sazaeyc

2025 Annual Conference
Spark Joy, Spark Learning

November 14-15, 2025
Tucson, Arizona

We're excited to invite you to the 2025 SAZAEYC Annual Conference, Spark Joy, Spark
Learning, bringing together all stakeholders in the early childhood community for
connection, inspiration, and professional growth.

Spark of Joy Conference Kickoff - Friday, November 14
5:00 - 7:00 PM | Tucson Children's Museum
Start the weekend with joy! Join us for our special Spark of Joy Kickoff Event featuring:
- A dynamic speaker
- Exhibit space to explore
- Food, drinks, and networking
- Exclusive access to play and explore the Tucson Children's Museum — designed for educators
to rediscover their own spark of curiosity

*Tickets for this event are $25 and can be added to your conference registration.*

Annual Conference “Spark Joy, Spark Learning” - Saturday, November 15
7:30 AM - 3:25 PM | University of Arizona Student Union & College of Education
Get ready for a day packed with learning, inspiration, and connection:

- Inspiring Keynote Address
-Three Breakout Session Blocks
- Exhibit Hall with resources & connections
- Breakfast & Lunch provided
- 8 Hours of Professional Development
- Our famous Raffle — don't miss it!

This event welcomes all members of the early childhood community — educators,
administrators, advocates, and anyone passionate about young children.
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Registration

As mentioned, this year’s conference has expanded to two days with a
Conference Kickoff on Friday, November 14.

You'll have the option to register for:
- Friday only "Joy Kickoff 11/14"
- Saturday only "Joy Conference ..."
- Both Friday and Saturday, "Joy Conference + Kickoff..."

Registration & Pricing
Early Bird Registration | August 18 - September 26
*Students: $65
*SAZAEYC & NAEYC Members: $95
Non-Members: $145

Regular Registration | September 27 - November 1
*Students: $70
*SAZAEYC & NAEYC Members: $105
Non-Members: $150

The Kickoff Event is $25 and can be purchased with or without
conference registration.

*Please note that student and member prices require a Student ID or
NAEYC Membership number.
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Conference Schedule 11.15

Time Event Location
Registration, Breakfast, .
7:30-8:15 Exhibit Hall Open, UA Sé‘;ﬁf:;g”'o”
Raffle Open
8:15-8:30 Opening Remarks and UA Student Union
Performance Ballroom
8:30-9:35 Keynote with Nicole UA Student Union
Lance Ballroom
9:35-9:50 SAZAEYC Remarks and UA Student Union
Conference Info Ballroom
. . , College of
10:10-11:25 Session A Education/ILC
. . , College of
11:35-12:50 Session B Education/ILC
Lunch, Exhibit Hall UA Student Union
1:00-2:00 Open, Raffle Ballroom
. . : College of
2:10-3:25 Session C Education/ILC
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Meal Options 11.15

Breakfast
All American Buffet: Assorted Whole Fruit, Sliced Seasonal Fruit Platter (V,
VE, GF), Assorted Housemade Breakfast Pastries (V), Sweet Butter, Honey &
Preserves (V,GF), Fluffy Scrambled Eggs (V,GF), Apple Smoked Bacon (GF),
Breakfast Potatoes (V,VE,GF), French Toast with Butter and Maple Syrup (V)

Condiments: Ketchup, Salsa & Tabasco Sauce
Drinks: Coffee, Water, Tea

Lunch

1.Club Sandwich: Roasted Turkey, White Cheddar, Crispy Bacon, Avocado
Mayonnaise on a Multi-Grain Bread

2.German Connection: Black Forest Ham With Havarti, Grain Mustard on a
Pretzel Hoagie

3.Very Veggie (V): Marinated Vegetables, Portobello, Sweet Peppers,
Tomato, Shaved Fennel With Goat Cheese Spread on Focaccia Bread

4.Superfood Salad (V, VE, GF): Baby Kale, Red Onion, Cashews, Sunflower
Seeds, Edamame, Carrots, Blueberries, Tomatoes, Pomegranate
Vinaigrette

5.Southwest Steak Salad (GF): Southwest Fiber Blend, Pico de Gallo, Queso
Fresco, Red Onions, Carrots, Cilantro, Tomatillo Sauce

Sides: Potato Salad (V, VE, GF), Kettle Brand Potato Chips, Fruit Cup (V, VE,
GF), Brownie
Drink: Dasani Water 16.9 oz
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Session Descriptions

“Nothing Without Joy - Nada Sin Gozo” with Connie Espinoza
Often, we find ourselves going through daily routines on autopilot-
completing tasks for the sake of completing them. Children however, can
find joy in the simplest of everyday things. In this workshop we will talk
about how to find the joy in simple everyday routines and make our
interactions with children more impactful. This session is bilingual.

Al

A2

“The Sacred Role of Teacher” with Jessica Field

Teaching is a sacred practice. Come explore how a holistic approach to
self-care can sustain and inspire you in this work. This workshop is
interactive and reflective and will leave you with a renewed sense of
purpose and wellbeing.

A3

“The Power of Inquiry: Designing Preschool Research Projects”
with Katherine Ortega

Transform your classroom into a hub of discovery by leveraging children’s
innate curiosity through inquiry-based learning. This workshop will
demonstrate how to blend emergent curriculum with structured
investigation to create meaningful learning experiences for young children.
Leave with examples, tools, and strategies to implement inquiry-based
elements and even a SARSEF Fair project in your classroom.
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Session Descriptions

A4
“STEAM-based Activities for Young Ecologists” with
Nedre White

Discover empowering activities for young students to use their
STEAM skills to learn more about people’s relationship to the natural
environment. Raise environmental literacy while creating a 3-D model,
engaging in an interactive story, and collaborative to share resources.
Build skills in numeracy, literacy and scientific inquiry. Receive lesson
plans matched to state standards.

A5

“THE THREE R’s Regulate-Relate-Reason - Sparking Joy of
Learning” with Anna Loebe

In 2021, 250 preschoolers nationwide were suspended or expelled
each day - an expulsion rate three and a half times greater than that of
K-12 students. We have assumed that children are capable of doing
things that their brains and bodies simply can’t do yet. The
Neurosequential Model teaches the order of brain development, how

information flows into the brain, and the three R's for optimal learning:
REGULATE-RELATE-REASON.
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A6
“Ready, Set, Play! Using Structured Teaching and Play-Based

Approaches in ECSE Classrooms” with Lauren Bedsole &
Heather Hall

Discover how structure and play can work hand-in-hand to create
engaging, accessible, and joyful learning environments for young
children with disabilities. This session brings together the evidence-
based TEACCH Structured Teaching model and inclusive play-based
strategies to support diverse learners in ECSE settings.

Participants will explore how to design physically organized, visually
supported, and routine-based classroom environments that foster
independence, reduce anxiety, and promote meaningful engagement
through center-based play. Using real classroom examples and
practical tools, we will dive into how to scaffold and adapt play within
learning centers to align with IEP goals, nurture developmental
growth, and create opportunities for communication, problem-solving,
and connection. Whether you're new to TEACCH or looking to refresh
your play-based practices, you'll leave with actionable ideas for
transforming your classroom into a predictably joyful space where
structure sparks creativity and every child can play, learn, and thrive.
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A7
“Loose Parts for Soft Starts” with Jillian Powers and Jaime

Camero

Start the day with play! This interactive session will explore how
educators can use loose parts and soft starts to support regulation,
creativity, and connection in the classroom. Grounded in
developmental research and play-based pedagogy, this workshop will
introduce participants to the theory of loose parts and demonstrate
how integrating soft, choice-based morning routines can transform
classroom climate and reduce challenging behaviors to spark more joy
and curiosity in any classroom. Participants will engage in hands-on
experiences, experiment with open-ended materials, and reflect on
how to implement simple, sustainable routines that honor children's
natural curiosity. By the end of the session, each educator will leave
with a personalized soft start implementation plan and a fresh lens on
how the first few minutes of the school day can set the tone for
deeper engagement, equity, and joy.
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A8
“Play Matters: Keep it on the Schedule with The Beautiful

Stuff Project Treasure Boxes” with Marina Seevak

Infuse your classroom with joy, curiosity, and creativity. In this
workshop, we explore how Treasure Boxes from The Beautiful Stuff
Project can help teachers build open-ended, welcoming spaces for all
children. Learn how to introduce materials, ask meaningful questions,
and see the powerful learning that unfolds through play.

A9
“From Doodles to Discoveries: Integrating STEM and Arts in

Early Learning” with Maree Toscano & Noortje Nelissen
Unleash a swirl of science, splashes of paint, and a sprinkle of
imagination! In this hands-on session, you'll discover fun, age-
appropriate ways to blend STEM and the arts to spark curiosity,
creativity, and big ideas in little learners. Walk away with fresh ideas
to turn everyday moments into exciting STEAM adventures!
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A10
“Oral Storytelling: The Power of Connection” with

Carmen Catinella

What makes a story worth listening to? Many would could say the plot
or subject, but what about how it was presented? The facial
expressions, hand gestures, vocalization, the verbiage: all lend
themselves to creating a powerful and dramatic sense of connection.
When a storyteller and audience connect time seems to pause and
this can be a powerful tool for educators and their students. Come
discover how oral storytelling can transcend your group gatherings in a
fun and authentic way!

Al1l
“Early Childhood Business Solutions: How Business

Sustainability Brings Joy” with Nora Glick

Financial sustainability doesn’t have to be a burden—it can be your
program'’s greatest source of empowerment and joy. In this energizing
session, we'll show you how aligning your financial strategy with your
mission can lead to greater satisfaction, stronger outcomes, and long-
term success. Whether you're navigating tight budgets or planning for
growth, join us to explore practical tools and inspiring insights that will
help your program flourish—financially and emotionally. This session is
bilingual.




2025 SAZaeyC

Annual Conference

Session Descriptions

Bl
Cultural Joy: Supporting Bilingual Learners Through

Storytelling and Connection” with Surella Felix

Discover how storytelling, cultural identity, and bilingualism can spark
meaningful joy in young learners. In this session, Surella Felix shares
joyful, practical strategies for honoring bilingual children's home
languages and traditions through classroom routines, stories, and play.
You'll leave with a toolkit of joyful ideas to build stronger connections
with students and families through the power of culture and
connection. This session is bilingual.

B2
“Building Your Resilience: Preventing Teacher Burnout” with

Jenny Lichtsenn

Participants will be asked to examine their personal attitude and
stance toward their professional relationships with others. They will be
encouraged to examine alternatives to becoming burned out and
instead survive and thrive!
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B3
“Little Sprouts: Growing Minds and Gardens” with Lindsey

Kreider

Discover how even the tiniest gardens can inspire big learning! This
session explores how nature-based experiences promote physical
development, cognitive growth, emotional regulation, and early
literacy - all while fostering a lifelong love of the earth. Packed with
hands-on ideas, sensory-rich activities, and real-life gardening
inspiration, participants will leave ready to turn any space into a
thriving hub for curiosity, creativity, and connection. No green thumb
required!

B4
“The Joy of Discovery- Exploring Science Concepts and

Fostering Empathy Through Insects” with Melissa Mundt
Insects are all around us and provide an entry point for exploring early
science concepts and fostering connection and stewardship of the
natural world. But kids and caregivers alike can have strong feelings
about these tiny neighbors. Dig into this fascinating world to increase
your comfort and confidence in teaching about insects; learn activities
and resources to get started and support your students in developing
appreciation, empathy and love for the natural world.
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B5
“Tiny Moments, Big Impact: Finding Joy and Connection in

Daily Routines” with Courtney Tapia-Acosta

Discover how everyday routines like greetings, transitions, and
mealtimes can become powerful moments for building trust and
sparking joyful learning. This session will share mindful, practical ways
to turn small daily interactions into meaningful connections with
young children. Leave with simple, ready-to-use ideas to create a
more connected, mindful, and joyful classroom.

Bé6

“Arizona Division for Early Childhood, AZDEC: Empowering
Educators to Support Children with Special Needs “ with
Camille Lachar

This workshop will introduce participants to AZDEC, the subdivision
of the national professional organization DEC. Participants will learn
the ways in which AZDEC supports those working with young
children with special needs, ages birth through age eight, as well as
their families.
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B7
“Fostering Resilience and Building Stamina in the Whole Child
Through Long-Term Project-Based Play” with Sara Sutterfield

& Emilie Douglas

What would you do if we told you you could spend months on one
subject in a kindergarten classroom? Would you believe us? We will
demonstrate ways to foster a growth mindset, support resilience in
your classroom, and build stamina in your students through long-term
project-based play.

B8
“Follow the Play: Discover the Power of Schema” by Kyla

Maciosek

Why do kids line things up, dump stuff out, or spin like tiny tornadoes?
It's not random—it’s play schema! These behaviors are how children
make sense of their world. Often seen as disruptive, these patterns are
actually signs of deep learning. In this session, we'll uncover what
these actions mean, why they’re vital for development, and how to
work with them (not against them). You'll leave with practical tips for
recognizing and supporting schema in action—turning those "chaotic"
moments into opportunities for growth!
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B9
“Make a Joyful Sound: the Magic of Preschool Music” with

Jennifer Blagg

Music unlocks something magical in preschoolers, something more
than just fun! Engaging in music experiences with children is a
powerful way to nurture creativity, spark imagination, develop
essential early learning skills such as building language and number
recognition, and children learn to connect socially with others in
meaningful ways. In this session, I'll guide you through how to bring
the joy of music into your classroom. Whether you’re singing, moving,
or simply sharing a beat, you'll discover that you don’t need to be a
musician — just have a desire to play! Bring your inner child along and
let’s explore the wonder and magic of music together — where every
note is a step into discovery, and every song is a celebration of
growing young minds and joyful spirits!
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B10

“Once Upon A Time” with April Wirth

Grounded in early childhood education best practices, this session
highlights the essential connection between emergent writing and
fine-motor development in preschool and Pre-K learners. Encouraging
children to explore writing through drawing, scribbling, and making
letter-like formations helps to build upon emergent writing and
foundational literacy skills. Together, we will discover how integrating
fine-motor experiences such as cutting, lacing, tracing, and finger
plays strengthens the muscles necessary for writing readiness. Join us
as we share strategies that foster children's love for writing and help
to prepare young learners for joyful lifelong learning and literally
success.
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B11l
“First Steps: How to Advocate for an Improved Early

Childhood System” with Austin Bates & Matthew Vrvilo

In this interactive session, First Things First will discuss the impact of
early childhood public policies on educators and Arizona communities,
explore the power of advocacy, and share practical tips on how to use
your story and voice to influence change. Participants will learn how
to craft compelling narratives, develop value-based messages, and
engage confidently with elected officials to share their aspirations for
Arizona’s early childhood system. Come prepared to reflect on the
past, understand the present, and imagine new futures together.
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C1
“Reencuentro con Nuestra Pasion: Reavivando nuestra

chispa.” with Sonia Elizabeth Soto

En esta presentacion exploraremos el poder de reconectarnos con lo
gue nos inspira y nos mantiene firmes en nuestra vocacion como
educadores de la primera infancia. A través de reflexiones personales,
actividades de introspeccién y espacios de diadlogo, buscaremos
reavivar la chispa que nos llevo a elegir esta profesion tan significativa.
This session is bilingual.

C2
“CSPD: Recruitment and Retention in Early Childhood

Programs” with Camille Lachar

This session will highlight the new products created by the CSPD:
Recruitment and Retention Workgroup, which include a guide to
recruitment and retention, survey data from the workforce, and one-
page documents highlighting professions in early childhood education
and early childhood special education.
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C3
“Tessellate & Create: A STEMAZing Workshop for Early

Learners” with Amanda McPherson

This engaging, hands-on workshop invites children aged 3-5 to
explore tessellations through art, math, and engineering concepts. By
integrating storytelling, movement, and design, participants will
investigate how repeating shapes form patterns—sparking curiosity
and developing foundational STEAM skills.

C4
“Engaging Young Children in Activities about the Moon” with

Sanlyn Buxner & Larry Lebofsky

Join us for engaging and hands-on activities to support young children
engaging with the Moon, including finding shapes in the Moon, Moon
art, and making craters. We will discuss basic science concepts related
to activities and provide resources, including a book list and links to
songs and videos about the Moon. All presentations, activities, and
lists of materials will be shared.
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C5
“Brain Builders: How Trauma and Resilience Shape Brain

Development” with Lindsey Kreider

This session delves into the biological and environmental factors that
shape a child’s brain and long-term well-being. Participants will learn
about the role of genetics, generational trauma, birth order, and
prenatal care in brain development, as well as how Adverse Childhood
Experiences (ACEs) can influence health outcomes throughout life.
The workshop also highlights Positive Childhood Experiences (PCEs)
and protective factors that foster resilience and mitigate the effects of
trauma. A key component of this session is The Brain Architecture
Game, a hands-on activity that simulates how life experiences shape
brain development. Through this interactive exercise, participants will
reflect on the importance of early social supports, protective factors,
and community resources in building strong, resilient children. This
workshop is ideal for educators, childcare providers, social workers,
healthcare professionals, parents, and anyone interested in
understanding the science of childhood development and resilience.
Join us for a thought-provoking experience that will deepen your
understanding of how we can help children build stronger, healthier
futures.
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Cé

“Stepping out with Toddlers - What Are They Doing?” with
Diana Hill

This session will highlight toddlers, children 1-3 years old, who they
are, their unique characteristics, and what their play tells us about
their thinking. The specialized care that Teachers of toddlers give their
children will be in the spotlight.

C7
“The Joy List: 10 Play-Based Practices That Spark Wonder:

with Kyla Maciosek

This playful and story-rich session explores 10 powerful “joy sparks”
that create deep learning experiences in young children—many of
which are messy, risky, and rarely found in your average classroom
plan. From loose parts and schema play to outdoor puddle jumping
and saying “yes” more often, these moments invite wonder and brain
development. Participants will reflect on their own “joy sparks” and
leave reconnected to the practices that make teaching feel alive again.
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C9
“Kiddos Want To Move It! Enhancing Joy Through Movement

and Creativity” with Sherry Mulholland

This session will address two of the most fundamental ways in which
children experience joy: movement and creativity. Elements of
movement like time, space, and energy, the use of props, a diverse
playlist of world music, and kid-created choreography will be
explored. You will be invited to experience the movement and
creativity first-hand, so please wear comfortable clothes. Participants
are also welcome to observe if that is more comfortable for them.

C10
“My Story, Your Story, Our Story: The Impact of Storytelling

on ldentity, Empathy, and Community” with Caitlyn Wiley &

Alexandria Acuna (ASL)

Early Childhood Education is all about learning how to be human, and
storytelling is about as human as you can get. While storytelling is a
vital part of both hearing and Deaf communities, it can often be
limited to just literacy goals. Our session aims to explore storytelling's
role in early education in creating confident, empathic, and
community-oriented children. In a world facing crises in empathy,
anti-intellectualism, mental health, and low literacy rates, purposeful
and emphasized storytelling in early childhood may be part of the
solution. This session is bilingual.
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C11
“Enciende el Aprendizaje: Empoderamiento Financiero en

Educacion Temprana” with Liz Rabago

Cuando encendemos la confianza en nuestras finanzas, encendemos la
confianza en nuestra ensefnanza. El estrés financiero afecta la salud
mental, el rendimiento laboral y la sostenibilidad a largo plazo.
Exploraremos recursos accesibles y culturalmente relevantes,
especialmente para Proveedoras de habla hispana que trabajan desde
casa. This session is bilingual.




