
Alabama Interagency Autism Coordinating Council (AIACC) 

Monday, January 22, 2024 

Alabama Industrial Training Ins�tute (AIDT), 1 Technology Court, Montgomery, AL 36116 

The AIACC met on Monday, January 22, 2024, at the Alabama Industrial Training Ins�tute at 1 Technology 
Court, Montgomery, AL 36116.  The mee�ng was called to order by Dr. Jus�n Schwartz.  Also in 
atendance were Council members: Jane Elizabeth Burdeshaw, Robert Caldwell, Erich Grommet, Heather 
Jones, Sarah O’Kelley, and Jus�n Schwartz.  The following proxies were in atendance as well:  Stephanie 
Logan for Stephanie Azar, Beverly Johnson for Kimberly Boswell, Wendi Glass for Dennis Gilliam, Laurie 
Eldridge-Auffant for Scot Harris, Chenique Jeffress for Melanie Jones, and Elisabeth Newell for Eric 
Mackey. 
 
Lead Agency Comments:  
Beverly Johnson noted her apprecia�on of being a part of consor�um.  ADMH con�nues to work with 
the ADMH Au�sm Services team to enhance service provision.  Child and Family Huddles are occurring 
on 4th Tuesdays of the month.  AIACC members can par�cipate in those mee�ngs as well and can request 
to be part of the list serve to receive invita�ons for those mee�ngs.  Child and Family Services includes 
Au�sm Services, Mental Illness services, Substance Use service and treatment, Preven�on services 
(which includes suicide preven�on), and Infant and Early Childhood Mental Health.  Current ini�a�ves 
include the Governor’s Turnaround Schools project to ensure necessary resources are provided to 
decrease risk factors and increase protec�ve factors. Cer�fied Community Behavioral Health Centers 
(CCBHCs) are prepared to launch with planning grant.  Au�sm is represented in CCHBCs.  “988” is 
available to those in crisis or who needs emo�onal support.  “988” was originally the Na�onal Suicide 
Preven�on Helpline.   

State Coordinator Comments: 
Anna McConnell noted her thanks to Beverly Johnson as ge�ng involved in work of au�sm services.  It 
was also noted that AIACC Membership applica�ons will be sent out again to con�nue to fill posi�ons. 

Approval of Minutes: 
Mo�on for the approval of minutes was offered by Sarah O’Kelley and seconded by Elisabeth Newell. 

New Business:  
 
Ages 0-5: 
Sarah O’Kelley noted that Co-Chair for Birth-5 Subcommitee is Dr. Kimberly Tomeny with University of 
Alabama.  There are workgroups within the Subcommitee – Transi�on to Part B and Childcare Needs.  
The whole subcommitee met in mid-December and will meet again in February.  The Transi�on to Part B 
Workgroup focuses on the transi�on from Early Interven�on to School based services.  This workgroup 
was led by Amy Mitchell, recently re�red, and is now led by Michelle McDaniel. The date for the next 
mee�ng should be available next week.  At a recent mee�ng of about 25 Early Interven�on providers 
around the state, it was discovered that many in that group was not familiar with the Regional Au�sm 
Network (RAN).  To increase knowledge of systems, Au�sm Mentors are placed within the Early 
Interven�on system to be a resource.  The Childcare workgroup focuses on providers’ needs in the birth 
– 5 age group and is led by Stephanie Waters.  This workgroup’s goal is to enable childcare providers to 



be beter equipped and recep�ve to children with special needs.  This workgroup has reviewed 
infrastructure in childcare programs and Early Interven�on and conducted small group discussions and 
problem-solving sessions.  RAN Family Navigators have also assisted in this work.  Workgroups are open 
for anyone to par�cipate. If you want to join, next mee�ng is Feb 15, 1-2:30 via Zoom.  Other work 
includes recommenda�ons for screening and interven�ons for children with ASD in the Early 
Interven�on se�ng.  This work is led by Dr. Angie Barber and Dr. Kimberly Tomeny, with Dr. O’Kelley 
working on screening.  Seven EI programs have implemented the MCHAT and follow-up interview in 
intake/screening process.  Four hundred children have received MCHAT – of that number, 229 children 
were referred for addi�onal eval.  To date, 202 of those referred children have been evaluated – with 83 
receiving an ASD diagnosis. The group is looking to determine if there are any addi�onal ways to use 
MCHAT data (which was originally intended for primary care se�ng).  For example, is there an indicator 
of who needs to be triaged in another se�ng?  Priority referrals for these evalua�ons are being sent 
around the state, to include specialty clinics and CRS clinics.  Au�sm Mentors have received training on 
interven�ons in ASD and can provide informa�on and support for programs serving children with ASD.  
There are now 20 mentors throughout the state.  There were 13 in the first two cohorts, and 7 in the 
most recent cycle.  Sustainability of the work that has been done is important.  We must look toward 
ways to incorporate these impac�ul prac�ces in everyday program service provision.    

Dr. Grommet asked how to get in touch with the Au�sm Mentors.  Dr. O’Kelley noted these mentors are 
specifically intended for the support of Early Interven�on.  The list of mentors is available – they may be 
helpful as a local resource as well.  

Ages 6-13: 
Dr. Heather Jones shared that the 6-13 Subcommitee meets monthly, usually the second Tuesday of 
month at 1 pm via Zoom.  New group members are welcome – contact hjones@pelhamcityschools.org 
to par�cipate.  This Subcommitee’s focus is on school aged children and those that work with them – to 
include service providers, parents, educators, AIDB, ADMH.  The group con�nues to seek ways support 
teachers and parents of students with ASD, including connec�ng to conferences/trainings and 
presenta�ons from ALSDE.  Specifically, there are trainings regarding the alternate standards and 
decision-making tool of whether students are served on general educa�on or alternate standards.  Note 
that December 3rd is Special Educa�on Day  

Ages 14-20/Transi�on: 
Dr. Erich Grommet noted that mee�ngs are held the first Monday of month at 1 pm via Zoom.  The group 
is currently developing a reply to the state’s response to Community Waiver Program since ASD is not 
qualifying diagnosis.  This is problema�c and not in keeping with what rest of United States implements.  
The group con�nues to fix links on the website and upda�ng the informa�on to include Spanish 
transla�on.  A ques�on was asked about who the audience for the Home and Community Based Waiver 
response.  Dr. Grommet noted that with each waiver, there is an opportunity for public comment and the 
state then responds to those comments.  The comments and responses to comments go back to the 
state.  It will take a community effort to create “uncomfortability” to come up to what rest of na�on 
allows and how to do this produc�vely.  Waivers are required to be home and community based. The 
Medicaid Long Term Care division operates those waivers.  The federal form has ASD as a qualifying 
diagnosis op�on, but the administering agency much check the box and fund it.  There is already a 
waitlist for waiver services because they are not funded adequately.  There is concern that if an increase 
to the denominator occurred that resource access would be worse, therefore requiring restric�ve access 
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to waivers.  Of note, the defini�ons are different at the federal and state levels.  “DD” in Alabama means 
“ID” regarding service eligibility. There is the op�on to accept confidence intervals – this has been 
discussed by the ADMH/DD Associate Commissioner sugges�ng the increase of the IQ level.  IQ was used 
to describe what it means to live in the community, even though we know IQ doesn’t stand as sole 
predictor of success in or need of Home and Community Based Services.  Func�oning is beter 
determinant of need and IQ is an an�quated measure.   There is a large popula�on coming into 
adulthood that needs to be addressed. 

Ages 21+/Adults: 
Dr. Sarah Ryan noted that most of the Subcommitee par�cipants and others were able to par�cipate in 
the University of Missouri-Kansas City (UMKC) Char�ng the LifeCourse gap analysis.  Representa�ves 
from UMKC were at the last AIACC mee�ng.  While funding is always an issue, the discussion included 
state policy and non-funding avenues for change.  Recommenda�ons included empowering self-
advocates and making sure their voice is heard and ac�va�ng parent communi�es.  We have seen the 
success of parent communi�es impac�ng statewide change with the ABA legisla�on several years ago.  
The Subcommitee con�nues to seek ways to bridge gap between mental health and waiver policies at 
the state level because adults with ASD get le� out in both systems. Ms. McConnell will make the UMKC 
report available through e-news.  Adults are a tricky age group since an ASD diagnosis allowed access to 
EI and school services, but as an adult it prevents access to services.  The state is working to increase 
providers of adult services and medical services.  Also, it is appreciated when people work within their 
scope of competence; however, if everyone is uncomfortable working with ASD, it’s a barrier to services.  
The group is working to expand scope of competence with the current provider popula�on.  

Dr. Grommet asked about how the scope of competence issue relates to Medicaid rates.  Dr. Ryan noted 
that there is not much training available, and many do not understand the popula�on.  Medicaid does 
not cover mental health for those over 21 years of age except for counseling.  Community Mental Health 
Centers (CMHCs) will allow for services, but not for those with an ASD diagnosis.  The lack of coverage 
has contributed to there being fewer providers.  In addi�on, psychology graduate programs do not 
discuss adults – all ASD training is in child focused programs, and psychiatry is similar.  Transi�on to adult 
services is difficult due to fewer providers.  The STEP Clinic (transi�on for 18+ ages) at UAB has similar 
issues. There is great pressure to discharge pa�ents, but nowhere in community to send them. The 
development of programming and providers would be the best outcome.  There needs to be a place 
where pa�ents can be discharged who cannot return home, and a place that can prevent further crisis.  
Some people stay years in inpa�ent se�ngs that are inappropriate because there is nowhere else for 
them to go.  All levels of care are needed: crisis, habilita�ve, rehabilitate, preven�on, etc. The 
Subcommitee meets the fourth Wednesday of the month.  Dr. Ryan encourages all to spend �me 
looking at the gap analysis think about ways to contribute to development of resources. 

 
Diagnos�cs and Health: 
Dr. Schwartz noted that the Diagnos�cs and Health subcommitee is focusing on diagnos�cs and how 
primary care providers (PCPs) can contribute.  Ini�a�ves across the country are working to equip primary 
care providers to iden�fy and diagnose ASD.  One workgroup within this subcommitee is assessing 
current literature and what models published for how to partner with PCPs across the country to look to 
see how capacity has increased.  Specialists will rarely meet the capacity needs of the community, so 
there is a need to leverage the exis�ng workforce and to strengthen it.  Childrens of Alabama has 



par�cipated in some of these ini�a�ves.  There was a panel discussion discussing ASD diagnos�cs in 
Primary Care that featured Jus�n Schwartz and Tori Anderson.  She is a big champion for diagnos�cs in 
primary care.  The panel noted that many PCPs, if not all, should be equipped to iden�fy ASD.  She is 
telling the community this is their job and encouraging diagnos�c involvement.  A more intensive 
workshop on February 22 as part of the PreConference Workshop of the Alabama Au�sm Conference is 
intended for healthcare providers.  This will be a three-hour workshop to get into specifics and “how” of 
iden�fying and diagnosing ASD in primary care.  Physicians and pediatricians are a ready workforce and 
can successfully reduce demands on waitlists for ASD diagnos�c clinics, while providing accurate 
diagnoses of ASD and allowing access to interven�on.  The group to stays abreast of other models of 
care being developed in other states, in addi�on to literature review.  These include EarliPointTM 
Evalua�on from Marcus Center, AI diagnoses, etc. are other models being used in other places.  
Iden�fying ASD is a big deal, but only part of the journey.  With increased diagnos�c access, the need for 
services will be impacted immensely.  The Diagnos�cs and Health subcommitee is working with the 
Birth – 5 group and pilot clinics at CRS.  The subcommitee is also focusing on insurance and con�nually 
surveilling and trying to understand what insurance barriers exist for access to care.  A strong focus on 
insurance required, for example for ABA therapy.  The classic funding mechanisms for diagnos�cs and 
services, public and private, do not meet needs – which leads the ques�on if funding should be 
rethought.  The next mee�ng will be in February and will be revisi�ng Standards of Prac�ce document 
that was created about 10 years ago.  It was intended for ASD specific clinics, and to make it in line with 
trends in diagnos�cs that apply to general prac�ce but also address growing models na�onally and in AL.  
The checklist being referred to is centered on the DSM5 Checklist for pediatricians.  The DSM5 criteria is 
a deficit-based model of understanding ASD.  It is what should be documented clearly to indicate 
commonality for ASD.  Though it is imperfect, is useful and can be done rela�vely quickly.  This checklist 
is used for targe�ng children for which the ASD diagnosis is readily apparent.  If ter�ary care centers 
received every child for evalua�on, then they cannot meet the massive need.  The subcommitee is 
discussing how to narrow the breadth of presen�ng features – to shorten “the line” to allow access for 
more complicated diagnoses is important to consider too.  Some people are showing up to mental health 
system and may have ASD but are never diagnosed.  Robert Caldwell has referenced au�sm lives in 
people, not in hospitals, etc.  These are the many reasons why there are special trainings for ASD.  There 
is s�ll a gap in understanding ASD in interven�on too.  Dr. Ryan men�oned how the basic understand of 
theory of mind and execu�ve func�oning can benefit therapy or counseling sessions.  It was also noted 
that need based services vs. diagnosis-based services should be considered. 

RAN Updates: 
Tammy Barkey, Family Navigator for the University of Alabama Regional Au�sm Network (RAN) 
presented updates for all sites:  

Region 1:  
• UAH RAN hired a Federal Work Study student for January through May 2024. 
• They served 36 families primarily for accessing evaluations.   
• Evaluation services for adults with Medicaid are unavailable in our region, so we are 

looking for options in Region 5. 
• UAH RAN served 12 people seeking technical assistance, including a group of city 

leaders in Huntsville who want to open a living community for adults with support 
needs. 



• Professionals training was given to 40 counselors and individuals in higher education. 
We also presented to a class of preservice teachers. 

• UAH RAN participated in several community public education events reaching over 300 
people and providing 39 resource books to families. 

• Health and Wellness Fair 
• Holiday Community Fair 
• Mental Health Fair at a local school 

• UAH and UA RAN presented collaboratively to the Part C Autism Mentors. 
 
Region 2:  

• The University of Alabama would like to welcome our new PI, Lea Yerby, and our new 
UA RAN Director, Cynthia Ellis, both who are here today. 

• UA RAN participated in Tuscaloosa Public Library’s Booktacular event which brought 
out more than 1500 people. 

• UA RAN presented to one of Dr. Yerby’s classes and gave a professional training to 30 
faculty, staff, and teaching instructors in UA’s College of Engineering. 

 
Region 3:  

• USARAN represented the Statewide RANs at the: 
o Alabama Early Intervention and Preschool Conference  
o Alabama Early Childhood Education Conference 

• USARAN also Participated in the following community events: 
o USA Jags Football Tailgate Event  
o Anti-Bullying Week at USA Strada Patient Center.  

• USARAN presented at the District 7 Early Intervention Council Meeting in Mobile about 
RANs as a resource to both Early Intervention providers and family members. 

Region 4:  
• 68 Direct Assistance 
• 65 Technical Assistance  
• Public Education, Professional Training and Outreach 
• October Events: Opelika National Night Out, Selma- Get fit Selma Event, Family 

Guidance Center autism training, Hispanic Women’s Health Event with AU Nursing, 
ALABA Conference in Birmingham, Alabama National Fair, APEC Open House, ACHR 
event, Special Needs Trunk and Treat in Smith Station, AURAN Zoom training on the why 
and when of counseling-with Spanish interpretation, Autauga County SPED STARS 
program in Prattville, Feria de la Salud Latina (St. Michaels church in Auburn) 

• November Events: Disability, Race, and Equity Zoom, CRS meeting Supported Decision 
Making, Esparanza House Round Table with AU Nursing, Vivian B. Adams School Holiday 
Bazaar in Ozark 

• December Events: CRS EI staff meeting in Montgomery, VCOM visit with Dr. Rodriguez 
and Dr. Watts, Faulkner University clinic in Montgomery visit and RAN presentation. 

Region 5: 



• The University of Alabama-Birmingham RAN continued to connect with their counties, 
including two of their most underserved regions, Randolph and Chilton. 
o 56 Direct Assistance Calls 
o 34 Technical Assistance 

• Primary Needs/Requests 
o adult diagnostic services,  
o adult social groups,  
o how to effectively communicate with school personnel,  
o transitions,  
o and behavior management.  

 
• UAB RAN reached over 1,000 individuals during: 

o parent education sessions,  
o professional conferences,  
o planning groups,  
o children's policy meetings,  
o health fairs,  
o and UAB campus events.  

• UAB RAN hosted 
o a public education workshop on sleep and autism 
o and a Lunch and Learn session regarding the journey of an autistic self-advocate.  

• UAB RAN is thrilled to welcome their new Director, Kristina Ford! 
 
The Regional Au�sm Network (RAN) has worked with Part C Au�sm Mentors.  There has been turnover 
with Amy Mitchell’s re�rement and the new staff that have been added around the state.  Beneficial 
rela�onships have been formed, for example the College of Engineering reached out to the UA RAN 
Director as they no�ced they had diagnosed and undiagnosed people.  The College wanted informa�on 
on how to recruit, teach, support, and help them get jobs.   

Funding and Finance:  
Alabama Behavior Analyst Licensing Board licensees and other informa�on can be found on their 
website.   

Dr. Grommet noted that in waiver’s posi�ve behavior support services, the highest reimbursement is for 
a BCBA.  Psychologists can provide the services instead of a BCBA if it is in their scope of prac�ce – but 
funding doesn’t match for that within waiver documenta�on.  Dr. Schwartz noted dispari�es between 
public and private insurance regarding the Healthcare Provider Diagnos�c Tool.  Medicaid accepts the 
tool, but private insurance requires other assessments for coverage to con�nue beyond 6 months.  
Criteria is different under each insurance.  It is important that a diagnosis also gives access to services. 
That is not always the case, so understanding the varia�ons in insurance requirements is important.  

Announcements and Member updates:  
The Alabama Au�sm Conference will be held in Tuscaloosa on February 23.  There will be a 
preconference workshop on February 22 to include Dr. Sarah Ryan’s “Adap�ng Evidence-Based 
Psychotherapy for Au�s�c Individuals” and Dr. Jus�n Schwartz’s “Empowering Au�sm Iden�fica�on and 
Diagnosis in Primary Care” presenta�ons.  

https://mh.alabama.gov/alabama-behavior-analyst-licensure-board/


Wendi Glass said that based on a conference held in Boston, AIDB is hoping to be a site for a partnership 
with a diagnos�c group and Gallaudet University.   Most of the assessments available are hard to 
differen�ate language depriva�on, visual impairment, or ASD.    

Dr. O’Kelley, the UCEDD Director and repor�ng on behalf of that program, noted that the UCEDD is co-
located with Civitan Sparks Dev Clinic and LEND.  The focus of those federal training programs is to 
par�cipate in community and increase training/care in communi�es.  The UCEDD is designated as a 
“Center for Excellence in Developmental Disabili�es”.  This center will highlight the work being done 
outside of the clinic.  A new website will be launched soon.  Dr. O’Kelley also noted that the Alabama 
Au�sm Conference and preconference workshops are developed with the goal of “building capacity” to 
grow leaders and reach a variety of disciplines.  This should help build capacity in the community too – 
especially for those already in prac�ce.  Preconference workshops inten�onally chosen for that.  Dr. 
Schwartz’s talk is for primary care (NPs, Peds, Prim care, nurses).  Please encourage physician contacts to 
atend.  Dr. Ryan’s CBT workshop will be there too.  It was “on the road” over the summer.  The workshop 
is in person and will involve engaging with speaker, not passive learning process.  The Au�sm Conference 
is hybrid – in person and online.  The UCEDD, where the UAB RAN is housed, also houses Partners in 
Policymaking Alabama (new cohort this week) and future home of AHEAD Project that Dr. Schwartz and 
DD Council are working on.  This project will focus on improving access for people with diagnoses across 
lifespan.  The Simpson Ramsey Neurodevelopment Symposium will be held April 25 (in person and free). 
Registra�on pending.  Two breakout sessions. 

Robert Caldwell will be speaking at conference in July and did a presenta�on for the RAN virtually for 
their Lunch and Learn. 

Tish MacInnis is the Strengthening Families and CDC Learn the Signs. Act Early. Ambassador.  She is 
available to share materials and has lots of resources, including a book series for 1-, 2-, and 3-year-olds.  
Mary Florian also came from Help Me Grow (HMG) and has lots of resources to share.  Ms. Florian is the 
Community Liaison with HMG.  She noted that HMG has assisted 148 families with solely ASD concerns, 
but doesn’t include mul�ple concerns, so number of callers impacted by ASD is actually much higher.  
HMG and RAN partnered to develop referrals and evalua�ons for callers.  Families can enroll online or 
call tollfree.  HMG performs the Ages and Stages up to 5.5 age.  If any concerns, they refer.  Families can 
be enrolled even if there are no concerns.  Ac�vity sheets are provided to help parents engage in age 
range.  Contact HMG at 833-939-0336 or online.  Family can be referred by anyone – just let family know 
they were referred.  There was a total of 375 outgoing referrals for ASD services. 

Dr. Laura McGuinn is a developmental behavioral pediatrician and introduced a new psychologist familiar 
to Birmingham and working to do diagnos�cs a few days a week.  She also noted a new geospa�al data 
center that can help iden�fy social determinants of health and measured by census tracts.  It should also 
help iden�fy service holes in the state. 

Dr. Schwartz noted the AAP – AL Commitee meets with Commissioner Boswell four �mes per year and 
that he represents the AAP-AL Chapter and the AIACC Diagnos�cs and Health subcommitee during 
those mee�ngs.  If anyone has needs they want him to take to that commitee, especially mental health 
needs, let Dr. Schwartz know. 

Beth Zaiontz with Triumph Services noted that a new housing development for those with IDD and 
Senior Adults (ages 55+) is coming to West Homewood in Bham. There will be 178 residen�al apartment 



units (single and double bedroom). Offices for mental and life health are planned, and Triumph will 
par�cipate.  Partners also include and general medical prac�ce provider office.  The goal is to empower 
and promote independence for residents.  The project was started by a developer in Birmingham - 
Triumph and others are working with them to ensure people have services they need.  Real estate 
developers being inten�onal in their work. 

Chenique Jeffress from Au�sm Support of Alabama noted that they are offering a virtual conference on 
February 1 – some parent scholarships s�ll available.  See website for more informa�on.  Walks will be 
held during month of April. 

 

Mo�on to Adjourn by Heather Jones and seconded by Elisabeth Newell. 

 

The mee�ng was adjourned at 12:00 p.m. 
Next mee�ng: Monday, April 29, 2024, at AIDT 
Recording Secretary:  Anna McConnell 
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