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Breakout Session 1 | Friday, April 24 | 10:20am-11:20am

From Chaos to Calm: Understanding the Why Beneath the What

Katie Prybylski & Kim Bruessel

When students exhibit challenging behaviors, it’s easy to focus on the “what” we see instead of uncovering the “why” beneath
it. This session helps educators move beyond surface-level reactions to understand behavior through the lenses of
neuroscience, environment, and relationships. Participants will explore how regulation—not compliance—is the foundation for
learning, using practical frameworks to promote emotional safety and sustainable change. Through real student case studies
and co-regulation strategies, attendees will learn to interpret behavior as communication and design proactive supports that
build trust, connection, and resilience. Leave with ready-to-use tools to decode behavior, prevent escalation, and cultivate
regulation-ready classrooms where every student can thrive.

Scripts for Self-Advocacy

Emery Rankin Utevsky

Advocating for yourself is hard. It's even harder when the other person seems to have all the power, like with doctors, schools,
jobs, landlords, and service providers. Many disabled and neurodivergent people rely on scripts, or pre-planned words, to
communicate. In this session, we will talk about what self-advocacy is and why it's important and share example scripts to
advocate in different scenarios. Self-determination is about autonomy, not independence, so we will also talk about asking for
help with advocacy, including who and how to ask for help. Many scripts will apply to caregivers and loved ones, too.

The Inside Story: Sleep, Nutrition, Interoception—Autistic Health Insight & Guidance

Colleen McCluskey

This presentation explores how difficulties with sleep and gastrointestinal health affect autistic people, and how challenges in
these interconnected systems can be addressed. The session explains the biochemical link between the digestive and nervous
systems and why many autistic individuals experience interoceptive signals—such as hunger, thirst, and tiredness—differently
than non-autistic people. It also shows how problems in one area, like poor sleep or dietary issues, can create a cycle that
harms overall well-being. Through personal anecdotes, vetted medical research, and clear explanations, the presentation
encourages practical, everyday strategies to reduce difficulties related to digestive, somnial, and overall functioning.

Clearing the Path Ahead Together: Independent Living in Action with the Self-Directed IRIS Program

Christine Schulz & Samantha Magelofsky

This interactive session introduces TMG and Wisconsin’s IRIS Program, a self-directed long-term care option for older adults and
people with disabilities. A panel featuring a self-advocate, their IRIS Consultant, and a family member will share their journey,
highlighting how trust and shared decision-making support meaningful outcomes. Participants will also engage in a hands-on
community mapping activity to explore local resources and connections, reinforcing the value of community engagement in
self-directed care.

Managing Misinformation about Neurodiversity

Megan Leick

Services, social media, and conversations with family/friends may be getting harder to navigate, with information being highly
publicized in the media and pressure about support options. This presentation is geared towards caregivers and adults to
navigate misinformation on neurodiversity. In this presentation, you will collaborate with a provider to find empowerment
through tapping into critical thinking. We will explore how to use curiosity aligned with your values to feel confident about
services used, respond to differing perspectives, and develop nuanced views on neurodiversity.



Melting the Meltdown: a connection approach to supporting regulation in difficult moments
Jen Bluske & Meredith Wodrich

Meltdowns can feel overwhelming for parents and the child alike. In this presentation we take a connection based approach to
creating safety in the brain in order to change regulation capacity. While it takes time to shift the frequency and intensity of
periods of dysregulation in a way that maintains agency, self esteem and autonomy- it CAN change. We use the power of the
parent’s nervous system as a tool for change. We create a sense of “known” through the use of a specific meltdown routine in
order to give the brain additional cues of safety to help your child learn to ride the wave of dysregulation with safety and
intentionality.

Benefits of Equine Therapy: We’re not just horsing around!

Lenelle Scholl

Hear from the founder of a 501(c)3 organization who provides equine therapy for individuals with physical, cognitive, and
emotional disabilities. She will explain what equine therapy is, the power of the horse in helping individuals improve physical
health, emotional well-being and cognitive function. Equine therapy is gaining popularity throughout the world. Temple
Grandin has been a guest at our facility and approves! Our founder will offer real-life examples of students who have been
helped and why finding an equine therapy program may be life-changing for an individual.

Breakout Session 2 | Friday, April 24 | 12:20pm-1:20pm

Embracing Change on the Autism Spectrum

Jordan Salzano

Change can be a stressor for people with autism, whether they’re changes in daily or general life. As many people with autism,
like oneself, prefer routine and structure, it's challenging. There's no way to live a life 100% free of change: we all face it. This
session will discuss how people with autism can become comfortable with changes. It will include evidence-based research on
sensory processing and its role in accepting changes in life, information about autism and sensory processing from
occupational therapy school, and personal experiences with going from finding it difficult to embrace change to becoming more
accepting.

Understanding Shortened School Days, Seclusion & Restraint, and Exclusionary Practices for
Students with IEPs

Eva Shaw

Parents and caregivers know their children best and are essential members of the IEP team. This session will provide parents
and caregivers with basic and practical knowledge of the requirements regarding shortened school days, use of seclusion and
restraint, and other exclusionary practices, helping them advocate effectively for their child’s educational needs. Participants
will leave with additional resources and a better understanding in order to engage meaningfully in IEP discussions and decision-
making.

The Art of Connection: Building an Affirming Social Environment with Neurodivergent Adults

Hannah Rae & August Carlson

For the past two years, Hannah Rae and August Carlson have run a weekly creative arts workshop with autistic young adults in
Eau Claire, WI. In a world where support can be limited for autistic adults, our arts workshop is a jumping-off point for lasting
relationships. Join us as we share tangible strategies on maintaining the lively culture we have created with our participants.

Out Loud and On Paper: Raising Neurodiverse Children

Leslie Kronstedt

Advocating for neurodiverse children requires clear communication across healthcare, education, and community systems. This
session explores how both verbal communication (“out loud”) and written documentation (“on paper”) influence access to
services and support. Drawing from personal caregiving experience, nursing documentation principles, and an understanding
of stress responses within the autonomic nervous system, attendees will learn why communication can break down during
high-pressure interactions. The presentation provides practical, actionable strategies to create effective documentation,
regulate stress, and build collaborative relationships with providers and educators, empowering caregivers to advocate with
greater clarity, confidence, and impact.



Special Needs Trusts - How Can They Help In Supported Financial Management

James Giese

With this session, you will learn how to improve your financial quality of life through the use of Special Needs Trusts and ABLE
Accounts. Special needs trusts can preserve excess resources while maintaining eligibility for means-tested public benefits.
They enable an individual on means-tested public benefits to supplement their long-term needs and improve their quality of
life. The session will include a breakdown of the advantages and disadvantages of Special Needs Trusts and ABLE Accounts.

Your Voice Matters: Becoming a Family Leader

Danielle Tolzmann

You already advocate for your own child. Learn how you can take the next steps and become an advocate beyond your front
door to impact programs and services for all children. We will talk about ways families can make a difference, including
supporting another parent, serving on committees or advisory groups, and communicating with policymakers. Tools and
resources will be provided to communicate with decision-makers. Use your family story to positively impact programs and
services.

Employment Panel
This breakout session will include a panel of autistic adults sharing their experiences with employment from triumphs to
challenges. The panel will cover topics related to the interview process, disclosure, accommodations, and more.

Breakout Session 3 | Friday, April 24 | 1:40pm-2:40pm

Access, Engagement, Progress: Supporting the Learning Brain

Katie Berg

Creating a plan to support a student to be able to access, engage and progress in their education can be a complicated one. The
legal requirements and logistical barriers often are a focus in our IEP process. This learning event strives to put the child’s
experience into focus and provides supports to show up implementing the |EP we create. The College and Career Ready IEP
process helps in keeping the “I” in IEP. In this training we will focus on the implementation of the CCR-IEP process for the areas
of significantly divergent social and emotional learning skill needs, helping teams take a deep look at the supports, learning,
and access points for their students that are planned for in their IEP.

Advocating for my own Mental Health
Hunter Markle & Clyde Fruits

Life doesn't always go as planned for autistics. Sometimes we need to speak up for our own mental health needs. Hunter and
Clyde have different stories, but share a passion for being their own self-advocates and encouraging others to advocate for
themselves. They are looking forward to sharing what they have learned so you can become better self-advocates and
advocates for others. They bring their lived-experience and ideas and hope to have a discussion around growing advocates. This
breakout will talk about depression and suicide.

Seeing It Differently When Communication Breaks Down: Building Team Alignment Through
Curiosity

Marla Kopecky Penney

Communication breakdowns do not only occur with students, clients, or loved ones; they often happen within teams first.
Educators, families, and providers bring different experiences, perspectives, and past interactions that influence how they
listen, respond, and communicate, including what is modeled in front of individuals with diverse abilities. This session explores
how defensiveness, assumptions, and unrecognized triggers impact team communication and collaboration. Participants will
learn how to approach communication with curiosity rather than reaction and leave with one practical strategy they can
immediately implement to strengthen team alignment.



Better Late Than Ugly

Alexandra Kuckkahn

Caregiving, motherhood, and advocacy often come with invisible weights: the stares in public, the IEP meeting that forgets the
student, the family member who says “Have you tried disciplining them?” In this session, Alexandra Kuckkahn shares her
journey as a mother, caregiver, and advocate raising a child on the spectrum. Through raw storytelling, best practices, and
humor, she reframes what “ugly” really means. It is not unwashed hair, but losing yourself to exhaustion, shame, and unrealistic
expectations. Better Late Than Ugly encourages audiences to release guilt, embrace imperfection, and choose authenticity.
Autism is not a tragedy. Losing yourself is.

Involved Fathers Make a Difference in Autism Outcomes

Robert Naseef

Male role models are important for children, and boys and girls of all ethnicities growing up on the autism spectrum are no
exception. Fathers are more involved than ever, and research backs up their impact on children. However, when a child has
autism there are often steep challenges for the typical fathers. This presentation will draw on recent research on the potential
for growth and overcoming the barriers that autism presents. Even though there’s a huge potential for fathers to contribute
positively to the development of autistic children on the spectrum, many fathers feel powerless to engage in play with a child
who has more repetitive and less varied play. Most fathers have a difficult time talking about their feelings especially when
unable to fix the problem. 80% of children diagnosed with ASD are boys which can be especially difficult for fathers who
expected a typical boy. This presentation will help fathers, families, and professionals to make a plan to go forward.

Strategies and Supports Promoting Safety in the Home and Community

Rebecca Thompson

This presentation will offer teaching strategies and visual supports to encourage safe behavior at home and in the community.
Topics covered will include managing elopement from rooms and buildings, staying within the boundaries of a yard or
playground, staying near caregivers in parking lots and in stores, as well as identifying community helpers. This presentation
will be appropriate for individuals supporting learners of all skill levels. Participants will have the opportunity to discuss
strategies they have found helpful and share their own successes with teaching safety skills to individuals with autism spectrum
disorder.

Panel of Experts
This session will be a panel of autistic individuals sharing their experiences of life with autism.

Breakout Session 4 | Friday, April 24 | 3:00pm-4:00pm

Interoception Matters: Rethinking Special Education Through a Neuroaffirming Mindset
Angie Schubert, Jamie Crotteau, Sara Lilla & Mary Beth Huff

This presentation shares the evolution of the Lakeland School serving neurodivergent learners, shifting from a behavioral
approach to intentional sensory spaces and interoception practices. We will highlight how purposeful environments, regulation
strategies, and empowering language foster growth in both staff and students. We first introduce the concepts of interoception
and neuroaffirming care and its role in self-awareness, advocacy, and regulation. Then, attendees will learn about the Amygdala
Room, a sensory-regulation space supporting calming and grounding, and its impact on student success. Finally, we will present
the Limbic Lounge, a newly created space for older students and young adults that expands these supports with age-
appropriate environments fostering independence and regulation.

The Positive Impact on the Brain & Body Using Movement

Brooke Penoske

Movement is more than exercise - its a pathway to confidence, connection and self discovery. In this session, we'll explore how
intentional movement positively impacts the brain, body and emotional well-being. Whether you're a parent or a professional,
you'll gain practical, inclusive strategies to help children and adults better understand their bodies and build lasting self-worth.



Lessons Through Laundry: Hidden Labor, Sensory Overload, and Family Resilience in Autism
Advocacy

Michelle Castile

Behind every folded towel lies a rhythm—one many families of autistic and disabled children know too well. In this session, |
use the act of folding laundry as a sensory-based metaphor for invisible labor and the emotional cycles of advocacy. Through
lived experience and narrative storytelling, | show how systemic “denials” mirror sensory overload: repetitive, unpredictable,
and exhausting, yet faced with resilience and pattern-seeking persistence.

Participants will walk through a clear sequence—Ask, Wait, Denied, Appeal, Repeat—visualizing how families experience service
systems through both emotional and sensory lenses. The session concludes with a symbolic folding of the final piece of laundry,
representing restoration of order and hope within chaos. Attendees will leave with practical insights for building calmer, more
responsive systems that truly understand the sensory and emotional realities behind family advocacy.

The Unseen Roles of Siblings: Growing Up as Caregivers

Tessa Lewis

Siblings of individuals with disabilities often take on caregiving roles from an early age—providing emotional support, daily
help, and stability. My presentation explores how these roles begin in childhood and evolve over time, shaping the sibling
experience in profound ways. We’ll discuss why siblings are often overlooked in support systems and how families and
professionals can better recognize and support them as essential contributors to the well-being of their loved ones with
disabilities.

The Transition from Children’s Long-Term Care Supports to the IRIS Program

Amanda Flater, Tara Ditter

The transition process from Children’s Long-Term Supports to Adult Long-Term Care can be intimidating, confusing and
frustrating. Hear from professionals in the Children’s Long-Term Care Supports program and the IRIS program on the similarities
and differences between the two programs, what to expect during the transition process, and what resources are available to
assist you and your family throughout the process.

The Ones Who Slip Through the Cracks: The Unspoken Challenges of “Level 1 Autism”
Elizabeth Ratzburg

This session shares the deeply personal and powerful journey of parenting a neurodivergent child through the lens of lived
experience, advocacy, and relentless love. “The Ones Who Slip Through the Cracks” is not just about one child — it’s a reflection
of the thousands of families navigating the complex and often misunderstood world of autism, ADHD, sensory processing
challenges, and mental health crises. From early signs that were dismissed as “just boys being boys” to navigating
misdiagnoses, educational barriers, and suicidal ideation, this talk explores the emotional toll and the transformative power of
trusting your instincts as a parent. It highlights the gaps in services, the importance of creative problem-solving, and the need
for community support.

Breakout Session 5 | Saturday, April 25 | 10:25am-11:25am

The Metrics That Matter: Autistic-Led Evaluation of Success and Wellbeing

Kate Siekman, Jeana Holt & Chris Willey

Step into a movement reshaping autism research, created by autistics, for autistics. Presenters from the NEA-funded Autism
Brilliance Lab for Entrepreneurship reveal how autistic individuals define success on their own terms, challenging conventional
measures and reframing outcomes through a strengths-based lens. They will share inclusive, participant-driven research and
evaluation strategies that amplify autistic voices and foster authentic collaboration. The session bridges research and practice,
offering actionable tools for researchers, practitioners, and educators committed to participant-centered, strengths-based
approaches that prioritize collaboration with autistic individuals. Attendees will leave inspired and equipped to integrate
autistic-led methods into their own practice and research.



Make it Make Sense: Practical Coping Techniques for Trauma

Sara Lahti

The connection between autism and trauma is not a new concept, but it is a relatively new area of research. And while the
research provides good information, how does one make it make sense? How can one apply this relatively new information to
decrease the pain of triggers? This session will cover the basics of trauma, how autistic people may experience triggers, and
practical everyday methods to cope with trauma.

Fostering Resilience: How Partnership and Online Tools Help Families Find Help

Elizabeth Olsen & Julia Michalski

Accessing resources for children diagnosed with autism can be challenging. For those supporting the child—parent, teacher or
provider—strong partnerships and accessing the right resources can make a world of difference. When mutual purpose and
collaboration are at the heart of relationships, shared successes become sources of resilience, strengthening family hope and
confidence. This session explores practical ways to infuse collaboration and partnership into resource navigation and service
access. Participants will learn strategies for using the Well Badger Resource Center and the Youth Wellness Hub, free online tools
supporting effective partnerships, enhancing resilience, and improving access to services.

Empowered at Home: Technology, Organization, and Self-Care to Lighten the Load

Leslie Kronstedt

This session focuses on practical tools and strategies that help neurodiverse families stay organized, reduce stress, and build
confidence. Attendees will learn how technology can serve as extra “hands and eyes” by supporting routines, tracking
information, and improving communication. The session also highlights realistic self-care approaches for caregivers and
explores ways to help both children and adults build social connections, find meaningful activities, and experience
accomplishment. Combining lived experience with practical guidance, this presentation equips families and professionals with
accessible tools to strengthen daily functioning, resilience, and overall well-being.

Tech/Support: Psychoeducation for Caregivers about Young Autistics' Mental Health and
Screens/Gaming/Internet (SGI)
Kennedy Kaltenberg & Kory Douglass

Are you a caregiver interested in learning more about supporting a young autistic's mental health when it comes to their tech
use? This session will offer information, all while avoiding lamentation about “kids these days”, and we know every family is
different. We’ll strive to resist easy answers without shying away from challenging realities or uncomfortable research findings.
Tech in general won’t be the “bad guy” in this session—but how can kids be supported as they navigate their relationship to
screens, gaming, and the internet (SGI)? This session will be co-facilitated by psychotherapists from Gen Y and Gen Z.

Navigating Early Intervention: Understanding ABA and Finding the Right Fit

Victoria Oliversen

Early intervention Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) is a scientifically validated approach designed to support children with
developmental delays, particularly those on the autism spectrum. This talk will explore the principles and practices of early
intervention ABA, emphasizing its effectiveness in fostering communication, social skills, and adaptive behaviors in young
children. We will also address the controversies surrounding ABA, including concerns about its implementation, the emphasis
on compliance versus naturalistic learning, and the importance of ensuring that interventions are tailored to each child's unique
needs. Finally, we will provide practical guidance on how to screen and select ABA providers, focusing on key qualifications,
recommended practices, and questions to ask during the selection process. Attendees will leave with a clearer understanding of
early intervention ABA, the potential challenges, and the tools necessary to find the right support for their child.

Panel of Parents

Parenting a child on the spectrum comes with its own set of triumphs and tribulations - whatever the child’s age, abilities, or co-
occurring conditions. Hear firsthand from a group of parents as they candidly share their experiences related to the diagnosis
process and challenges along their family’s journey. These parents will also give their best advice and discuss how they
celebrate their children’s gifts and strengths.



Breakout Session 6 | Saturday, April 25 | 11:45am-12:45pm

From Voice to Choice: Inclusive Strategies for Communication, Regulation, and Agency

Brittany Punches

This session offers practical, developmentally aligned strategies to support self-determination, communication, and regulation
in autistic PreK-5 learners across environments. Participants will learn how to use visuals, total communication supports,
predictable routines, and interest-based choices to help children express needs, make decisions, and engage more confidently.
Tools include simple goal-setting systems, student-friendly scripts, sensory maps, and regulation supports that educators,
families, and therapists can implement immediately.

To The Nth Degree: Autistic College Students & Academic Support Centers

Colleen McCluskey

This presentation examines how families, caregivers, and educators can support autistic students in navigating and maximizing
the benefits of Academic Support Centers as they make the transition to a college or university learning environment. The
session will also be beneficial for autistic individuals seeking insight on how to navigate academia. The session highlights key
distinctions between secondary and postsecondary support structures, underscores the importance of self-advocacy, and
explores inclusive tutoring practices such as those used in Writing Centers. Participants will leave with concrete strategies to
foster access, reduce stigma, and empower students to fully engage with academic resources on their campuses.

Chart Your Course: Navigating Self-Directed Services

Vicky Gunderson, Paul Mross, Jamie Champine & Lakisha LaGrant-Heart

Navigating self-direction empowers individuals to design their own path for long-term supports and services. This session will
explore the process of accessing these services, including eligibility and planning steps, and will clarify the role of: Aging and
Disability Resource Centers (ADRCs), Managed Care Organizations (MCOs), IRIS Consultant Agencies (ICAs), and Fiscal Employer
Agents (FEAs). Participants will gain a clear understanding of what it means to self-direct - making choices to achieve
independence and control over their lives.

Cultural Nuances and Autism: Understanding Barriers to Diagnosis in Hmong Communities

Tia Yang Ly, Ryan Johnson, Kerry Yang & Mai Nhia Friese

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is often misunderstood in culturally distinct communities where traditions and family
dynamics shape interpretation of behaviors. This session examines the intersection of Hmong cultural values and autism
diagnosis, highlighting how language, family roles, religious affiliations and community perceptions can both support and
hinder recognition. Attendees will explore the role of native-language support groups, outsider administrators who reduce bias,
and cultural pressures such as youngest son syndrome and saving face. We will also discuss ASD traits misattributed to cultural
identity and the fear of identity crisis in adulthood, offering strategies to support Hmong families navigating autism.

PTSD and Autism

Candice Viero

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) frequently co-occur, with autistic individuals
experiencing PTSD at rates of 32-60% compared to 6-8% in general populations. Overlapping symptoms of hypervigilance,
sensory sensitivities, social withdrawal, and emotional dysregulation, complicate diagnosis and treatment. Autistic individuals
face heightened trauma vulnerability due to communication barriers, social misunderstandings, and increased abuse exposure.
Presentations include intensified stimming, regression in adaptive functioning, and unusual patterns like sensory-triggered
flashbacks without cognitive memory. Secondary trauma significantly impacts caregivers and families. Evidence-based
interventions and sensory integration approaches require substantial adaptation for neurodivergent processing, emphasizing
concrete communication, extended timelines, alternative modalities, and comprehensive family-system treatment addressing
both individual and caregiver trauma.



The power of neuro-affirming occupational therapy practice for the autistic individual

Jen Bluske & Emily Laird

It is common for autistic individuals to be referred for occupational therapy. Upon referral, we often hear from prospective
clients that they aren’t sure what occupational therapy is and how it is different from other treatment approaches. In this
presentation, we will learn how occupational therapists have unique skills to partner with the autistic individual and their family
to support function, understanding, and belonging in a way that honors individuality and inherent strengths as the foundation
for change.

We will discuss the characteristics of a neuro-affirming approach, including collaboration with family and caregivers, respecting
individual autonomy, and adapting contexts to support individual differences rather than work against them. Walk away with
specific tools to access neuro-affirming occupational therapy!

Embracing the Dignity of Risk: Supporting Dreams Through Choice and Autonomy

Tim Markle & Stacey Teegardin

The concept of dignity of risk is the right of a person to make an informed choice to engage in experiences meaningful to
him/her and which are necessary for personal growth and development. Dignity of risk can be applied to employment
opportunities, recreation, living choices -- basically life. Sometimes, as caregivers or support workers, we can become
overprotective and limit the chances for people to make informed choices -- even choices we don't agree with. We will explore
key concepts of dignity of risk and how to balance risk and protection as well as examining our own fears.



