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Introduction 
 
The 33rd Annual New Mexico Children’s Law Institute (CLI) was held in-person from Wednesday, April 15th through 
Friday, April 17th, 2026, with virtual conference sessions Tuesday, April 14th, 2026, as well as virtually livestreamed 
keynote addresses. For over thirty years, the Children’s Law Institute has focused on new and emerging trends and best 
practices in ever-changing child welfare and juvenile justice environments. Through the CLI, the child welfare and 
juvenile justice communities have successfully advocated for blending systems and preserving connections. Together the 
CLI community has learned the importance of a trauma-informed approach, acquired skills for enhancing practice, and 
deepened its service to children and youth by focusing on empathy and compassion. 
 
This year’s conference included 62 workshops that were spread out over three in-person days and one virtual day. These 
workshops were selected by the conference planning committee with the goal of attendees getting information that will 
support the necessary growth, collaboration, and professional development for individuals who make up the child and 
family welfare and juvenile justice systems. The conference planning committee made the decision to hold the 
conference in-person while live streaming the keynote events and having virtual workshop presentations on Tuesday 
April 14th for attendees who could not attend in person. Overall attendees were satisfied with the access to the hybrid 
event and access to the information.   
 
Opening keynote speaker Dr. Monique Mitchell shared her expertise in grief and loss in youth with her opening session 
“Ambiguity, Loss, & Grief: Collaborating with Youth in Foster Care to Build Strong Foundations”. Dr. Mitchell highlighted 
youth experiences to discuss grief-informed best practices. Dr. Mitchell utilized her expertise in loss and grief in the child 
welfare system, coupled with the lived experience of youth in foster care to provide the audience with tools to support 
families across New Mexico and beyond.  
Closing keynote speaker Al Worley challenged the audience to balance safety and care, while also centering the voice of 
the youth they are working to help. In the keynote “The Time to Understand: Turning Uncertainty into Clarity Through 
Lived Experience”, Al shared their own lived experiences, and how courage can empower those seeking to change 
outcomes for youth. Al’s story focused on inspiring the audience to center the youth experience and voice to make 
positive changes in the child and family welfare and juvenile justice systems.  
 
The Children’s Law Institute is a multi-agency and organization collaboration, led by the Children’s Court Improvement 
Project of the NM Supreme Court. The annual conference was planned and coordinated by the New Mexico 
Administrative Office of the Courts, the Center of Innovation for Behavioral Health and Wellbeing at New Mexico State 
University and the UNM Institute of Public Law, Corinne Wolfe Center for Child and Family Justice. Major contributors to 
the planning process include the New Mexico Children, Youth, and Families Department’s Divisions of Juvenile Justice, 
Protective Services, and Behavioral Health; the Office of Family Representation and Advocacy, and representatives of 
the court including contract attorneys, Court Appointed Special Advocates (CASA), and State and Tribal Judges. Major 
financial sponsorship of the 2026 CLI was from the NM Supreme Court, Court Improvement Project, The Children’s 
Justice Act Advisory Group (CJAAG), and DulceSalado. For a complete list of financial sponsors for this year’s conference, 
see page 13. 
 

2026 Theme Description 
This year's theme: Building Strong Foundations: Promoting Competency & Collaboration reminds us that lasting progress 
begins with stability, shared knowledge, and trust. In times of change and growth, the strength of our systems depends 
on the integrity of their roots — the skills, relationships, and values that hold us together. By focusing on skill building, 
competency and collaboration, we commit to developing the essential tools and partnerships that allow us to support 
children, youth, and families with confidence and compassion. Through intentional connection and continuous learning, 
we strengthen the groundwork for a more resilient and unified future. 

The CLI is a statewide, multidisciplinary conference that brings over 1,000 various professionals together in a unique 
learning environment focused on improving the health, safety, and wellbeing of the children and families who are 
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involved in–or who are at risk of becoming involved in–state or tribal child welfare or juvenile justice systems in New 
Mexico. 

2026 Conference Attendance 
This year, 989 participants registered for the conference with 964 in attendance. There were 725 people who 
registered to attend the conference in person, 71 who registered as presenters, either online or in person, and 239 
who were registered virtually. The breakdown of people registering and attending, as well as those responding to 
the evaluation survey follows. 

2026 Registration 

Registration by category: 
Total Registered: 964    
 Registration Breakdown by Admission Item: 
Attorney: 69 

 
 

 

 

  
CYFD BHS Staff: 51   
CYFD CCA: 4   
CYFD JJS Staff: 64 

 

 

   
CYFD PS Staff: 114   
Professional: 363   
Volunteer/Foster Parents: 73    
Judge: 12   
OFRA Attorney: 53   
OFRA Practitioner: 15   
Youth: 22 

 

 

  
Exhibitor: 22   
Presenters: 71 
 
 

   

Registration by Position (self-report): 
Registrants were asked to select a category that best described their job role.  

Advocate- 5 
 

Attorney- 84 CASA (Staff & Volunteer)- 
53 

Case manager- 23 

Certified Peer Support 
Worker- 8 

COI Staff- 7 Consultant- 6 Contract attorney- 26 

Coordinator- 12 CYFD Administrator- 1 CYFD-Behavioral Health 
Services- 19 

CYFD-Juvenile Justice 
Staff/Juvenile Probation 
Officer- 36 

CYFD-Protective Services 
Staff- 70 

CYFD-PS Children’s Court 
Attorney- 7 

Director- 33 District Court Judge- 6 

Early Childhood Education 
and Care Department Staff- 
1 

Educator- 7 Executive Director- 7 Faculty- 8 

Family Peer Support Worker- 
5 

Foster Parent/Adoptive 
Parent- 3 

Hearing Officer- 3 Law Enforcement- 1 

Mediator- 11 Paralegal- 3 Parent/Family Member- 2 President- 1 
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Program Coordinator- 3 Program Manager- 35 Program Specialist- 6 Retired- 7 

School Social Worker- 5 Service Provider- 18 Social Worker- 41 State of NM Judge- 3 

Student- 17 Substitute Care Advisory 
Council (Staff and 
Volunteers)- 8 

Supervisor- 15 Technical Assistance- 2 

Therapist/Counselor/Social 
Worker- 31 

Tribal Court Judge- 2 Tribal Social Worker- 1 Tribal Worker- 1 

Wraparound Facilitator- 9 Youth- 2 Youth Support Services 
Lifeskills Coach- 3 

Other- 258 

CEO- 6 Certified Youth Peer 
Support Specialist- 1 

Program Specialist- 8  

 

 

Attendance breakdown by Conference Session 
The following is estimated attendance based on CLI staff headcount.  
 

 

Title 
 

Presenters 
Estimated 

Attendance 

Virtual Pre-Conference- April 14th, 2026 

Virtual Session One: 8:30 AM-10:00 AM  
Unseen but Impactful: Understanding Hidden Disabilities 
and Building Inclusive Systems Danielle Brzusek  49 

Breaking The Cycle: Addressing Battery against a 
Household Member Citations with NM Youth Pat Acosta, Jessica Insurriaga  105 

Virtual Session Two: 10:30 AM-12:00 PM 
Strengthening Stability for Minors Through Kinship 
Guardianship and Emancipation Julia Adams Valencia, Morgan Demic 92 

Alternatives to Shame for Youth Alena Schaim 66 

Virtual Session Three: 1:30 PM-3:00 PM  

Legal Update Cynthia Tessman, Susan Baker 63 
Fact or Myth: Dispelling Substance Use Myths in New 
Mexico Art Salazar 102 

Virtual Session Four: 3:30 PM- 5:00 PM  
The Impact of Cannabis Use on Brain Development and 
Psychosocial Functioning in Adolescents Leah Crabb, Cecilia Allan, Sara Millspaugh 93 

Staying Human in the Hard Work Quinn Donnay, Brooke Tafoya 44 

DAY ONE – April 15th 2026 
Legal Pre-Session: April 15th  
Paralyze Resistance through Persistence: Accessing 
Single Case Agreements  

Jesse Clifton with Disability Rights New Mexico, 
George Davis, MD, Therese E. Yanan, Attorney at 
Law  

118 

Opening General Session: April 15th 1:00 PM- 2:45 PM  
Opening Keynote: Ambiguity, Loss, & Grief: Collaborating 
with Youth in Foster Care to Build Strong Foundations 

Dr. Monique Mitchell   900+ 

Workshop Session One: April 15th 3:30 PM- 5:00 PM   
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The Indian Family Protection Act Best Practices – 
Collaboration Through Respect, Compassion and 
Humility (Panel) 

Cynthia Aragon, The Honorable John Romero, 
Dominic Lafayette, Donalyn Lorenzo, Jacqueline Yalch 115 

Bridging the Gap: Integrating Family Peer Support into 
Clinical Practice for Stronger Outcomes Chasity LeBlanc 54 
Youth Behavioral Health Reforms and Updates in New 
Mexico Brian Serna 80 
Building Strong Safety Plans: Practice, Partnership, and 
Professional Judgment in Child Welfare (Panel) Helen Bhasker, Camica Ramirez, Michael Munoz 73 
Building Capacity through MMIP Tribal Community 
Response Plans and an All My Relations Tribal Youth 
Council Strategy  

Aaron Payment, Royleen Ross 
15 

Second Chance for Both Ends of the Leash Payton Brianne, Jami Myles-Wells 
80 

Strengthening Families Through Collaboration: 
Expanding Functional Family Therapy Across New Mexico Thomas Sexton, Pierce Ferriegel 

45-52 
Resilience in Practice: Thriving in the Work We Are Called 
To 

Craig Pierce 
98 

Post Keynote Session Q&A: April 15th 5:30-6:00 PM   
Post Keynote: Ambiguity, Loss, & Grief: Collaborating 
with Youth in Foster Care to Build Strong Foundations 
Q&A 

Dr. Monique Mitchell   

12 
DAY TWO: April 16th 2026 

Workshop Session Two: April 16th 8:30 AM- 10:00 AM 
Beyond Compliance: Active Efforts, Stronger Teams, and 
Better Outcomes for Native American Families (Panel) 

Megan Gonzales, Isabel Guerrero, Lashaina Hoskie, 
Crescentia Tso 105 

Communication and Collaboration: A Case for Joint Initial 
and Ongoing Training between Agency Caseworkers and 
Counsel for the Child Welfare Agency  

Brooke Silverthorn, Heather Kestian 
46 

The Narcan Party - A Very Brief History of Drugs, The 
Drug War, Harm Reduction, New Mexico’s Harm 
Reduction Programming, Myths And The Truth About The 
Unregulated Illicit Drug Supply In 2025 

Phillip Fiuty 

137 
Strengthening Stability for Minors Through Kinship 
Guardianship and Emancipation Julia Adams Valencia, Morgan Demic 

45-50 

State of Mental Health in New Mexico (2026 Update)  Dylan Pell 
82 

Building Strong Foundations with Youth & Family Peer 
Support  Shelby McDaniel, Spence Spencer 

57 

Children's Court Mediation in New Mexico 
Josh Pando, Sandra Gallegos, Amy Delaney-
Hernandez, Eleanor Bravo, Teresa Burgin, Sherry 
Nelson Jan Culp, Jessica Chacon 35 

Brechas en la Atención para la Comunidad Bilingüe y 
Latina en Personas Neurodivergentes y sus Familias 
Gaps in Care for Nuerodivergent Individuals and their 
Families with the Bilingual and Latino Community 

Maria Fernanda Ferrer-Hernandez 

37 
Workshop Session Three: April 16th 10:30 AM- 12:00 PM 
Wrenches, Food, and Storytelling: Tools and Concepts to 
Understand Active Efforts (Panel) 

Martin Muñoz, Wyndsor Yazzie, Brenda Rygg, 
Virginia Tenorio 55 

The Deconstruction of Self: Impacts of Identity & 
Connection on Long-term Safety and Well-Being Veronica Krupnick 118 
Probable Cause and Beyond: Structure and Advocacy in 
Abuse and Neglect Custody Hearings Lindsey Fooks, Ladonna Giron, Kirsten Dick 135 
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Authentic Youth Engagement (youth panel) Lorilynn Violanta, Marissa Vigil 100 
Strengthening Legal Advocacy Through the Individualized 
Planning Process Cornelius Bird, Michael Fleischman, Sophy Shore 35 
The Importance of Collaboration and Partnerships in 
Supporting Multisystemic Therapy Success for Teens  

Chris Mason, Deidre Gordon, Antonio Maestas, Alvin 
Phan, Stacey Scanlon 55 

What makes High-Fidelity Wraparound Powerful: 
Harnessing Youth / Family Voice & Choice to build 
collaboration, accountability, and empowerment 

Caitlin Goodwin, Renee Reyes, Jessica Orozco 
36 

Language, Law, and Lived Experience: Bridging Systems 
to Support Child Victims through a Trauma-Informed 
Lens 

Kate Bunch, Alexis Smith 
78 

Workshop Session Four: April 16th 1:30 PM – 3:00 PM 
What is an Educational Decision Maker and Who Needs 
One (Panel) 

Veronica Montaño-Pilch, Jacsyn Brickhouse, Lisa 
Hamilton, Jody Myers, Dawn Walters 74 

Silent Witnesses: Meeting Children Where They Are — 
Building Competency, Collaboration, and Compassion in 
Responding to the Hidden Impacts of Intimate Partner 
Violence  

MaryEllen Garcia 

128 
It’s Not about You: Supporting Foster and Relative 
Caregivers Caring for Trauma Exposed Children Kristin Dean 50 
The Effects of Technology on Adolescent Development 
and Engagement in the Legal Process (Panel) 

Leah Crabb, Simone Viljoen, Alejandrina Garcia, 
Dayna Jones 130 

Nothing About Us Without Us: Co-Creating Authentic 
Support for LGBTQ+ Youth (youth panel) Shelby McDaniel, Denise Armenta 36 
Isms and Phobia Somi Monju, Grey Prechtel 30 
Creating Protective Communities for Youth Alena Schaim 41 
What's the Point? Finding Meaning in an Existential 
Horror Show  Sheila Ciminera 60 
Workshop Session Five: April 16th 3:30 PM – 5:00 PM 
Brain Development and Maturity among Adolescents 
Charged with Serious/Violent Crimes (Panel) 

Adebayo Ajibade, Jazmine Contreras, Julie Brovko, 
April Land 140 

Empowering Youth Through Peer Support and Social 
Learning Through Community Engagement in Juvenile 
Justice Reform 

Carol Montoya, Santino Carrillo, Miguel Terrazas 
45 

Who Walks Into The Room? - Discovering and Connecting 
With the Parts that Show Up Al Worley 92 
Literal Minds in a Legal World: Autism Spectrum Disorder 
(ASD) and Competency to Stand Trial Challenges (Panel) 

Elizabeth Bryant, Tiffany Otero, Kaisa Marshall, Pat 
Osbourn 35 

When the Waters Rose: Building Strong Foundations 
Through Crisis Collaboration Wendy Taylor, Sarah Pukansky 33 
Fact or Myth: Dispelling Substance Use Myths in New 
Mexico Art Salazar 20 
Infant Development Following Substance Exposure In 
Utero Jessie Maxwell, Monica Armas Aragon 59 
Genocide and the Road to ICWA Andy Hernández, Terrie Chavarria  38 
Alternatives to Shame for Youth  Alena Schaim 26 

DAY THREE: April 17th 2026 
Workshop Session Six: April 17th 8:30 AM – 10:00 AM 
Working together to coach, guide, and train frontline 
workers with IFPA Best Practices  Wyndsor Yazzie, Brenda Rygg, Virginia Tenorio 40 
State of Mental Health in New Mexico (2026 Update) Dylan Pell 50 
Staying Human in the Hard Work Quinn Donnay, Brooke Tafoya 140 
Breaking The Cycle: Addressing Battery against a 
Household Member Citations with NM Youth Pat Acosta, Jessica Insurriaga  106 
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Legal Update Cynthia Tessman, Deian McBryde (virtually) 67 
Healing Together in Community: Reducing Overdose Risk 
for Justice-Involved Neighbors  Liam Westgate, Donald Hume 10 
Utilizing File Review and Qualitative Inquiry to Develop 
Case Workers Kate Gibbons, Matthew Claps 15 
CYFD Infant Mental Health (IMH) Child-Parent 
Psychotherapy (CPP) program Ilse Amaya, Janelle Ortega 40-45 
Closing Session: April 17th 10:45 AM- 12:30 PM 
Closing Keynote: The Time to Understand: Turning 
Uncertainty into Clarity Through Lived Experience 

Al Worley, Speaker & Founder 900+ 

 

Overall Conference Evaluation Report 
All attendees of the 2026 Children’s Law Institute were sent an email with an overall online satisfaction 
survey on April 22, 2026. Of the 964 participants at the conference, 102 responded to the survey. 
Additionally we received 1,511 individual workshop evaluations. The responses about the general 
conference and overall feedback are summarized below. 

Overall Participant Satisfaction Survey Results 
Participants were asked to provide six ratings on four-point scale of the conference overall. 

We would like to begin by asking you to select the category of participant that best fits you. 
Please select from the following: 

 

Please check any Special Meetings you attended during CLI 

• Answered: 95  
• Skipped: 7 
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I learned new information that will inform my work with children, youth, and families. 
• Answered: 91 
• Skipped: 11 

 
 
I learned new skills or gained new ideas that I will immediately apply to my work. 

• Answered: 90 
• Skipped: 12 
 

 

I met new people, or reconnected with people, with whom I can work collaboratively in the 
future. 

• Answered: 91 
• Skipped: 11 
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The conference allowed me to connect with colleagues I don’t usually interact with. 

• Answered: 91 
• Skipped: 11 

 
Overall, the CLI met my expectations. 

• Answered: 91 
• Skipped: 11 

 

 
I would be interested in attending additional virtual trainings or conferences in the future were 
CLI to continue offering online opportunities. 

• Answered: 88 
• Skipped: 14 
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I found the digital conference interface (Attendee Hub) easy to navigate 
• Answered: 86 
• Skipped: 16 

 

 
 

 
Did you visit any of the conference exhibitor booths? 

• Answered: 91 
• Skipped: 11 

 

 
Did any exhibitor booths stick out to you as particularly relevant or useful? 

• Answered: 80 
• Skipped: 22 
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Overall Speaker Evaluation Report 
During the 2026 Children’s Law Institute, each workshop session had a survey linked where participants were 
able to complete specific feedback related to the sessions. 7,565 questions were answered across 61 session 
surveys. Most participants agreed for each session that the information presented was easy to follow, the 
presenter was an expert on the topic, and that the information was valuable. Each session had varying 
responses, but overall most sessions had the bulk of participants being satisfied or very satisfied with the 
content, materials and speaker.  Participants also had the opportunity to leave comments both for the 
speakers, and also for the conference planning committee. This information will be included in the decision 
making process when selecting presenters and workshop topics for the 2027 conference.  

Overall Conference Narrative Feedback Summary 
Overall Organization of the Event 

Overall, most respondents felt that the 2026 Children’s Law Institute had engaging workshops and helpful 
hotel and CLI staff/volunteers. Feedback included that participants enjoyed gathering in person, and 
“opportunities to meet and hear from professionals in person”. Participants noted that being able to select 
sessions in advance led to better spacing, and they were happy to have more crowd-controlled sessions. Both 
the opening and closing keynote sessions were given high ratings on individual session feedback. Participants 
also noted that the lack of construction near the hotel made parking and attending in-person much easier 
compared to other years.  

Speaker and Workshop Content 

Most of the survey respondents had positive feedback regarding the speakers, content, and materials for the 
individual workshop sessions at the 2026 Children’s Law Institute. Attendees liked that this year they were 
able to pre-register for sessions which allowed them to come into the conference with a clear plan of sessions 
they wanted to attend. Survey respondents also felt that speakers were knowledgeable about their area of 
expertise, and sessions provided helpful and relevant information. Overall, session feedback was mostly 
positive with some feedback for improvements for individual speakers, or notes about AV, content ideas, or 
room spacing suggestions. All individual session feedback was shared with speakers at the conclusion of the 
2026 conference.   

Technology 

Attendees overall felt either neutral or agreed with the ease of navigating of the Attendee Hub and Zoom 
apps. Feedback for improvement included problems accessing digital materials or having trouble navigating 
the Attendee Hub app to find session feedback. Some participants expressed that they had difficulties 
accessing virtual sessions on Tuesday. However, they did include that they were able to join the virtual help 
desk staffed by the Children’s Law Institute, and were able to join sessions after asking clarifying questions. 
Some participants did mention that their work phones did not allow them to download the app, so they felt 
they were missing out on information as they could not access it through the app. This year, the mitigation to 
that problem was to have them use the web browser version, which contains all the same information and 
does not require downloading an app. Most participants appreciated having the session feedback surveys, 
handouts, and up to date agendas all in one place. 

 
Common Topic Suggestions for Future Conferences 
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• Rights of parents/families  
• Sexual behaviors and safety with other children 
• Immigration protections in New Mexico for Clients as well as services to undocumented families 
• Gun violence and youth/with solutions on addressing this issue 
• Post-traumatic growth---for children, families, and our systems of care 
• Substance use/ CARA 
• What other states are improving & succeeding in child welfare and how can NM adopt it 
• Youth/Lived Experience 
• Teen court/family court 
• Self-care, burnout, relaxation tips  
• State agency's collaboration discussion and procedures, project management in everyone's daily life, 

technology galore - AI, Excel, state agency software systems, Role of Media 
 

2026 CLI Sponsors  
Zia Sponsor ($8,000) 

DulceSalado- Consultation and Therapeutic Services 

Turquoise Sponsor ($2,500.00): 

Presbyterian Turquoise Care 

Bloom Haven Behavioral Health 

Children’s Trust Fund 

Green Chile Sponsors ($1,500.00): 

Wayne Halfway House 

Pinon Sponsors ($1,000.00): 

Child Welfare Policy & Practice Group  

Insurriaga Law 

State Bar of New Mexico- Children’s Law Section  

Roadrunner Sponsors ($800.00): 

A New Hope Academy 

Yucca Sponsors ($650.00): 

Grand Canyon University 

Eastern New Mexico University School of Social Work 

Relay New Mexico  

Acadia Healthcare- Children’s Behavioral Solutions 
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Pegasus Legal Services for Children 

Families & Youth Innovations Plus  

Other Sponsor Support 

Center of Innovation for Behavioral Health and Wellbeing  

New Mexico Courts 

Corinne Wolfe Chilren’s Law Center  

Children, Youth & Families Department  
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