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Organized in 2007, (as The Arts in Special Education Consortium), Arts for All Abilities 
Consortium provides means by which professionals and key stakeholders involved in Arts 
education for students on the special education spectrum in New York can share perspectives, 
determine needs, develop ways to meet them, and deepen practice and understanding. Our 
purpose is to bring together constituencies and engage them in meaningful conversation and 
exploration in order to ascertain barriers to and opportunities for providing quality Arts education 
to special education students. 

www.ArtsSpecialEd.org 

The Steering Committee meets on a monthly basis, collaborates on events, makes decisions on 
focus, goals and mission, and carries out the necessary tasks to succeed in reaching our goals. 

Steering Committee 

Stephen Yaffe, Chair 
Emma Gluck 
Kyla McKoll 

Paula Heitman 
Elise May 

Rachel McCaulsky 
Maryann Polesinell 
Barbara Tremblay 

 

The Support Committee consists of individuals with a high interest in the goals of the 
Consortium, but without the time needed for participation on the Steering Committee.  Support 
Committee members may take on individual tasks as needed for specific functions of the 
Consortium. 

Support Committee 

Lisa Dennett 
Adam Goldberg 

Jordana Mendelson 
Erica Rooney 

 

Alexa Fairchild – Critical Friend 

If you are interested in joining the Steering or Support Committee please  
send an email to info@ArtsSpecialEd.org  
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We wish to extend our thanks and appreciation to the following 
organizations and individuals for their support and help 

 

Museum of Jewish Heritage 

New York City Department of Education, District 75, Citywide Special Education 

The Students of P721K 
(For printing and organizing the conference packet) 

 
Barbara Vaccaro 

Liz Edelstein 

Lindsay Tanner 

Kim Olsen 

Kinsey Keck 

Paula Heitman 

Jen DiBella 

Laura Bozzone  

Mark Corallo 

Stacey Minondo, PhD 

 

And a very special thanks to conference co-sponsors 

   

               
 

Arts for All Abilities Consortium is a sponsored project of Fractured Atlas, 
a non-profit arts service organization. 

 
 

 Those of you on  are encouraged to post about the conference using #artsped 
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Dialogue	from	Disorder 
	Co-Creating	a	Better	Future	

DAY AT A GLANCE 

8:30  Registration – Lobby, 1st floor 
 
9:00  Welcome/Overview – Events Hall, 2nd floor  
 
9:20  Morning Plenary – Events Hall, 2nd floor 

        Reimagining Mental Health: Creative Collaborations In Challenging Times 
 
11:35  Lunch – Events Hall, 2nd floor (11:35-12:20)  

 
12:30   Afternoon Sessions**  
(12:30-1:40) 

• Empowering "Fearle$$" Collaborations: Exploring the Hospital Schools and 
Hear Your Song Songwriting Partnership – Events Hall (2nd floor) 

• Healing Practices Through Dialogue: Moving Towards Collective Wellness & 
Equity in Arts Education – Classroom A/B (1st floor) 

• The Sensory Choreographer – Studio (2nd floor)  
• Rooted in Community: Sensory Gardening, A Model for Inclusive 

Partnerships – Classroom C/D (1st floor) 
** Please attend the sessions that you registered for. 

This will ensure adequate attendance and ample space. 
 
1:50  Afternoon Sessions** 
(1:50-3:00) 

• Empowering "Fearle$$" Collaborations: Exploring the Hospital Schools and 
Hear Your Song Songwriting Partnership – Events Hall (2nd floor) 

• Healing Practices Through Dialogue: Moving Towards Collective Wellness & 
Equity in Arts Education – Classroom A/B (1st floor) 

• The Sensory Choreographer – Studio (2nd floor)  
• Rooted in Community: Sensory Gardening, A Model for Inclusive 

Partnerships – Classroom C/D (1st floor) 
** Please attend the sessions that you registered for. 

This will ensure adequate attendance and ample space. 
 
3:15  Afternoon Plenary – Events Hall, 2nd floor 

       Taking Action 
 
 

PLEASE NOTE that photographs & video will be taken throughout this conference. Your likeness may be used for 
documentation purposes, reporting, appear on our website, or on the internet. Only presenters or panelists will be 
identified. No compensation will be received, given or expected by any party. If you have objections to having your 
photo/video taken, likeness recorded, etc, please make that known to the conference chair or a Steering Committee 
member. 
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Dialogue	from	Disorder 
	Co-Creating	a	Better	Future	

 

Morning Plenary  

9:20 am 

 
Reimagining Mental Health: 

Creative Collaborations In Challenging Times 
 

 
Mental health challenges are not new. However, the pandemic significantly deepened and broadened the 
crisis. Current political, social and funding uncertainties are further exacerbating it. 
  
In this evolving landscape institutions must move beyond traditional frameworks to adopt inclusive, 
strengths-based approaches that promote resilience and well-being. This is particularly important in Arts 
education provided students with disabilities (SWDs), as it leads to increased access and more intentional 
support. 
  
Positioned at the intersection of Arts education, disability advocacy, special education, community-based 
work, and non-traditional mental health approaches, we are uniquely equipped to design collaborations 
that foster meaningful experiences that support diverse learners and engage all stakeholders in 
transformative ways. 
  
This interactive plenary invites participants to creatively consider opportunities to collaborate within 
mental health practices and strategies to enhance Arts experiences for SWDs. A diverse panel – 
including creative arts therapists, social workers, counselors, and administrators – will share insights on 
how non-traditional practices can inform current strategies and grow non-traditional partnerships. 
  
Participants will engage in breakout discussions to share ideas and experiences in collaboration, identify 
challenges, and co-create actionable strategies. Whether you're an educator, administrator, Arts provider, 
or mental health provider, this session offers a space to explore meaningful collaboration and implement 
support systems that focus on student well-being. 
  
Join us to explore and challenge assumptions, share insights, and imagine new possibilities. 
 
 
Facilitator 
 
Susan Gonzalez is an experienced Program Director with a strong background in Education, Art 
Therapy, and Special Education. Since 2016, she has led programs at Fresh Youth Initiatives, Inc.,  



 

 5 

 
where she designs and implements Arts-based and social-emotional support programs for migrant high 
school students. She oversees staff, curriculum development, and program evaluation, ensuring 
alignment with educational and emotional needs. 
  
Susan began working with individuals with disabilities and families in 1993. As an Art Therapist 
and teaching artist, she has experience with physical, emotional, cognitive disabilities, autism, and 
developmental delays on a long-term and short-term basis. She has presented the topic of Art, 
Education, Creativity, Art Therapy and Child Development in a variety of conferences, on the radio and 
has responded to interviews for several publications nationally and abroad. 
  
Susan’s academic training is in Art, Psychology, Art Therapy, and Special Education. In addition, she 
augmented her US-based Art training with studies abroad at the University of Salamanca in Spain and 
the Lorenzo Di Medici Institute for Fine Arts in Florence, Italy.  Susan is an adjunct lecturer at 
Queensborough Community College. She is a former Consortium Steering Committee Member. 
 
 
Panelists 
 
Edwin Gonzalez-Ojeda (he, him, él) – BFA/Pratt Institute – recently completed his MSW (Silberman 
School of Social Work with concentration in Community Organizing, Clinical Practice, Gender and 
Sexuality). He interned at New York Lawyers for the Public Interest in the Disability Justice Department 
and at Hetrick Martin Institute where he currently works part time. 
  
As a Teaching Artist and Museum Educator, he has been employed at the Leslie Lohman Museum, 
Bronx Museum of the Arts, El Museo del Barrio.  
  
As an artist, Edwin uses reclamation by activating terms and imagery used to refer to LGBTQ people, 
toying with their meaning while employing the vernacular of craft and street art.  
  
Exhibitions – El Museo del Barrio, Longwood Arts Gallery, Bronx Arts Space, BAM, Manhattan Artists 
Alliance, Andrew Freedman Gallery, Bronx Museum of the Arts. 
 
 
Beatriz Oliva (she, ella), LMHC, draws from both personal and professional experience to transform 
mental health care in her community. Her clinical work centers survivors of interpersonal violence, 
institutional trauma, and systemic oppression, particularly within Latinx and BIPOC LGBTQIA populations. 
At Fresh Youth Initiatives (FYI), she provides trauma-informed counseling, crisis support, and family 
engagement, while integrating Arts and culture into healing practices. Oliva has expanded services 
across FYI sites, launched a clinical internship program, and implemented collaborative care models 
rooted in neuro-affirming, holistic approaches. Her work reflects the creation of healing-centered systems 
where marginalized communities can thrive. She holds a master’s in Mental Health Counseling and is 
pursuing a doctorate in Social Work.  
 
 
Barbara Tremblay – Barbara Tremblay is the Principal of P721K in District 75. She has worked in the 
New York City Public Schools for thirty-six years. She has held roles such as paraprofessional, teacher, 
District Administrator, Assistant Principal, and – for the past 13.5 years – Principal. She has been 
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awarded the Cahn Fellowship for 2022. P721K prioritizes the Arts, and Barbara believes that students 
should have access to quality Arts programming to foster their talents and strengths. The Arts play a vital 
role in the school's mission to enable young adults with developmental disabilities to live and work in the 
community by utilizing their capabilities. P721K is committed to creating a school culture where active 
participation and first-hand experiences are essential for students to achieve new levels of learning. 
Barbara is a member of the Consortium Steering Committee and serves as the organization’s OMI Cohort 
mentor. 
 

Afternoon Sessions 
12:30pm and 1:50pm 

 
 

 
Empowering "Fearle$$" Collaborations: 

Exploring the Hospital Schools and Hear Your Song Songwriting Partnership 
 

 
This session showcases the recently-launched collaboration between District 75's Hospital Schools 
program and Hear Your Song, a nonprofit empowering youth with serious illnesses and complex health 
needs through Songwriting. Session participants will learn about how Hospital Schools teachers and Hear 
Your Song leaders share expertise to co-design and co-facilitate ongoing individual and "youth-driven" 
Songwriting and Music production sessions for K-12 students living in hospitals and pediatric nursing 
homes. Join us to engage in a collaborative Songwriting session and to brainstorm how this model of 
student-centered partnership might inspire new forms of collaboration in your own settings.  
 
 
Lead Presenter  
 
Dan Rubins, Hear Your Song's Executive and Director and Co-Founder, is an educator, writer, and 
composer based in New York City. Dan believes in the power of kids’ voices and stories. He co-
founded Hear Your Song as a sophomore at Yale University, where he earned a BA in English and 
Education Studies. After receiving an MA in Shakespeare Studies from King’s College 
London/Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre and an MA in Elementary Inclusive Education from Teachers 
College, Columbia University, he went on to teach fourth and fifth grade in Manhattan and to design 
curriculum for the Metropolitan Opera’s Education Department. Dan also composes Musical 
Theater, Operas, and Choral Music and is a Theater journalist (Slant Magazine, Theatermania), 
hosting the podcast The Present Stage: Conversations with Theater Writers.  
 
 
Co-presenters 
 
Stephen Gurney is a dedicated Special Education teacher with over nine years of experience, serving 
students with complex care needs through NYC’s District 75 Hospital Schools Program. He provides 
highly individualized instruction for learners facing significant challenges in communication, learning, and 
daily living skills. Passionate about integrating creativity into education, Stephen partners with Hear Your 
Song to empower students with serious health challenges to create and share their own Music. By 
combining academic instruction with opportunities for creative self-expression, he fosters both personal  



 

 7 

 
empowerment and measurable academic growth. His approach centers on compassion, flexibility, and a 
deep belief in each student’s potential, ensuring learning is not only meaningful but also joyful and 
transformative. 
 
 
Diana Lawrence, Hear Your Song's Programs Manager, loves working across genres and 
disciplines to tell musical stories with folks of all ages. Her musical, Mill Girls, released a 2021 EP 
featuring Nikki Renée Daniels, Alysha Deslorieux and Val Vigoda. Her band, Diana & the Dishes, 
has shared the stage with artists such as Nellie McKay and Becca Stevens. Dedicated to amplifying 
underrepresented voices, Diana has worked with Broadway Advocacy Coalition and Storycatchers 
Theatre, a company that creates original Musical Theatre with incarcerated youth. Outside of Hear 
Your Song, Diana sings with the cross-genre vocal trio, Artemisia, plays keyboard for Grammy 
Award-winning children’s artist Tim Kubart, and has served as Rehearsal Pianist for the Suffs on 
Broadway and as the Associate Music Director for the Off-Broadway musical Islander. 
 
 
Nicole Rodriguez, Hear Your Song's Programs Coordinator, is a singer/songwriter and producer 
based in Brooklyn, New York. She has been writing songs for as long as she can remember and is 
passionate about sharing the magic of Songwriting with the children at Hear Your Song. She has 
been teaching Music and working with children for the past 10 years, as well as touring and writing 
songs for her own folk music project. She has a B.A. in Contemporary Music with a minor in 
Creative Writing from The New School and has performed on various stages from Luck Reunion on 
Willie Nelson’s Luck Ranch to Nelsonville Music Festival. She believes that Music is a powerful tool 
for self-expression, growth, and connection, and that every person has an artist inside, waiting to 
come out and shine!  
 
 
As a committed educator and school leader, Christine Calvi brings 19 years of experience in the New 
York City Public Schools, including 10 years as an Assistant Principal. Currently serving in the Hospital 
Schools Program (District 75), we support students with medical conditions and complex needs by 
ensuring access to high-quality, individualized instruction during hospitalization. With a deep belief in the 
power of the Arts to heal, connect, and empower, we champion creative, student-centered approaches 
that honor each individual learner. Our work focuses on fostering inclusive learning environments that 
integrate social-emotional learning, therapeutic supports, and collaboration with families and hospital 
staff. It is an honor to partner with Hear Your Song in amplifying the voices of those navigating medical 
journeys through the transformative power of Music and Storytelling. 
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Healing Practices Through Dialogue:  
Moving Towards Collective Wellness & Equity in Arts Education 

 
 
This workshop invites Arts educators, teaching artists, and administrators to move from reflection to 
embodied action, grounding wellness as a collective practice rather than an individual one. We’ll explore 
mindfulness, creative documentation (writing, exploring images as text), and embodied movement as 
tools for resilience, insight, and community restoration. Through structured dialogue, meditative practices 
(such as body scanning), and expressive prompts, participants will engage in restorative conversations, 
explore wellness strategies, and consider how these tools can support both themselves and their 
students. Participants will leave with a digital tool kit of resources to explore beyond the conference and 
incorporate into their own wellness practices and co-created practices with students.  
 
 
Presenters 
 
Barnabas Crosby is a Brooklyn-based educator, visual storyteller, and native of Cleveland. In 2015, he 
launched Baldwin + Friends, a reading and conversation platform developed in collaboration with the 
BKLYN Combine and Humanities NY. Trained as a playwright and dramaturg, he integrates Education, 
Art, and Media to help young people shape their individual and cultural narratives through photography 
and creative writing. 
 
In 2021, Barnabas was named Photo Urbanism Fellow at the Design Trust for Public Space, where his 
work was exhibited at the Nasdaq Building and the Grand Army Plaza Library in Brooklyn. In 2023, he 
curated the youth-led photography exhibition A New Place Like Home at the Museum of the City of New 
York and later created a photo series at Lehman College School of Education documenting the journeys 
of prospective teacher candidates. His work has appeared in Fortune, International Business Magazine, 
and CAMOC: Museums of Cities Review. 
 
Barnabas continues to teach photography at the Harlem School of the Arts and serves as a professor of 
childhood special education at Kingsborough Community College. 
 
 
As Director of Ailey Arts In Education & Community Programs, Dr. Rachel McCaulsky leads the 
expansion of AILEY’s educational initiatives across New York City and nationwide. With a strong 
background in both education and Dance, she is committed to fostering creative and inclusive learning 
environments. Prior to returning to AILEY, she served for eleven years in New York City Public Schools, 
including as Brooklyn South Borough Arts Director, supporting Arts programs across 127 schools. She 
also held roles as assistant principal and Arts coordinator in District 75 schools, leading curriculum 
development for diverse and multilingual learners. Her integrated arts units – blending Dance with 
literacy, science, and social studies—were featured in the NYC Department of Education’s Blueprint for 
Teaching and Learning in Dance. Her professional Dance career includes performing with Ailey II, 
Complexions Contemporary Ballet, Ballet Hispánico, Dallas Black Dance Theatre, Lula Washington 
Dance Theatre, Thomas/Ortiz Dance, and Dallas Theater Center’s The Wiz. She trained at Los Angeles 
County High School for the Arts and earned a BFA from the Ailey/Fordham Program, dual master’s 
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degrees in education and special education, a master’s in educational leadership, and a doctorate in 
educational leadership. She has served on the Consortium’s Steering Committee for the past five years.  
 
 
 

 
Rooted in Community:  

Sensory Gardening, A Model for Inclusive Partnerships 
 

 
This session explores how sensory gardening and Arts can support wellness, creativity, and inclusion 
for students with disabilities, and grow partnerships between families, schools and the 
community. Through collaborations, a community garden that doubles as a food pantry, and a local 
farmers market, we also introduce children and families to healthy foods, creative outlets, and food justice 
education. At the same time,  we advocate for immigration rights and disability equity. Learn practical 
tools, funding ideas, and strategies for replicating adaptive garden Arts programming in your own 
setting and forging School/Arts/Family/Community connections. 
 
 
Lead Presenters  
 
Gisselle Ramirez is the Co-Founder and Executive Director of Bronx Special Kids, a parent-led nonprofit 
creating inclusive, sensory-friendly programs for children with disabilities. A Bronx native and bilingual 
advocate, Gisselle is an experienced account executive with over a decade in business sales, 
technology, telecommunications, and business development. She serves as a council member for District 
75 Special Education in New York City, advocating for equitable access and inclusion for students with 
disabilities. Using her professional expertise, Gisselle secures funding and grant opportunities to expand 
community impact. As a parent of two autistic children, she combines lived experience with strategic 
leadership to design programs rooted in food justice, horticulture therapy, and entrepreneurship. She 
participates in this conference as Co-Founder of Bronx Special Kids, not as a District 75 council member. 
 
Franklin Espaillat is Co-Founder and Program Director of Bronx Special Kids, where he leads 
curriculum development and sensory-friendly gardening initiatives. With a background in business, 
quantitative modeling, and a Master’s Degree in Education, Franklin blends data-driven planning with 
hands-on teaching. A Teaching Fellow and experienced educator, he specializes in integrating STEM, 
environmental sustainability, and accessible design for neurodivergent learners. Franklin’s leadership 
ensures that programming meets NYS learning standards while fostering social-emotional growth and 
community connection. His work emphasizes the power of nature, adaptive tools, and bilingual supports 
to engage students of all abilities in joyful, inclusive learning experiences that nurture both skills and 
confidence. 
 
 
Co-presenters 
 
Milagros Rivera Negrón is a dedicated advocate with over 25 years of experience serving people with 
disabilities. She is the founder of Milagro Recreation Services and holds a certification in home 
rehabilitation. Born in Puerto Rico, Milagros has spent more than three decades championing the rights 
and opportunities of individuals with developmental disabilities and vision impairments. Her work bridges 
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direct service, community advocacy, and program development, creating pathways for inclusion and 
independence. Through her leadership, she has fostered spaces where people of all abilities are 
empowered to participate fully in community life. Milagros brings deep cultural competence, lived 
experience, and a lifelong passion for equity and accessibility to her role with Bronx Special Kids. 
 
 
Kim Laing-Reyes is a neighborhood parent of a neurodivergent young adult who has long sought safe, 
welcoming opportunities for meaningful peer socialization. Finding few options locally, she was inspired to 
help create a space where young people can connect, have fun, and feel valued. Passionate about the 
Arts, Kim played a key role in designing and facilitating Bronx Special Kids’ four-week Summer Art 
Program, fostering creativity and confidence among participants. Her lived experience as a parent and 
her commitment to community-building guide her work, ensuring that programs remain inclusive, culturally 
responsive, and rooted in genuine understanding of families’ needs. 
 
 
 

 
The Sensory Choreographer 

 
 
In today’s educational climate – shaped by post-Covid trauma, increased migration, and political tension – 
educators urgently need tools that support student regulation, inclusion, and joy. This session introduces 
the “Sensory Choreographer,” a framework for using choreography to engage the vestibular, 
proprioceptive, and interoceptive sensory systems. Participants will explore how movement can reduce 
stress, support classroom management, and nurture emotional wellness – especially for students with 
disabilities, multilingual learners, and those impacted by trauma. Through hands-on, collaborative 
stations, attendees will experience sensory-informed choreography and leave with adaptable strategies 
for integrating regulation, belonging, and creativity into their own educational practice, regardless of 
discipline. 
 
 
Presenter 
 
Christie Newman is a veteran Dance educator with over 17 years of experience teaching in public 
elementary schools across New York City. She has presented original curriculum and led Arts-integrated 
professional development at the school and district level. Christie is adjunct faculty at Rutgers University, 
certified in children’s yoga and is a trained executive functioning coach. Her work – bridging movement, 
sensory integration, and equity – is grounded in real-world classroom practice and a commitment to 
whole-child, inclusive learning.  
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Taking Action 
Afternoon Plenary 

 
3:15 PM 

 
Facilitators 
 
Emma Gluck is a passionate and dedicated Art teacher who believes in the transformative power of the 
Arts for all students. She knows that Art is a universal language that can truly impact the lives of our 
students, but only when stakeholders work together. With 8 years of Visual Art teaching experience in 
District 75, Emma has collaborated with a variety of programs that introduced students to cultural 
institutions, Visual Art, Theatre, and Music. In her spare time, Emma enjoys taking Dance classes, 
creating content for her YouTube channel, and practicing mindfulness through Artmaking. She is a 
Consortium Steering Committee member. 
 
 
Paula Heitman is Executive Director of Marquis Studios. She is responsible for advancing the mission of 
the organization while overseeing its administration, operations, financials, and strategic direction. Other 
key duties include implementing policies, fundraising, marketing, and outreach. She is a member of the 
Arts for All Abilities Consortium Steering Committee. 
 
 
Toby Williams (M.A. LCAT, MT-BC, AVPT) is the Director of the Music Therapy Program at The Brooklyn 
Conservatory of Music, reaching 2700 children, adults and seniors in their building in Park Slope and 
through 52 offsite partnerships.   At New York University, Toby teaches The Voice in Music Therapy and 
Introduction to Music Therapy.  Before completing an M.A in Music Therapy from NYU in 2004, Toby was 
a professional jazz vocalist and educator.  Toby’s clinical work in psychiatry, oncology, cardio-thoracic 
surgery and with autistic youth, informs the training, supervision, and ongoing professional development 
of 22 music therapists at BKCM.  A graduate of Dr. Diane Austin’s Vocal Psychotherapy training Toby 
maintains a small Vocal Psychotherapy private practice in Brooklyn, New York. 
 

Arts for All Abilities Consortium is an all-volunteer organization. For 19 years,  
17 conferences, a multitude of other professional development offerings, convenings, 

focus groups, Think Tanks, Mentoring and community collaborations – almost every one 
of them for free – we have never drawn a salary, choosing instead to offer what we can as 

a service to the field. 
 

If you've enjoyed this conference, if you find our work of value, if you'd like us to offer 
another conference, please make a tax deductible donation on our website – 

https://www.artsspecialed.org 
 

Thank you. 


