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Amy Hewitt, Ph.D., MSW | Social Work 

Director, Institute on Community Integration 

Director, Research & Training Center on Community Living 

Director, Minnesota LEND 

 

 

I have worked in the field of intellectual and developmental disabilities in various positions over 

the past 35 years to improve community inclusion and quality of life for children and adults 

with disabilities and their families. My career began as a Direct Support Professional and from 

there I worked as a diagnostic and evaluation coordinator determining eligibility for 

developmental disability services for children, youth, and adults. I was engaged in the 

deinstitutionalization movement opening some of the early groups homes in IN and then went 

on to become the national training director for a multi-state national provider. I am currently 

the is the Director of the University of Minnesota’s Institute on Community Integration (UCEDD 

+ LEND) and conduct research, evaluation, and demonstration projects about community 

services for children, youth, and adults with intellectual and developmental disabilities. I have 

authored numerous journal articles, curriculum, technical reports, including a book entitled, 

Staff Recruitment, Retention, and Training. I am a co-founder of the National Alliance for Direct 

Support Professionals and DirectCourse, a national training curriculum. I currently serve on the 

editorial board of Inclusion and am an associate editor of Intellectual and Developmental 

Disabilities both journals of the AAIDD. I am a Past President of the Association of University 

Centers on Disability (AUCD) and the American Association on Intellectual and Developmental 

Disabilities (AAIDD). My brother-in-law Nathan has lived with my family for 25 years and we 

serve as his legal guardians. I have two sons Amos (22) and Jack (16). 

 

What is one tip or piece of advice you wish someone had shared with 
you when you were earlier in your professional journey? 

 

“Embrace your competence and knowledge, you know more than you think you 

do and no one is an expert.” 
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Angélica Martínez Pérez, MPH | Disability 
Studies 

Visiting Research Specialist (Assistive Technology Unit), University of 

Illinois at Chicago 

Disability Studies Ph.D. Candidate, University of Illinois at Chicago 

 

I am a Ph.D. candidate in Disability Studies at the University of Illinois-Chicago. My research 

interest involves assistive technology (AT) outcomes and disseminating culturally linguistic AT 

information within Latino communities in the Chicagoland area to increase awareness. 

Unfortunately, academia lacks representative data involving Latinos. My goal is to decrease this 

gap by including this community in my research. By doing so, I will be able to influence policies 

specific to the needs of Latinos.  

 

What is one tip or piece of advice you wish someone had shared with 
you when you were earlier in your professional journey?  

 

“To not feel guilty about saying “no” and taking time for me. From research 

projects, full-time work, emails, conferences, publications, coursework, lectures, 

and so forth. At times, everything can get overwhelming. However, a wise 

mentor once told me that it’s ok and healthy to set boundaries. These boundaries 

are essential for self-care.” 
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Anne M. Tharpe, Ph.D. | Audiology 
Principal Investigator/ Director, Department of Hearing and Speech 

Sciences 

Associate Director, Vanderbilt Bill Wilkerson Center for Otolaryngology 

and Communication Sciences 

 

Dr. Tharpe has a 40-year history of doing research and/or working clinically as an audiologist 

with children who have hearing loss. The primary research emphasis in her laboratory has 

furthered our understanding of the developmental impact of hearing loss on young children. 

This work has been done by examining questions of behavioral indices of attention, 

communication, and academic outcomes. She has served as PI, co-PI, or co-investigator on 

numerous NIH, DOE, and MCHB research grants. Moreover, she has served as Project Director 

or PI of training grants continuously for over 25 years. She is currently the department chair of 

a large communication sciences and disorders program with oversight of 11 clinics and two 

preschool programs, acute care services, >20 basic science and translational research 

laboratories, and an educational program that confers four different degrees.  

 

What is one tip or piece of advice you wish someone had shared with 
you when you were earlier in your professional journey? 

 

“'We are all learners no matter where we are on our career path - never be afraid 

to ask for help.” 

 

  



 

Page | 6 
 

Brenda Liz (Bren) Muñoz, MS | Public Health 

Bilingual Community Services Specialist, Center for Leadership in Disability 

at GSU School of Public Health 

 

 

 

Brenda Liz (Bren) Muñoz is a State of Georgia Governor Appointed Council and Executive 

Committee Member with the Georgia Council on Developmental Disabilities (GCDD), as well as 

a former Diversity Fellow, and Family Fellow/Trainee with Georgia’s Leadership Education in 

Neurodevelopmental and Related Disabilities (GaLEND) with the Center for Leadership in 

Disability (CLD), the School of Public Health, at Georgia State University. At CLD, Bren co-leads 

with Dr. Emily Graybill the Latino Community of Practice: Supporting Families with Children and 

Youth with Disabilities, a diverse, multi-sector consortium of professionals, families, and allies in 

Georgia with three areas of focus: 1) professional capacity building and collective impact; 2) 

Latino parent education and leadership training, and; 3) formal and informal advocacy in public 

policy and systems of care. 
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Cecily L. Betz, Ph.D., RN, FAAN | Nursing 

Associate Professor of Clinical Pediatrics, USC Keck School of Medicine 

Department of Pediatrics 

Nursing and Research Director, USC University Center of Excellence in 

Developmental Disabilities 

 

My professional activities could be best described as multifaceted as I am a 

nursing/interdisciplinary educator, researcher, and advanced practice clinician. My area of 

specialty practice, research, and policymaking is health care transition for adolescents and 

emerging adults with special health care needs/IDD. I am involved with collaborative efforts 

pertaining to research, scholarship, and program development with nursing and 

interdisciplinary colleagues nationally and internationally pertaining to AEA with SHCN/IDD and 

HCT. Another relevant area of my professional background is I am the Editor-in-Chief of the 

Journal of Pediatric Nursing. Additionally, I recently led the effort to revise the American Nurses 

Association (ANA) Standards of Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities Nursing: Scope and 

Standards of Practice, Third Edition, which involved a workgroup of nurses across the country. 

 

What is one tip or piece of advice you wish someone had shared with 
you when you were earlier in your professional journey? 

 

“Find a mentor/mentors who can provide you with the wise counsel needed for 

professional development.” 
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Dina Johnson, MA | Education 

Training Co-Director and Dissemination Director, JFK Partners, University 

of Colorado Anschutz Medical Campus 

Connect with me on LinkedIn! 

 

 

Dina’s professional background is in Education and Human Development and Family Studies. 

She holds a master’s degree in eLearning Design and Implementation and a BS in Human 

Development and Family Studies. She enjoyed regular activities with adults with developmental 

disabilities from a young age and when the opportunity came to work with new professionals 

supporting people with disabilities, she knew it was where she wanted to be. She has worked 

with trainees/fellows in Colorado’s UCEDD/LEND Program for over 20 years in various 

capacities. In the beginning, it was behind the scenes organization of curricula and recruiting 

trainees, but today has evolved into serving as the training co-director and is co-instructor for 

the Leadership and Key Concepts in Neurodevelopmental Disabilities courses. She enjoys 

mentoring non-clinical trainees in developing their training plans and year-long scholarly 

projects. She has a special interest in Storytelling and provides a curriculum in the Leadership 

course to encourage trainees/fellows to use stories in their work. She values thinking about the 

big picture and works to connect trainees and faculty to opportunities with the community and 

others in the AUCD network and to consider the big picture in all that they do. Dina is proud to 

be a Governor-appointed member of the Colorado Developmental Disabilities Council as the 

UCEDD representative. She participates in the AUCD LEND People with Disabilities Workgroup 

to advance the Self-Advocacy discipline in LEND programs. She also leads the AUCD 

Communications Special Interest Group that brings UCEDD/LEND programs together to learn 

about communication and dissemination strategies and tools. 

 

What is one tip or piece of advice you wish someone had shared with 
you when you were earlier in your professional journey? 

 

“The pathway to doing the work your heart desires does not have to be a straight 

line; it can zig and zag and if you persevere, surround yourself with people who 

support your work, encourage you to take risks, and believe in you – you will find 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/dina-johnson-bb720170/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/dina-johnson-bb720170/


 

Page | 9 
 

the work that brings you joy. Also – become active in the AUCD network! The 

relationships I have made from being active in the AUCD Network are some of 

the most important relationships I have in my work. Being able to talk with 

others doing the same work and who can identify with the challenges, barriers 

and successes you are experiencing brings perspective and a community. 

Everyone needs a community to lean on and be inspired by. Attending the AUCD 

Conference is like going home and plugging into the positive energy of a family 

and then going back to our communities to move them forward toward a day 

when people with disabilities live, work and play among us just like anyone else.”  
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Graciela Sharif | Family 
Cultural Diversity Coordinator, UNMC LEND 

 

 

 

 

Diversity is at the core of everything Graciela does in both her personal and professional life. 

Born in Peru and introduced to Middle Eastern and Islamic culture through marriage, she has 

emanated a cultural competence to her work inspired by her son with Down Syndrome. She has 

dedicated her life to the advocacy, education, and empowerment of parents and professionals 

as they work to improve the educational and health care outcomes of individuals with 

developmental and related disabilities. She is passionate about inclusive, equitable, and 

culturally competent delivery of services to a diverse community. Graciela Sharif, B.A., is the 

Diversity Coordinator for the NE LEND Program. She is also the Outreach Coordinator for the NE 

Parent Training and Information for Families that have Children with Disabilities, and she is a 

consultant for Disability Rights Nebraska, which is the Protection and Advocacy organization in 

the State. 

 

What is one tip or piece of advice you wish someone had shared with 
you when you were earlier in your professional journey? 

 

“I grew up thinking that I should treat others the way I would like to be treated, 

and wish I had been taught to “Treat others as they want to be treated” because 

it emphasizes our differences as individuals and encourages us to learn about and 

from others rather than assuming we are all the same. This is a great way to 

create new networks, allies and find mentors in your life.” 
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Janice Enriquez, Ph.D. | Psychology 

Associate UCEDD Director, UC Davis MIND Institute 

LEND Director, UC Davis MIND Institute 

Cultural Diversity Training Director, UC Davis MIND Institute 

 

 

Janice Enriquez is a clinical child psychologist who provides clinical assessment and behavioral 

intervention for children with/at risk for neurodevelopmental disabilities. Her clinical specialties 

include the development and mental health of children, particularly those with complex 

medical conditions and trauma, parent-child relationships, and evidence-based assessments 

and interventions. She is committed to the diversity and clinical training efforts within the 

MIND and currently serves as the LEND Training Director, the MCHC RISE-UP Co-Director, and 

the UCEDD Associate Director of Community Engagement and Training. She is committed to 

serving all children and their families in an effort to achieve health equity and supports clinical 

training for the next generation of providers. 

 

What is one tip or piece of advice you wish someone had shared with 
you when you were earlier in your professional journey? 

 

“Follow your passion in life, be persistent yet open to your career trajectory 

changing along the way, continue to work hard and always be mindful and care 

for your relationships that help sustain your efforts.” 
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Jeiri Flores | Self-Advocacy 

Self-Advocacy Discipline Coordinator, Strong Center for Developmental 

Disabilities LEND 

Co-Chair, COLA 

Connect with me on LinkedIn, Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram! 

 

Jeiri (“Jaydee”) Flores is a strong, passionate Puerto Rican disability rights activist from 

Rochester, NY. She earned her Bachelor's Degree in the study of Sociology and African-

American Studies at SUNY Brockport in 2014. She is currently pursuing her Master’s Degree in 

the study of Human Development at the University of Rochester Warner School. As a disability 

advocate, Jeiri shares her unique perspective at various colleges and conferences where she 

introduces attendees to the struggles and invisibility people with disabilities face. She provides 

insight regarding inclusion, citizenship, disability intersectionality, and challenges that remain 

unaddressed by society. She hopes to influence young disabled people to fulfill their purpose 

and create a new narrative for what it means to be disabled. 

 

What is one tip or piece of advice you wish someone had shared with 
you when you were earlier in your professional journey? 

 

“My one piece of advice would be to be patient and not afraid to leap.” 

  

https://www.linkedin.com/in/jeiri-flores-b7bb3651/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/jeiri-flores-b7bb3651/
https://www.facebook.com/jeiriflores
https://twitter.com/jeiri_flores
https://twitter.com/jeiri_flores
https://www.instagram.com/dangerously_gifted/
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Kimberly Espinoza, DDS, MPH | Dentistry 
Director, DECOD Program 

Clinical Assistant Professor, Oral Medicine 

 

 

I am a special care dentistry educator. Special Care Dentistry is the field of dentistry that 

focuses on the care of patients with physical, medical, developmental or cognitive conditions 

which limit their ability to receive routine dental care. My main focus is on the care of adults 

with developmental disabilities who have unique access to dental care challenges. I work with a 

variety of learners, including students, residents and fellows to promote access to care for this 

population. This is an amazing field where providers gain professional fulfillment through 

service, relationship development, and creative problem solving.  

 

What is one tip or piece of advice you wish someone had shared with 
you when you were earlier in your professional journey? 

 

“I was blessed with fantastic mentorship in my early career and they gave me 

many wonderful pieces of advice, on patient care, on leadership in the field, on 

establishing as a new provider and as a new educator. So my best tip is learn 

from others who have been there and develop mentorship relationships 

whenever possible.”  
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Kruti Acharya, MD | Developmental and 
Behavioral Pediatrics 

Director, UIC LEND 

 

 

 

I am a Developmental Pediatrician and Internist and the Director of the Illinois LEND program. I 

split my time between teaching (LEND), clinic, and research. My clinical practice focuses on 

transition-aged youth with I/DD. My current research focuses on the role of childhood, family, 

and community adversity in the health disparities experienced by individuals with disabilities 

and strategies to mitigate these disparities. 

 

What is one tip or piece of advice you wish someone had shared with 
you when you were earlier in your professional journey? 

 

“Get involved in your professional organization. Many have committees that 

match your interests.” 
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Sandy Heimerl, PT, DPT, MS | Physical 
Therapy 

Director, UNM LEND 

 

 

 

I am the New Mexico LEND director and physical therapy faculty member.  My clinical work is 

with infants and young children where I participate in interdisciplinary diagnostic assessment 

for children birth to three years and I also participate in assessment and consultation for the 

UNM NICU follow-up clinic.  My advocacy is in the area of early identification and intervention 

for infants with or at risk for cerebral palsy where I work with an interprofessional and 

interagency network to change practice and service systems.  I have participated in research 

regarding motor skills in childhood autism. 

 

What is one tip or piece of advice you wish someone had shared with 
you when you were earlier in your professional journey? 

 

“Find group of folks who you do not necessarily work directly with who have 

common interests around a topic such as client/patient care, policy change, EBP. 

From this you may be able to establish a task force, journal club or other type of 

group with the intent to keep pushing for learning and systems change.” 
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Stephanie Meyer Hacker, MS, RDN, LDN, 
CNSC | Nutrition 

Metabolic Dietitian and Newborn Screening Program Manager, University 

of Miami Miller School of Medicine 

Connect with me on LinkedIn! 

 

I work as a metabolic dietitian, specializing in the care and management of patients such as 

inborn errors of metabolism at the University of Miami Miller School of Medicine.  I also serve 

in an administrative capacity in the management of the Genetics Newborn Screening program. I 

was introduced to my current position while working as a clinical dietitian at Holtz Children’s 

Hospital/Jackson Memorial Hospital. When I was in school I never imagined I would hold my 

current position. I only took a clinical position to financially support myself while I created a 

private wellness practice. Eight years later, I am very happy I chose the path I did (and never 

developed the wellness practice).   

 

What is one tip or piece of advice you wish someone had shared with 
you when you were earlier in your professional journey? 

 

“Be open to all opportunities and ask to learn about multiple aspects of your 

position, even beyond your discipline.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/stephaniebhacker/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/stephaniebhacker/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/stephaniebhacker/

