up in southern California, and after attending UCSB (University 
of California Santa Barabara), she worked a number of corporate jobs, including Virgin 
Airways and the payroll company ADP.  She feels much more at home working with the 
CFI team. Jill has become a strong advocate for families dealing with the challenges of 
learning how to navigating the school,therapy and medical systems, and Jill enjoys fos-
tering community with these families. She currently serves as the Videographer/Social 
Media specialist and is a Liaison to the Down Syndrome Community for the Center for 
Family Involvement. 

Tim Rose is an RN, working on UVa Medical Center's Stem Cell Transplant 

unit.  As a nurse, he very much enjoys helping others find deeper meaning and 
resilience, along with as much joy and gratitude as possible in life.  His daughter 
Sophia has gifted Tim with a more open heart and a strong commitment to make 
this world a more supportive and loving place, and his experiences as a Center for 
Family Involvement Videographer at "I'm Determined" and ARC conferences has 
further inspired him.  He feels very drawn to the CFI's mission and enjoys being 
part of the team.  In his twenties, he traveled extensively, particular in India and 
Nepal. He continues to love traveling and camping with his wife Jill and kids--
Bodhi, who's 10, and Sophia, who's now 8.    

Irene Schmalz is married to John (who is a civil war buff and loves to travel!). They have two daughters, one son, 

and two granddaughters.  Both Irene and her son, Eric, have a severe to profound hearing 
loss and wear hearing aids. Luckily they have done well with hearing aids and recently 
Irene is considering getting a cochlear implant.  Irene has been with the Guide By Your 
Side program since 2007, first as a volunteer Family Guide and later, in 2012, as the pro-
gram coordinator. Irene has always been involved in the special education field especially 
in the area of hearing loss.  Her favorite activities include walking her dogs, swimming, 
Pilates, and taking care of the granddaughter’s ages 5 and 7. Irene has a Ph.D. in Curricu-
lum and Instruction and has taught at several Universities and at the local elementary 
school. She currently serves as the Liaison to the Deaf/Hard of Hearing Community for the 
Center for Family Involvement.   



Renée Soniat has more than 20 years of experience serving people of all ages with 

disabilities in various capacities. For the past several years, Renée has served on the Family 

Engagement Network sponsored by the Virginia Department of Education and Partnership 

for People with Disabilities, and is currently participating on a sub-committee focusing on 

hidden disabilities. Additionally, Renée has been active in her church community, training 

volunteers in inclusive practices. Renée’s greatest joy is her family. She lives in Glen Allen 

with her husband, Jeff, and their three amazing sons, one of whom has autism. Renée 

serves as the Regional Network Coordinator for the Central Virginia Region.  

Rebecca Stickler is married to Alex, a history and government teacher at Kettle Run High School in Fauquier 

County. They have four children, one daughter and three sons. One son was born prema-
turely and has cerebral palsy. Another son has autism. Living in a rural community for most 
of the children’s growing up years made it difficult to find local resources available for her 
children. Rebecca learned to navigate the internet, researching autism, cerebral palsy, and 
IEP/504 plans to help her children receive the proper school services. Over the years, Re-
becca has volunteered her time in organizations involving youth such as Boy Scouts and a 
tutoring program with the Public Schools. Empathizing with parents and families of children 
with disabilities, with a special interest in serving in rural communities, Rebecca assists 
families in her region to help them find the resources they need. Inspired by her work with 
the CFI, Rebecca returned to school to complete her Bachelor’s degree in Marriage and 
Family Studies and will graduate in 2019. She is already using what she is learning to help 

families and volunteers. Rebecca serves as the Regional Network Coordinator for the 

Angela West works at VCU Partnership for People with Disabilities in Center for 

Family Involvement as the Diversity Specialist. Angela earned a Master’s Degree in Vo-
cational Rehabilitation Counseling from Virginia Commonwealth University.  She has 
served on multiple boards, including the Virginia Board for People with Disabilities and 
the Virginia’s Employment First Advisory Group. She is a graduate of Partners in Policy 
Making. Her passion for advocacy stems from watching her mother advocate for her 
rights as a first-generation immigrant parent. Angela learned at a very early age that 
she needed to speak up for her needs and desires. Entering the professional world as a 
woman with cerebral palsy, Angela quickly learned she enjoys encouraging children 
with disabilities and their families to see all the opportunities and live with confidence. 

Diego Zuniga is a Systems Engineer working for several years in technology as a Systems Analyst and software 

developer.  With his son's diagnosis of Asperger's Syndrome, he and his wife, a school teacher, decided to prepare the 
best they could to support their son and work for his future. They soon realized it was im-
portant to commit for the development of a more inclusive, diverse and tolerant society 
where every child can become a successful and happy adult, based on his or her effort and 
without discrimination or prejudice.  For the past six years, Diego has dedicated many hours 
researching and engaging every opportunity to learn and build useful skills for the task at 
hand; first, as a parent sharing experiences with others by serving as translator for Spanish 
speaking families and, later, as a volunteer for several organizations in Hampton Roads. He 
graduated in 2013 from Partners in Policy Making, became a Family Navigator for the Center 
for Family Involvement, and later joined the Center for Family Involvement as a Cultural Bro-
ker with the Latino community.  

 


