
Alabama Interagency Autism Coordinating Council (AIACC) 

Monday, January 24, 2022  

Zoom 

 

The AIACC met on Monday, January 24, 2022, via Zoom (due to COVID-19 meeting capacity restrictions). 
The meeting was called to order by Dr. Erich Grommet. Also in attendance were Council members: 
Robert Caldwell, Suzanne Dowling, Dr. Erich Grommet, Dr. Heather Jones, Melanie Jones, Dr. 
Whitney Meade, Dr. Sarah O’Kelley, Dr. Justin Schwartz, Chris Stewart, and Senator April Weaver. The 
following proxies were in attendance as well: Malissa Valdes-Hubert for Commissioner Boswell, Sonia 
Cleckler for Commissioner Burdeshaw, Dianna Tullier for Secretary Cooper, Laurie Eldridge-Auffant for 
Dr. Scott Harris, Elisabeth Newell for State Superintendent Eric Mackey, Wendi Glass for John Mascia, 
and Yada Horace for Commissioner Ridling. Also in attendance was Anna McConnell, State Autism 
Coordinator. 
 
The minutes from October 2021 were unanimously approved. 
 
Dr. Grommet welcomed the Council and extended an invite to anyone joining the forum for the first 
time to introduce themselves. Ms. Michelle Givan a non-attorney special education advocate, 
introduced herself and greeted the forum. Ms. Givan was invited to the AIACC meeting by Ms. Gwen 
Brown, Program Coordinator and UAB Regional Autism Network-Family Navigator.  

Lead Agency Comments and State Coordinator Announcements: 

Ms. McConnell noted that the Department of Mental Health (DMH) is continuing its rollout of the new 
Community Waiver Program. The program is currently open to children ages 3 and up. There is currently 
no specified age cut off. The program offers an array of services; however, it has not had a complete 
rollout. All information regarding the program’s services can be found on the website or by calling 
ADMH Developmental Disabilities. Dr. Grommet asked for clarification regarding the specified cut off 
age. Ms. McConnell provided that there has always been a specific age for starting the program, but not 
for aging out.  

New Business: 

0-5 Subcommittee:  

Dr. O’Kelley notes that she and the subcommittee along with other sub work groups are continuing their 
work with the Pilot Project with Early Intervention. Dr. O’Kelley noted that the program has been 
ongoing since May of 2021. There are four providers across the state currently providing screenings 
using the MCAT to identify children who are in need of an Autism specific evaluation. The second 
component to the Pilot Project is training EI providers in Naturalistic Developmental Behavioral 
Interventions (NDBIs) – strategies that are best practices for young children with ASD. By doing so, the 
program helps to cultivate supportive developmental skills in younger children with Autism.  Dr. O’Kelley 
stated there will be a slight shift in 2022 with the Pilot Project. The MCAT will be used at the periodic 
reviews for children already in Early Intervention. The committee has continued to develop relationships 



with providers across the state who are completing diagnostic assessments of young children. This 
partnership has helped obtain priority referrals for the children identified. The last subcommittee 
meeting took place on November 30th with around 15 participants. The committee will begin discussions 
regarding childcare providers along with transitions from Early Intervention into the school system. The 
final update is on work within CRS to develop diagnostic clinics. Dr. O’Kelley noted that work is being 
done in the Tuscaloosa area to develop more of the diagnostic opportunities and will expand over the 
year.   

6-13 Subcommittee: 

Dr. Heather Jones noted that the subcommittee has had new members to join from the University of 
Alabama and the Regional Autism Network (RAN). The committee met in November and December. Dr. 
Jones’ presentation included data from the 2019-2020 school term of students with IEP’s. Statewide, 
9,099 students were identified with Autism. It was also noted that Autism is the fourth most common 
learning disability identified in the school system. Specifically in the 6 to 13 age group, over 5,500 
students were served in Alabama under ASD. Based on the IDEA Child Count 2019-2020 Alabama Autism 
LRE data ages 6 to 11 out of 3,993 students identified with Autism, the most common placement with 
80% was in general education. With the remaining split with other placement options such as, private 
and homeschooling.  

Strategic Plan Items for the committee includes: 

• Decrease the average age of initial evaluations and diagnosis. 
• Engage in coordinating statewide systems development and decrease fragmentation of systems. 
• Decrease wait-list time and increase availability and eligibility of services.  
• Increase the system in place to provide services based on limited insurance coverage and 

provider preferences.  
• Decrease the burden of cost for caregivers and families of an individual with ASD. 
• Support a system to provide respite care for caregivers and families of an individual with ASD.  

Ms. Elizabeth Newell presented information on Autism Academy. The Academy was designed for Special 
Education and General Education Teachers, related service providers, Administrators, and anyone 
wanting to learn more! The Academy’s course action: to survey the CEC Practice of Standards, identify 
the needs, identify the strengths, acquire supports for the needs, and establish the online collaborative 
community.  

Dr. Jones and Ms. Newell also noted the platform to host the Autism Academy is still pending – 
something like PowerSchool or Schoology will likely be used.  Ms. Newell noted that the program is 
voluntary and will be promoted through efforts within our program. Dr. Chambers will send information 
to special education coordinators and the Academy will also be promoted at the MEGA Conference in 
Mobile. The CEC standards of practice set in place for Autism specifically covers all those areas. Dr. 
Grommet questioned if the Autism Academy would address strategies to prevent bullying and 
encourage inclusion as well to help empower teachers to serve individual children more effectively.  Ms. 
Newell stated that she is hoping the Academy will be able to cover a multitude of areas. She also noted 
her hopes that it would be a collaborative effort amongst the Council.   

14-20 Subcommittee: 



Dr. Erich Grommet noted that the committee’s focus currently is the continued development of a 
transition-focused website that will list all the transition from child to adult services for individuals with 
Autism.  The committee also voted to expand the website’s information to include not only Alabama-
specific resources but also ASD transition resources not specific to the state of Alabama.  Dr. Grommet 
provided links to Virginia Commonwealth University's Autism Center for Excellence, which focuses 
specifically on transition to adulthood. Dr. Grommet noted that the committee would continue looking 
into outside resources and ideas for training and development of both within the 14- to 20-year-old 
group. In the committee’s December meeting, Wendi Glass from Alabama Institute for the Deaf and 
Blind reached out to Alicia Hodge,an administrator at Special Education Services for the Alabama 
Department of Education. 

21+ Subcommittee: 

Dr. Sarah Ryan noted that due to the holiday schedule the committee had not met since the last council 
meeting but, they will meet this Wednesday.  The committee has had a great response in terms of 
individuals expressing interest in joining and participating in the 21+ group. Dr. Ryan plans to revisit the 
goals and objectives already in place while also engaging and promoting other perspectives of new 
committee members joining. Dr. Ryan hopes to incorporate new goals and idea with the existing plan of 
action.  

Diagnostics and Health:  

Dr. Justin Schwartz noted the subcommittee’s upcoming goals will be to regroup and define/detail some 
of committee’s priorities. It was also noted that Echo Autism is back and running.  Dr. Schwartz restarted 
Echo Autism with primary care providers as of last Tuesday.  Echo Autism is a learning collaborative that 
connects primary care providers to a hub team of Autism experts that include, Dr. Schwartz, Ms. Gwen 
Brown, Dr. Sarah O'Kelley, Ms. Lizzie Taylor and Dr. Irene Bukelis - the psychiatrist in the team. The team 
is planning for additional meetings every other week about the primary care providers to support their 
knowledge and skill with best practices of care. Echo Autism is similar in the theory behind the Autism 
Academy for teachers, but for primary care providers.  One goal is to expand individual's capabilities to 
do all they can to support providers in health care for children.  Provider support for those who are 
transition age and adults with Autism is needed, including the mental health field. Dr. Schwartz noted 
that Step Clinic also supports this initiative. Dr. Schwartz mentioned the database project and resource 
website. Dr. Schwartz proposed to the UAB Solution Studios the need to have a centralized, accessible, 
searchable, and up-to-date database of various types of service providers for individuals with Autism 
and other disabilities. They discussed developing a prototype for such a website and using some funding 
through the University Center of Excellence Development Disabilities grant to support its development.  

Dr. Schwartz noted that as the committee works to fit its role in the broader structure of the AIACC, they 
will continue to have input in various ways; their work in the CRS initiatives as well as working on 
continuing to make sure that primary care providers are supported in when they feel like they can make 
a diagnostic decision for patients. The committee’s role will also be informed by the work of many of the 
other committees that that relate to diagnostics development. The committee hopes to serve as a 
resource to the other committees and subcommittees, making sure that to reflect on the issues related 
to diagnosis and issues particularly related to the health of individuals with Autism across the lifespan 
versus both physical as well as mental health meetings.  



 Dr. Schwartz also requested information from either the Department of Insurance, Medicaid, or Blue 
Cross regarding prior authorizations.  

Dr. Grommet asked for Dr. Schwartz’s perspective on the infrastructure regarding Alabama's medical 
marijuana bill as it relates to Autism Spectrum Disorder. Dr. Schwartz stated that the committee has had 
some discussions and reviewed literature to stay up to date on any new updates. Dr. Schwartz also 
noted that evidence related to such treatment is being accumulated.   

Public Awareness: 

Melanie Jones noted that the Autism Friendly Alabama campaign will roll out this spring.  Some of the 
delay has been with the development of the website.  Malissa with the Department of Mental Health 
has been helpful with that roll out prep work.    

Regional Autism Network (RAN): 

Dr. Doris Hill noted that Ms. Gwen Brown, Family Navigator at UAB, has continued her outreach to 
providers and is currently in process of setting up presentations being scheduled for 2022.  

 The University of South Alabama Regional Autism Network and Amy Mitchell have added a new Family 
Navigator, Ms. Cherish Fletcher.  Ms. Fletcher is passionate about providing resources and 
encouragement to families, she has a particular interest in helping families who are serving in the 
military.  Ms. Fletcher is continuing to establish contacts within Tricare to ensure that military families 
are quickly connected to the Regional Autism Network when they relocate. A highlight for University of 
South Alabama Regional Autism Network during the last quarter of 2021 was their participation in a 
community outreach event sponsored by USA’s pediatric residency program for Spanish speaking 
families. During this event the USA RAN and AU’s Hispanic outreach grant merged to provide services 
and resources with language access to Spanish speaking as well as Korean speaking families through the 
trainings. The event provided information and guidance to families with concerns about Autism and 
other developmental issues. Approximately 77 families were reached at this event. Dr. Hill also noted 
the benefit of having resource bags at health fairs; being able to provide give medical providers 
resources that they can share with families or anyone who may have concerns.  

Auburn University Regional Autism Network partnered with a drive-through vaccine event and resource 
fair at McRae Gains Learning Center in Selma, AL. They were we able to give out 105 resource bags to 
cars and families driving through for their vaccine and the AU RAN was able to network with every 
medical provider in attendance and provided resources for them to share with families. Maria Gutierrez, 
Family Navigator for the Regional Autism Network, spoke at length with a provider at the event 
regarding connecting Spanish speaking families in the area to the Regional Autism Network.  AU RAN 
also participated in a health fair in Opelika.  In Opelika, 77 Spanish speaking families were served.   

Dr. Hill noted that the Hispanic Outreach Training with Vocational Rehabilitation is scheduled for January 
28th. There will also be a sexuality training on February 22nd from 10:00am to noon again February 11th 
at 5:00 PM. The events will feature simultaneous interpretation both in Spanish and Korean. Anyone 
who would like to attend, to see how those simultaneous interpretation features work on the virtual 
meeting platform are welcomed to attend.  



 University of Alabama, Family Navigator Tammy Barky gave mention for the Alabama Autism 
Conference on the 25th of February and early registration is until February 7th.  

Dr. Hill noted the Regional Autism Networks each have a constituency board, which are composed of 
individuals with ASD or caregivers of individuals with ASD.  

Funding and Finance Updates: 

Dr. Doris Hill presented on behalf of Dr. Kenneth Atkins, Chairman of the Alabama Behavioral and 
Analyst Licensure Board. It was noted that last year the Alabama Behavioral and Analyst Licensure Board 
issued 122 total licenses. The Board completed renewals issued in 2017, 2018, and in 2020. There was a 
slight decrease in the total number of licenses following renewals, some of the noted causes: former 
license holders either left the state or moved up from being an assistant Behavior Analyst to a board 
certified or Licensed Behavior Analyst. Currently there are 422 active Behavior Analyst and License 
Assistant Behavior Analyst in Alabama. Also, two additional counties have gained a licensee, which 
brought the total percent of counties in Alabama with at least one licensee to 61%  (41 of 67 counties).  
There are nine counties that have 10 or more licensees in the state of Alabama; Jefferson has 57; 
Madison, Lee, Mobile, Shelby, Calhoun, Baldwin, Houston, and Montgomery.  

Ms. Anna McConnell added the website in the chat for a current list of Private/Public Coverage updates 
as of November 2nd. The last e-news notification included a provider directory and resource directory. 
There were some questions on how to update that directory, it was noted that is done through Alabama 
Medicaid.  She noted that DMH Autism Services is still accepting more individuals and providers, and is 
happy to help navigate that process.   

Member Updates: 

Dr. Grommet asked about vaccine requirements for providers who take Medicaid? Or is there any 
expectation of when those requirements are going to come regarding COVID-19 vaccines? 

Chris Stewart noted that his understanding is that fee for service providers are different than federal 
employees and the vaccine mandates for federal employees does not filter down to fee for service 
providers of Medicaid.  

 

There were no General Announcements given.  

 

The meeting was adjourned at 12:00 p.m. 

Next meeting: Monday, April 18, 2022 

Recording Secretary: 

Brittany Marzette 
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