83'd PANJ Conference

Evolving Our Craft: Empowering Teams, Transforming Outcomes

Keynote: How to Build a High-Performing Team in 3 Easy Steps

Most teams don’t fail because of talent; they fail because of misalignment. In this high-impact
keynote, Dr. Cliff Freeman reveals a simple, proven 3-step framework that transforms
disconnected, overwhelmed teams into aligned, accountable, high-performing units that execute
consistently—without burning out the leader. Built on the foundation of his Strong C.O.R.E.
Leadership System, this keynote goes beyond motivation and delivers practical, immediately
applicable strategies leaders can use to create clarity, strengthen ownership, build trust, and
drive execution across their teams. Attendees will discover how to eliminate confusion and
create a culture where performance accelerates—because everyone is moving in the same
direction.

The C.O.R.E. Management System

Do the work you’re already doing—faster, clearer, and with better outcomes. In this practical,
no-fluff workshop, Dr. Cliff Freeman introduces the C.O.R.E. Case Management System. A
streamlined approach that helps officers and supervisors bring clarity, strengthen ownership,
build trust, and execute consistently across every case... without adding extra steps, extra
paperwork, or extra stress. This session translates the Strong C.O.R.E. framework directly into
day-to-day probation work—so instead of reacting to caseloads, participants learn how to
manage them with structure, confidence, and control. Participants will leave with a field-ready
system they can apply immediately—one that simplifies their workflow, sharpens their focus,
and improves outcomes for both officers and the communities they serve.

This isn’t about doing more. It’s about doing what matters—better.

Bio: With a distinguished career in both corporate leadership and sports management, Dr. Cliff Freeman, Jr. is a
dynamic force in the realm of corporate speaking. His journey includes successful tenures in the US Military,
corporate boardrooms & stages, as well as the arena of various sports organizations. This unique blend of
experiences positions Cliff as a speaker who bridges the gap between the business and sports worlds, offering a
fresh perspective on teamwork and leadership. In addition to his speaking career, Dr. Freeman is a pastor at
Mount Calvery Mission Baptist Church in Camden, NJ.

Deferred Compensation

This workshop will focus on the benefits of participating in the New Jersey State Employees
Deferred Compensation Plan (NJSEDCP). Various NJSEDCP plan features will be discussed,
such as: GoalMaker, automatic contribution increases, flexible ways to save in the plan, and the
variety of investments available. In addition, participants will learn about the many tools and
resources available, including the plan’s dedicated Empower representatives who can meet with
you to help you plan & prepare for retirement.



Bio: Melanie Brassell has more than 20 years of experience within the financial services industry. Her passion for
helping others and strong communication skills have made her a great resource for educating participants about
their retirement plans and how to help effectively set retirement income goals. Prior to joining Empower, Melanie
worked with both non-retirement and retirement accounts. She has strong knowledge of mutual funds, asset
allocation, and retirement income planning. Melanie has a degree in Finance from Drexel University. She also
holds Series 6, 63, and 7 registrations and Life Insurance licenses.

Exploring Your Active Benefits

This session will provide an overview of benefits available to active members of the Public
Employees Retirement System (PERS). Membership tiers, the Member Benefits Online System
(MBOS), beneficiary designation, active member death benefits, purchasing service credits, and
pensions loans will be discussed.

Are You Eligible to Retire?
This session will review retirement eligibility criteria for members of the Public Employees
Retirement System (PERS) who seek an early or service retirement. Presenters will review the

formula used to calculate benefits as well as the various pension payment options available to
PERS members.

Bio: Andra Hopson holds a bachelor’s degree in Sociology from Rutgers University. She has been employed with
the New Jersey Division of Pensions & Benefits for over 17 years. Currently, Andra is the Chief of Client
Services and Communications. Throughout her career with the Division, Andra has served as a call center
representative, a pension interview counselor, and as a supervisor in the Call Center and Education Unit. She has
assisted members, retirees, beneficiaries, and employers with various pension, retirement, and health benefit
related issues and concerns. Andra’s previous work experience in the medical field and her people skills allow her
to provide professional and compassionate service to her clientele. She loves spending time with her family and
friends and is a proud member of Delta Sigma Theta Sorority, Inc.

From Compliance to Commitment: Advancing Financial Accountability in Probation
Services

This workshop provides probation officers with practical strategies for facilitating clients’
cooperation with legal financial obligations (LFOs). Rather than focusing solely on policy, the
course emphasizes effective approaches that promote positive outcomes and support
professional development. Participants will examine key principles illustrating how probation
officers' attitudes, communication, and methods of engagement can positively influence change
in the individuals they serve. The central focus is shifting from viewing collections as an
administrative task to understanding it as a core leadership responsibility that profoundly
impacts outcomes for their clients, their communities, and the integrity of Probation Services.

Bio: Sandra Vargas has devoted nearly two decades to building bridges within the New Jersey Courts. Her career
includes six years at the Mercer County Prosecutor’s Office and over thirteen years within the New Jersey Courts.
She is currently a Hearing Officer in the Central Office of Probation Services Comprehensive Enforcement
Program.



Estate Planning

This workshop covers the importance of a will, what goes into a will, the importance of
beneficiary designations and guardians for minor children, what happens if you die without a
will, the benefits and risks of Powers of Attorney, the basics of estate administration, including
election of executors and other fiduciaries, and explanations of inheritance and estate taxes.
Living Wills and Advance Directives for Medical Care will also be discussed.

Bio: Greg Busch, Esq. is employed with the Offices of Daniel J. Zirrith. Greg has been practicing law for over
twenty-five years and has an expertise in estate planning and related matters including Wills, Power of Attorney
and Living Will drafting.

Beyond Burnout

Burnout is more than just feeling tired—it’s a state of emotional, physical, and mental
exhaustion caused by prolonged stress, often tied to demanding, high-responsibility roles. For
those in social service professions, the risk of burnout is particularly high due to the nature of
the work: high caseloads, emotional labor, systemic challenges, and the constant drive to help
others.

This workshop will help participants recognize what burnout looks like at various stages,
understand the unique risk factors facing social service professionals, and explore protective
factors that can support long-term well-being. Participants will learn about the progression of
burnout, methods for prevention, and practical coping strategies to manage stress and sustain
their commitment to service.

Compassion Fatigue

Working in social services can be deeply rewarding—but it can also take an emotional toll.
Compassion Fatigue affects many workers, reducing energy, focus, and empathy over time. It is
a state of emotional, physical, and mental exhaustion that arises from prolonged exposure to the
suffering of others. In this workshop, participants will learn how to recognize the signs,
understand the impact, and implement practical strategies to protect their well-being.

Bios:

Whitney Hendrickson is a Licensed Social Worker and a Coordinator/Trainer for the Career Connection
Employment Resource Institute at the Mental Health Association of New Jersey . Her professional background
includes over a decade in mental health, nonprofits, social work, case management, advocacy, grant writing,
community engagement, trauma-informed care, resiliency, and sustainability.

Katie McGowan is a Trainer/Coordinator at the Career Connection Employment Resource Institute through the
Mental Health Association in New Jersey. She holds a Master’s degree in Elementary Education and
Developmental Differences from Rutgers University. She is a Certified Recovery Support Practitioner and holds
certification in Perinatal Mental Health. Katie previously served as Chair of the New Jersey Chapter of
Postpartum Support International.

Drug Trends
This workshop will provide an in-depth look at the latest developments surrounding controlled
dangerous substances, including synthetic cannabinoids, MDPV, Mephedrone, and others that



have emerged in recent years. Participants will be introduced to the pharmacology and
physiological effects of these drugs, and how they can impact, mimic, or exacerbate mental
health disorders such as anxiety, depression, and psychosis. The session will also explore
epidemiologic trends in substance use across both youth and adult populations. Attendees will
also learn about patterns of use, detection methods such as urine testing, and the legal
considerations surrounding these emerging drugs.

Bio: Detective/Sergeant Laura Reustle started her law enforcement career as a Class I Officer in Point Pleasant
Beach, NJ. She has been a NJ State Trooper since 2014 and was previously a detective in the Financial Crimes
South Unit. In her free time, she enjoys spending time with her family, friends, and dogs.

Domestic Violence 101

Domestic violence is a complex and pervasive issue that impacts individuals and families across
all communities. This foundational workshop will provide an overview of the key concepts,
definitions, and legal frameworks surrounding domestic violence, with a focus on its impact
within the court system. Participants will learn to recognize patterns of abuse—including
physical, emotional, psychological, and financial control—and how these patterns affect
victims’ interactions with the legal system.

Bio:

Wil DuBose completed his education in Criminal Justice at Mitchell College and is also a graduate of the New
Jersey District School of Ministry. Mr. DuBose has entrenched himself into the domestic violence community
serving as former appointed representative to the State of New Jerseys Board on Domestic Violence Fatality and
Near Fatality. He also served on the New Jersey Coalition for Battered Woman standards committee for Batterers
Intervention Programs while holding a Senior Treatment Coordinator position at a local social service
organization. Mr. DuBose, is currently the Prevention Coordinator for the New Jersey Coalition to End Domestic
Violence. He has worked in the domestic violence field for nearly 16 years providing Batterers Intervention
services.

Human Trafficking Prevention

This training provides the knowledge needed to understand human trafficking, recognize
warning signs, and report concerns safely. Topics include an overview of sex trafficking and
labor trafficking, as well as the realities of trafficking within local communities. The training
also explores the connection between consent and human trafficking, along with strategies for
helping youth safely navigate social media and online gaming environments. Emphasis is placed
on teaching the importance of honoring consent, strengthening critical thinking skills related to
technology use, and engaging youth in developing their own safety plans.

Bios: Chelsea Stack, MA, is the Senior Development Manager at RWJBarnabas Health Institute for Prevention
and Recovery. She previously managed IFPR’s youth-related prevention initiatives and currently supports IFPR’s
grant-writing team and development-related efforts. Since 2009, Chelsea has worked across grant-funded
programs in both a direct service and leadership capacity in New Jersey and Washington State serving vulnerable
populations, including unhoused women, survivors of domestic and sexual violence, individuals living with HIV,
and youth in crisis. Chelsea has presented at state conferences and to students, school administrators, law



enforcement officers, mental health professionals, parents and caregivers, and more. Chelsea received her Master
of Arts in Child Advocacy and Policy from Montclair State University.

Marlee Kimmick has a bachelor’s in Women’s and Gender Studies and a Master’s in Social Work with a clinical
focus, with a certificate in Violence Against Women and Children. Currently, Marlee leads the youth prevention
programming for RWJBH’s DART, which includes supporting the Youth Prevention Coalitions, their high-risk
youth initiatives, and developing/presenting trainings for IFPR’s Training Institute. She enjoys working with
youth in their communities and schools and supporting them in becoming their best, most authentic selves.

Leveraging ORAS/OY AS for Effective Supervision & Quality Assurance

New Jersey Probation has integrated evidence-based practices into our daily operations with a Risk-
Needs-Responsivity assessment. This tool identifies criminogenic needs and incorporates those dynamic
needs into an individualized case plan with an intentional focus on reducing recidivism. Helping to
deploy our resources as efficiently as possible while promoting long-term desistance. This workshop
will provide an overview and discuss the tools we use from the University of Cincinnati Corrections
Institute’s Ohio Risk Assessment System (ORAS) and Ohio Youth Assessment System (OYAS).

Bio: Tavania Hooks is an Administrative Specialist 4 in Vicinage One (Atlantic/Cape May). Previously, she was a
Senior Probation Officer for 23 years.

Generative Al & the Courts

Artificial Intelligence (Al) includes a variety of rapidly evolving technologies that offer
powerful capabilities alongside potential risks. As these tools become increasingly integrated
into public and private sectors, the New Jersey Courts are committed to leveraging innovation
responsibly while upholding our core values of Independence, Integrity, Fairness, and Quality
Service and guarding against misuse.

This workshop will explore the role of Generative Al in supporting court staff in their day-to-
day responsibilities. Attendees will gain a foundational understanding of how Al tools work,
where they can be applied in court operations, and what safeguards must be considered. Through
practical examples and interactive discussion, participants will be better prepared to navigate the
evolving landscape of Al in a manner that aligns with the mission and principles of the NJ
Courts.

Bio: Dana Ortiz-Tulla is an Attorney at the Administrative Director’s Office in Trenton, NJ.

Roadmap to Your Workplace

This session outlines a strategic guide for navigating our modern work environment, including
avoiding discipline, understanding collective bargaining agreements, and emphasizing clear
communication.

Bio: Ellen Cribbin has been the first Vice President of PANJ’s Case Related Professional Unit since 2013.
Previously, she was a Senior Probation Officer in the Monmouth Vicinage. When not at work, she enjoys
spending time with her family, including her two dogs, Tillie and Rosie.



Beyond the Addiction: Revolutionary Family-Centered Recovery Strategies

This workshop will explore the critical role of family counseling in substance use disorder
(SUD) treatment, highlighting why involving the family is essential for successful recovery.
Participants will learn to identify various family structures and roles that can influence the
development and maintenance of SUDs. The session will also discuss evidence-based family
counseling models that have been shown to improve treatment outcomes. Additionally,
attendees will gain insight into family dynamics that can impact recovery.

Bios: Heather Brown is the Site CEO of The Recovery Village Cherry Hill at Cooper. Heather brings many years
of experience as a Licensed Clinical Social Worker and Licensed Clinical Alcohol and Drug Counselor to her role
leading the Cherry Hill team. She is an Adjunct Professor in Social Work at Monmouth University and has an
extensive background in the recovery space. She brings her leadership, enthusiasm and knowledge to The
Recovery Village Cherry Hill at Cooper to help patients enter a healthier and more satisfying life.

Fraud/Scam Prevention

From the IRS phone scam, to lottery and sweepstakes scams, to the grandparent scam, it appears
imposter frauds and other criminal scams are more active than ever and preying on victims through
phone calls, emails, and other means. Presenters will speak on current frauds and scams as well as ways
for attendees to protect themselves, both in the real world and online.

Bio: Desiree Gonzalez is a Detective II with the New Jersey State Police’s Special Investigations Section High
Tech Crimes Bureau and Cyber Crimes Unit.

Unlocking Supervisor Success: Mastering Daily Challenges

This session will provide supervisors with strategies and techniques that are practical, but
efficient for everyday use. Techniques and strategies are geared toward effective multitasking,
prioritization, and enabling supervisors to manage daily responsibilities while maintaining
productivity and continuity within their team. Techniques will include assessing and prioritizing
responsibilities to meet deadlines, task execution, delegation, and effective planning strategies.

Bios: Tracey Skop received her Bachelor of Science in Education from West Chester University in 1996 and her
Masters of Arts in Counseling Psychology from St. Elisabeth University in 2012. She holds teaching certificates
in New Jersey and Pennsylvania and is a certified guidance counselor in New Jersey. Tracey began working for
the Judiciary in 2000 in the Morris County Family Division, Juvenile Intake Unit. She transferred to the
Probation Division, Juvenile Unit, in 2012 and was promoted to Supervisor in 2016. Tracey is assigned to
supervise the Adult Mental Health Diversion, Adult Mental Health, Juvenile and CSAC Units. Tracey is also a
certified Core Correctional Practices Trainer and ORAS and OYAS QA.

Joanne Morrison earned her Bachelor of Science degree in Administration of Justice from The Pennsylvania State
University in 1990. She began her career with the New Jersey Judiciary in 1993 in Vicinage 1, Cape May, as a
Probation Officer assigned to the Pretrial Intervention (PTI) Program. She later served as a Senior Probation
Officer handling juvenile caseload. During this time, Joanne was an active member of several committees,
including the Cape May Juvenile Detention Alternatives Initiative (JDAI) and the Juvenile Managers Committee.

Joanne was later promoted to Court Services Supervisor II (CSSII), where she supervised multiple units including
Juvenile, Community Service and Collections (CSAC), Adult Probation, the Interstate Compact Offender
Tracking System (ICOTS), and Adult Mental Health. She subsequently transferred to the Cape May Child



Support Unit as a CSSII and served as a member of the Child Support Customer Service Committee. In addition
to her work with the Judiciary, Joanne currently serves as the Southern Regional Vice President for Supervisors
for the Probation Association of New Jersey (PANJ).

Karen Keppler received her bachelor’s degree from Monmouth University in 2007 with minors in Sociology and
Legal Studies. She began her career with the New Jersey Judiciary in 2015 as an Arbitration Hourly in the
Monmouth Vicinage Civil Division. In 2016, she transitioned into a full-time role as a Probation Officer in
Probation Supervision. In 2022, Karen was promoted to Court Services Supervisor 2, continuing her work in
Supervision within the Monmouth Vicinage where she oversaw a diverse range of teams at the same time,
including the Sex Offender Unit, Juvenile and Adult Supervision, ICOTS, and CEP, while maintaining broad
knowledge across all areas of probation services. She was recently promoted to a CSS4 with the Intensive
Supervision Program (Southern Region) and is overseeing the Assessment Unit.

Trauma-Informed Practices

The term “trauma” can have different definitions depending upon the context in which it is used.
In the context of sexual violence, trauma can be defined as the lasting adverse effects of an
assault on a survivor’s functioning and mental, physical, social, emotional, and/or spiritual well-
being. Survivors of sexual violence often experience short- and long-term effects of trauma after
their experience. In this training, participants learn about some of these common effects of
trauma, how survivors do not all respond in the same way, and how understanding the full
breadth of responses a survivor may experience can help us approach each with compassion and
empathy. Additionally, we will discuss vicarious trauma and how important it is to support those
to whom disclosures of an assault are made.

Bio: Robert Baran has been with the New Jersey Coalition Against Sexual Assault (NJCASA) since 2015 and
currently serves as Co-Director. Prior to joining NJCASA, Robert worked extensively in the behavioral health
sector with individuals who experienced and were recovering from trauma. From this experience, Robert
developed a keen interest in providing healing opportunities for survivors at the earliest opportunity. This led to
transitioning from the behavioral health sector into the anti-violence movement in 2010. For more than 15 years,
Robert has been working with survivors to support healing, advocating for more equitable systems designed to
meet their needs, and promoting strategies to prevent sexual violence from occurring in the first place.

UIFSA Basics & Beyond

Whether you are new to interstate child support or want a UIFSA refresher, this workshop is for
you. Following an overview of the Act's main concepts, the session will focus on how to use
UIFSA for one-state case processing and how to use its provisions for establishing, enforcing, or
modifying support in another state. The federal intergovernmental forms and common case
processing issues will also be discussed.

Bio: Rob Velcoff is an independent child support consultant with his own agency, Intergovernmental Support
Services. His agency provides assistance with all manner of intergovernmental case processing, including
training, government and private grants and special projects, office set-up and reorganization, and just about
anything related to interstate or international child support. Before starting his own agency Mr. Velcoff worked
for the New York State Division of Child Support Services for over 30 years. He became Manager of Interstate
Operations at the beginning of 1999, and supervised the Central Registry until November 2008. Mr. Velcoff
assisted with all interstate issues for New York State, both policy and programmatic, including being part of a



team responsible for implementing the 1996 version of UIFSA in January of 1998 and the 2008 version of UIFSA
in January of 2016.

A Guide to Understanding Voluntary Insurance

Navigating the world of insurance can be overwhelming and as a state employees, understanding
your coverage options is essential for protecting yourself and your loved ones. Participants will
learn about the core insurance benefits provided by the state, as well as the range of
supplemental policies that can be secured for additional protection. Topics will include the
distinctions between contributory and non-contributory life insurance, accidental disability,
long-term illness insurance, and other supplemental options designed to address unique needs
and circumstances. Whether attendees are new to state employment or seasoned employees
looking to learn more about their options, this workshop will equip participants with the
knowledge to make informed choices for themselves and their families.

Bio: Kristopher Urbano has spent his career demystifying insurance for employees across the state of New Jersey.
For over 20 years, Total Benefit Systems, Inc has been serving the voluntary benefit insurance needs of NJ State,
County and Municipal employees and is the state-approved third party vender for supplemental/voluntary
benefits. Outside of work, Kris enjoys baseball, golf, and most importantly, spending time with his daughter.

Outlaw Motorcycle Gangs and the Criminal Connection

Beginning in the 1930’s motorcycle clubs formed on the west coast of the United States (US).
Those clubs survived both World Wars and in the later 1940’s expanded nationally, morphing
into what law enforcement today calls Outlaw Motorcycle Gangs (OMGs). This class provides
the history, roots, and overview of early national expansion through today’s global criminal
originations. The training focuses on current nationally and globally dominant OMGs which
vary regionally in the US, specifically the history, structure, overview, and identifiers for each of
the US dominant OMGs. The training focuses on the OMG lifestyle covering overall
criminality, lifestyle, currently trends and patterns, intelligence gathering, predictive analytics,
violence through expansion, contacts, and lawful traffic stops, case law, source development and
report writing. Today’s US OMGs are sophisticated syndicates with international partners and
reach through global connections with established drug distribution organizations (DTOs).

Bio: Det./Cpl. Edwin Santana is a 25-year veteran of the Morris County Sheriff’s Office Bureau of Corrections
and a founding member of the Morris County Gang Intelligence Unit. Since 2008, Det./Cpl. Santana has been
utilized by the Morris County Public Safety Training Academy to instruct academy recruits that are training under
the Police Training Commission (PTC) Basic Police Class & Basic Correctional Classes. In addition, Det/Cpl.
Santana has been utilized to testify as an Expert Gang Witness in both Federal and State courts.

NJ Parole 101

This workshop provides an overview of the New Jersey State Parole Board (SPB), with a
particular focus on the Division of Parole and its role within the broader criminal justice system.
Designed for probation officers, the session will outline the organizational structure of the SPB,
including its district offices and specialized units, and explain how parole supervision is
managed in the community. A key component of the workshop will be the exploration of



collaborative efforts between the SPB, the Courts, and other criminal justice and social service
agencies. Attendees will gain insight into how interagency partnerships enhance public safety,
support offender rehabilitation, and facilitate information sharing. The workshop will highlight
practical examples of coordination between parole and probation, as well as opportunities for
ongoing cooperation with the Judiciary and other stakeholders.

Bio: Lt. Nathaniel Lhowe began his career in 2006 as a probation officer with the Union County Drug Court. In
2008, he was hired as a parole officer recruit with the New Jersey State Parole Board. After completing his recruit
training, Lhowe was assigned to the Special Operations Group — Gang Supervision Unit. In that role, Lhowe
supervised a specialized caseload of gang affiliated parolees primarily in Essex and Hudson counties. He also
spent a year on the Newark Violence Reduction Initiative task force. In 2018, Lhowe was re-assigned to the State
Parole Fugitive Unit where he concurrently served on the New York / New Jersey Regional Fugitive Task Force.
In 2019, Lhowe was promoted to Sergeant and was assigned to District Office 1 covering five counties in
Northern New Jersey. Lhowe was promoted to Lieutenant in 2023 and assigned to District Office 2 which covers
portions of Essex County. Lhowe holds a Bachelor of Arts in Criminal Justice from Seton Hall University and a
Master of Arts in Criminal Justice from John Jay College.

Stay or Leave? How Onboarding and Other Work Factors Impact Officer Retention

In this workshop, attendees will be provided with the opportunity to share their personal insights
into the decision-making process of staying with the NJ Judiciary versus moving on to other
employment, whether government or private sector. Is there an ideal process for supporting new
officers to become great at their job and retaining them long-term? We will also explore how
onboarding impact the first few months on the job, what the research says new employees want
from their work, what they are getting, reasons why they move on to other employment, and
assess the most important factors for ideal onboarding which leads to impactful, productive
staff.

Bio: Norbert Niakas is currently the Probation Training Coordinator at the Office of Probation Services where he
is responsible for the development and delivery of training for supervision probation officers and supervisors.
Prior to that, he worked as a probation officer for 15 years in the Mercer County Vicinage. Outside of the
Judiciary, Norbert worked for 19+ years with the homeless/runaway youth population as a counselor and case
manager and holds a bachelor’s degree in psychology from The College of New Jersey. Norbert has been a
certified personal trainer since 2004 and nutrition/health coach since 2009, and in 2024 authored a book on the
subject of health and wellness.



