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AS AN ADOPTION SPECIALIST 
with UMFS’ Adoptive Family 
Preservation program, Michael 
Staton’s job is to help adoptive 
families weather crises in their lives. 
But Michael sees it a little differently. 
To him, his job is to empower families 
to make their own decisions — good 
decisions — that will help them find 
their own solutions to challenges.

Michael’s caseload is heavily weighted 
with challenging families, those who 
have chosen to adopt children with 
emotional and behavioral problems 
or a background of abuse. He is 
familiar with this kind of challenge; 
he started his career at UMFS as a 
cottage manager at Child & Family 
Healing Center, then moved to work 
in the treatment foster care program.

“Given the challenges these families 
are faced with, I’m constantly amazed 
by their commitment to their kids,” 
Michael said. “It’s phenomenal! I 
want to empower families and to 
make a difference. I am helping them 
resolve their own problems.”

One challenge adoptive families face 
is overcoming the habits created by 
being part of a foster care system 
that always told them what to do. 
According to Michael, part of his 
job is remind adoptive families  
that they are “in the driver’s seat.”  
“I offer advice, but I like to be a 
facilitator so they can discover 
solutions on their own. Ultimately, 
they will need to make decisions 
when I’m not there.” 

That said, Michael is an untiring 
member of that team, often working 
well past a 9-to-5 day. “In order to do 
my role right, I need to be there for 
my families. If they are in crisis, I 
work late. That’s what I need to do,” 
Michael said. “This is more than a job, 
it’s who I am. I love helping people.”

His work varies — an aspect that 
he loves — and includes lending an 
ear to personal issues, navigating 
through the education system and 
getting services for families. He 
is also their advocate at special 
education meetings and helps 

educate community partners about 
the needs of adoptive families.

Michael also works with adoptive 
families at Charterhouse School-
Edinburg. He partners with school 
staff to develop a strategy for dealing 
with behavior problems, then helps 
parents implement that strategy at 
home. The result is consistency for 
the child. 

“Mike is there every step of the way 
to develop plans and to explain to 
the family how we can make the 
child’s life easier,” said Tonya Salley-
Goodwin, principal of Charterhouse 
School-Edinburg. “He takes on a 
real, passionate role in helping these 
students overcome their disabilities.”

Although he has been with UMFS  
for four years, he has been an 
adoption specialist only six months. 
In that time, he’s made a difference in 
many lives. One adoptive mother he 
worked with felt compelled to write 
to Rosemary Liberti, AFP project 
manager and Michael’s supervisor.

MICHAEL STATON
Above & Far Beyond 
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Michael remembers the case well, 
an adoptive mother with whom he 
spent hours on the phone each day as 
she dealt with various issues, issues 
with her children and with the special 
education system. “Everything was 
coming down on the poor woman,” 
Michael said. “It is important to 
listen for those long hours on the 
phone and in person.” 

The mother certainly appreciated 
Michael’s dedication. “He is a 
remarkable person,” she said, noting 
that he was a professional, outgoing 
advocate who assisted her oldest 
child when he had problems with the 
legal system and school.

Michael encouraged her to call and 
helped her get the services her family 
needed. “Michael is always on top 
of situations and goes far beyond 

his job,” she said. “His attitude is 
refreshing and vibrant, and I wanted 
to let you know what a wonderful 
professional person he is. I have met 
many teachers, social workers and 
lawyers, and Michael is top notch.”

“This is a true testament to the 
incredible work Michael has done 
in the AFP program in just six 
months,” Liberti said. “Michael 
dove in headfirst and has shown 
commitment to families right from 
the start ... This was no surprise to 
me, as I know the difference Michael 
has made for this family and their 
two sons.”

To this family, Michael has been an 
unwavering champion. “He cares 
about his job and goes far beyond  
his duties,” Liberti added.

 

Mission
UMFS is an unwavering champion  
for high-risk children and families, 
collaborating with communities to  
help them reach their full potential. 

Vision
Creating a world where caring,  
opportunity and generosity are passed 
on from generation to generation — 
empowering all children to contribute  
to society as engaged citizens.

www.umfs.org 

RICHMOND CAMPUS  
CHILD & FAMILY HEALING CENTER 
3900 West Broad Street, Richmond, VA 23230 
804.353.4461• richmond@umfs.org 

FREDERICKSBURG REGIONAL CENTER 
1320 Central Park Boulevard, Suite 310 
Fredericksburg, VA 22401 
540.898.1773 • fredericksburg@umfs.org

NORTHERN VIRGINIA REGIONAL CENTER 
5400 Shawnee Road, Suite 101, Alexandria, VA 22312 
703.941.9008 • nova@umfs.org

TIDEWATER REGIONAL CENTER 
5301 Robin Hood Road, Suite 122, Norfolk, VA 23513 
757.490.9791 • tidewater@umfs.org

SOUTH CENTRAL REGIONAL CENTER 
828 North Mecklenburg Avenue, Suite B 
South Hill, VA 23970 
434.447.8630 • southhill@umfs.org

LYNCHBURG REGIONAL CENTER 
2420 Memorial Avenue, Lynchburg, VA 24501 
434.846.2002 • lynchburg@umfs.org

FARMVILLE OFFICE 
306 East Third Street, Suite B, Farmville, VA 23901 
434.391.9076 • farmville@umfs.org

CHARLOTTESVILLE OFFICE 
806 East High Street, Charlottesville, VA 22902 
434.972.1718 • charlottesville@umfs.org

LELAND HOUSE 
13525 Leland Road, Centreville, VA 20120 
703.222.3558 • leland@umfs.org

CHARTERHOUSE SCHOOL 
3900 West Broad Street, Richmond, VA 23230 
804.239.1080 • info@chs4u.org

CHARTERHOUSE SCHOOL, EDINBURG 
508 Picadilly Street, Edinburg, VA 22824 
540.984.6266 • info-edinburg@chs4u.org 

With the challenges these families face, I am  
constantly amazed by their commitment to  
their kids. It’s phenomenal! 
  —  Michael Staton, UMFS Adoption Specialist
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To Michael Staton, his job is to empower families to make their own decisions — 
good decisions — that will help them find their own solutions to challenges.
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Q:  What is the autism spectrum?

A:  Autism can really be seen as a neurological difference or  
a way in which someone’s brain works differently than 
others. For some, this can come out as too rigid thinking 
or an inability to communicate the way that most people 
can. Sometimes we call this “social awkwardness” on the 
high-functioning end. On the other end of the spectrum, 
someone may only communicate in non-verbal ways. The 
seven characteristics of autism and other neurological 
differences we talk about at Charterhouse School are: 

• Awkward social interactions
• Aloneness: too much independence
• Unexpressed strengths
• Chaotic integration of external sensory world
• Difficulty learning from others
• Inability to read social cues
• Rigid thinking

Q:  Who do I contact if I suspect that my child might be on       
the autism spectrum?

A:  I would talk to a child psychologist, a licensed clinical  
social worker or a licensed professional counselor.  
Typically, there are people with these credentials who  
specialize in autism and developmental challenges.  
There are also organizations in Richmond such as 
Commonwealth Autism, the Autism Society of Central 
Virginia or Autism Speaks that are great resources. 

Q:  Will my child be able to attend school?

A:  Yes—without a doubt. Students on the autism spectrum  
can go to public school with or without supports — 
depending on the level of need. I’ve seen children on the 
autism spectrum go to school with very few supports. They 
might have a pullout program or some resource time. The 
rest of the time, they are in the public school setting with 
everybody else. Other students may require a specialized 
classroom or even specialized schools in order to realize 
their full potential.

Q:  What is the most common fear among parents with  
children with autism and other neurological differences?

A:  It’s anxiety about the future. Will children on the autism 
spectrum be able to find success in the “neuro-typical” 
world? Will they ever be able to get a job? Can they get a  

What is Autism?
A Conversation with Wade Puryear,  
Vice President of Education, Charterhouse Schools

college degree? Will they have friends? Will they meet a 
girl/boy and get married? Will they have what we consider 
a normal social life once they are adults and don’t have our 
support? Will he/she get into a situation he/she doesn’t 
understand and be able to navigate it?

Q:   How many children on the autism spectrum are served  
by UMFS?

A:  Currently, there are 118 students at Charterhouse School. 
Forty of those students are in residential treatment at 
Child & Family Healing Center. Of those 40, nine are on  
the autism spectrum. So, of all 118 in the school (day and  
residential), 33 students are on the autism spectrum.  
The staff at Charterhouse School–Edinburg also serves 
students with autism who require greater support. Many  
of those students only communicate in a non-verbal way.

Q:    In regards to serving students on the autism spectrum, 
what is UMFS doing that is innovative?

A:  Charterhouse School and Child & Family Healing Center 
are in the process of piloting a new model for working with 
these students. This model focuses more on the relational 
and developmental aspects of growth for these children 
rather than putting all of the emphasis on looking at be-
haviors. 

A:  Courage to Succeed is our college support program for 
college-bound students on the autism spectrum. They 
apply to J. Sargeant Reynolds Community College and to 
the Courage to Succeed program simultaneously. Students 
take classes Monday, Wednesday and Friday at J. Sargeant 
Reynolds with social coaches on campus to support them. 
On Tuesdays and Thursdays they are on the UMFS campus 
and they do community service, called generosity projects. 
They practice social skills with the support of the staff. 
Then, during the summer they all do internships.

Q&A

Learn more about our autism-related programs and services 

www.charterhouseschool.org/autism-spectrum/



De’Onta Battle
De’Onta Battle came to UMFS 
treatment foster care program  
in 2010. Carmen Dailey, who  

currently serves as the family  
development supervisor for our  

central region, remembers De’Onta  
as a “polite and quiet teen” who had several placements 
before landing with Robin and Steve Williams, his foster 
parents through UMFS. 

Robin explains, “When he came to us he was a very angry 
young man…We watched him let go of that anger and 
flourish into a responsible and positive young man.”

De’Onta held a job while he was in high school, played 
football and graduated. After two years at Norfolk State 
University, De’Onta enlisted in the U.S. Army. He com-
pleted basic training in Maryland and is now stationed 
in North Carolina where he serves as a multimedia illus-
trator. Private First Class Battle explains, “I’m basically 

WHERE ARE THEY NOW?

a graphic designer for the Army where I design anything 
from a poster to a blueprint—whatever they need.” 

“We want everyone to know how successful he’s become, 
and how very proud we are of him,” Robin said.

Even though De’Onta left Robin and Steve Williams’ 
home three years ago, he still 
comes back home to spend  
Christmas and vacations  
with his foster family. 

De’Onta poses at a Flying Squirrels baseball game in 2010.
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Before coming to Charterhouse School, 
15-year-old Nolan Scherr thought that 
 he would never enjoy going to school. 
“No, no … but when I got here, it’s 
been a whole new start for me ...  
just a weight has been lifted from  
my shoulders.” 

The ninth grader is enrolled in a new 
social studies class for high school stu-
dents with autism and other neurologi-
cal differences. The classroom is break-
ing down lessons in ways each student 
understands, using laptops, iPads and 
other technology. 

Charterhouse School Principal Brendan 
Folmar explains, “Our goal is to work 
with kids who might not function well 
in public school.” Most of the students 

at Charterhouse School struggle with 
behavioral challenges, social challenges 
and academic challenges. “Our goal 
is to try and work in those areas,” 
Folmar said. 

Folmar says there has been a spike in 
the number of kids diagnosed with au-
tism and other neurological differences 
in the Richmond area. There was a par-
ticular need for this type of U.S. history 
and government instruction. Only half 
a dozen students are in the new class-
room at any given time, so students get 
greater one-on-one attention from both 
their teacher and behavior specialist. 

“The teachers get to focus on you  
more than having to focus on the  
entire classroom,” Nolan says. 

Nolan plans to be a mechanical engineer 
and knows the new class is setting him 
up for success. “It empowers students 
with a sense of community and pride,” 
he said. 

Nolan explains, “We’re all friends. We’re 
all here to get better so we can all help 
each other — give a little pat on the 
back, ask how we’re doing every now 
and again to make sure we’re doing OK.” 

New Class Builds Social Skills 
While Teaching Social Studies

Nolan Scherr works closely with his 
Social Studies teacher in class.
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IN THE WINTER OF 2000,  
a couple asked Susan Westfall, 
horticulture teacher and UMFS 
greenhouse manager, to create 
arrangements for their upcoming 
wedding. Susan gathered a group of 
students together and they became 
the Green Thumbs Club. 

That same year, the spring plant 
sale happened for the first time—by 
accident. “The women’s auxiliary was 
holding its annual rummage sale 
and they suggested that the Green 
Thumbs Club sell their tomatoes as 
part of the event,” Susan said. 

“The next thing we knew, the 
tomatoes were all sold and we were 
taking potted plants over, which also 
were a huge hit,” she said. 

Special thanks goes to Nicole and Stan 
Schermerhorn from A Thyme to Plant 
Herb Farm in Glen Allen, who have 
donated herbs, plants and pots to the 
sale for the last 10 years.

 

This year’s Green Thumbs plant sale  
will be held on Wednesday, May 6  
from 9 a.m. to 6 p.m.

15th Annual Green Thumbs Plant Sale: May 6

Faith in Action
COLLABORATION CORNER

WE'D LIKE TO THANK THE TEAM of 
volunteers from Area 10 Faith Community 
who spent the last Sunday in March 
volunteering on our campus. Their work was 
part of a project called "Rise Richmond," an 
annual service day for their faith community 
on which they volunteer at different 
organizations throughout Richmond. The 
volunteers gave our campus some extra love 
by painting two Charterhouse School building 
hallways as well as deep-cleaning our culinary 
kitchen and dining hall. 

Area 10 Faith Community volunteers at UMFS

It was obvious that the Area 10 volunteers were passionate,  
caring, and undoubtedly unwavering champions for UMFS.

   — Lisa Nicoll, UMFS Volunteer Specialist



Join David and Debbie in 
supporting UMFS today at  
www.umfs.org/donate

Things Are 
Cooking Up
DONOR DAVID GRIMM’S GIFT 
made it possible for us to purchase 
new supplies for Charterhouse 
School’s culinary arts class. 

In the program, which has been 
around since 2010, students learn  
to prepare quick, efficient and healthy 
meals in a commercial kitchen. 
Students also learn kitchen safety 
and how to serve customers. 

CHARTERHOUSE SCHOOL HORTICULTURE STUDENTS 
are hard at work with the first spring planting in our community 
garden beds. Students are learning sustainable methods for 
growing fresh vegetables and fruits to help combat food deserts 
in their neighborhoods. 

“Many of the kids we serve live in communities where fast food 
and convenience stores are the only options,” said Katie Moore, 
UMFS development manager. 

Community gardens don’t just yield nutritious food. They 
strengthen community ties, reduce environmental hazards, 
reduce food miles and create a more sustainable system. Students 
will be able to take the fresh fruits and vegetables they grow back 
to their communities. Culinary students will use the produce in 
the dishes they learn to prepare in class.

The 20 raised beds behind the greenhouse on UMFS’ Richmond 
campus are a result of a $10,000 grant from the Dominion 
Foundation’s environmental stewardship committee. Volunteers 
constructed and prepped the beds last summer and installed an 
irrigation system.

Charterhouse School students will use their new skills to nourish 
many in their communities in need of healthy food.

DONOR HIGHLIGHTS

Why Support UMFS?
Both my wife Debbie and I are extremely conscious of the needs of children in our 
society, with both of us working in higher education.  We are both aware of the 
tremendous difference UMFS makes with children and families every day.   
To be able to add our support of the culinary training program, not only on  
the Richmond Campus but at Char terhouse School in Edinburg, makes us  
feel like unwavering champions!
 – David Grimm
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UMFS Community 
Garden in Full Bloom
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VISIT UMFS.ORG
for more information about becoming a foster parent. 
Find other updates about upcoming events and other news on social media:

twitter.com/umfs

CHARTERHOUSE SCHOOL GRADUATIONS

YOUNG PROFESSIONALS COUNCIL SOCIAL
May’s Young Professionals social will honor National Foster Care Month, and will feature  
a special presentation by students in the UMFS Courage to Succeed program. 

 
WHEN: Thursday, May 14, from 5 p.m. to 7 p.m.

WHERE:   Ardent Craft Ales, 3200 West Leigh Street, Richmond, VA

MORE INFO:  Contact Katie Moore, UMFS development manager 
804.353.4461 x1735 or kmoore@umfs.org

facebook.com/umfs.org

HAPPENINGS AT UMFS

CHARTERHOUSE SCHOOL

WHEN: Friday, June 19 
WHERE:   UMFS, CHS Auditorium 

3900 West Broad Street 
Richmond, VA 23230

MORE INFO:  Contact Kate Ockerman  
804.353.4461 x1286

CHARTERHOUSE SCHOOL – EDINBURG

WHEN: Wednesday, June 3 
WHERE:  Charterhouse School–Edinburg 

508 Picadilly Street 
Edinburg, VA 22824

MORE INFO:  Contact Regan Laughlin  
540.984.6266 x301

MAY

14

# BackInTheDay 
In addition to having been a home for orphaned  
boys and girls, UMFS’ Richmond Campus used to be 
a working farm. This photograph, circa 1928, shows  
Charlie Knapp on his way out to the field.


