
 
 

SPE Annual Conference 2026 
September 15-17 

Hilton Palacio del Rio, San Antonio, TX 
 
 

DRAFT AGENDA 
 

NC-SARA is pleased to facilitate and support the 2026 SPE Annual Conference. This year’s 
program, shaped by the collective expertise of regional education compact SARA staff and 
SARA State Portal Entities (SPEs), is designed to tackle the most pressing policy topics while 
fostering a high-energy environment for connection and collaboration. We are excited to have 
you join us for three days of learning and sharing insights as we navigate the evolving 
landscape of higher education together. We hope you take full advantage of every opportunity to 
engage with your peers, share best practices, and enjoy the community of colleagues that 
makes this event so impactful. 
 
We extend our deepest gratitude to all who contributed their time, expertise, and dedication to 
the planning and execution of this year’s conference. We especially want to thank the Southern 
Regional Education Board (SREB), our conference co-host, and the host state of Texas for their 
invaluable support. Lastly, we want to thank you for being a vital part of the SARA community. 
We look forward to a productive and inspiring conference together! 

 
All times listed in Central Time 
 
Tuesday, September 15 
 
3:00 pm – 7:00 pm​ Registration Table Open  
 
4:00 pm – 4:45 pm​ Pre-Conference Session 1: Tips & Tricks for Navigating the SARA 

Portal  
Presenter: Ray Audett,  Director, Information Technology & Salesforce 
Architectural Strategist, NC-SARA  

 
4:45 pm – 5:00 pm​ Break 
 
5:00 pm – 5:45 pm​ Pre-Conference Session 2: AI for SPE Productivity  
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Moderator: Sarah Levy, Senior Director, Policy & Regulatory Affairs, 
NC-SARA   
 
Presenters: 

●​ Ryan Arrington, Senior Compliance Counsel, Tennessee Higher 
Education Commission 

●​ Maggie Rivers, GA Associate Executive Director, GA SARA 
Coordinator, Georgia Nonpublic Postsecondary Education 
Commission  

 
6:00 pm - 8:00 pm ​ Opening dinner and networking event 
 
    
DAY ONE – September 16 
 
7:00 am​ Registration Table Open 
 
7:30 am​ Breakfast  
 
8:30 am ​ Welcome! 

▪​ Emilie Crawford, Director, Engagement & Services, NC-SARA  
▪​ Valerie Greenhill, President, Southern Regional Education Board (SREB)  
▪​ Cathie (Cam) Maeyaert, Director- Private Postsecondary Institutions, Texas 

Higher Education Coordinating Board  
              
8:50 am​ SARA State of the States: Peer Introductions and SPE Updates 

Facilitator: aQuena Williams, Post-Secondary Education Specialist, Delaware 
Department of Education  

 
9:30 am​ Federal Regulations Update 

Presenter: Aaron Lacey, Partner, Co-Chair, Higher Education Practice Group, 
Thompson Coburn, LLP  

 
10:30 am​ Federal Regulations and Impact on Institutions  

Presenter: Cheryl Dowd, Senior Director, State Authorization Network (SAN) & 
WCET Policy Innovations  
 

11:15 am​ Break  
 
11:30 am​ Regulatory Rundown Q&A with Aaron and Cheryl 

 
12:00 pm​ Awards Recognition & Celebration 

Presenters: Emilie Crawford, Director, Engagement & Services, NC-SARA & Elisa 
Jaden, Program Specialist, S-SARA Director, Southern Regional Education Board 
(SREB)  

 
12:30 pm​ Lunch & Networking 
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1:30 pm      ​ Negotiated Rulemaking and the Future of Accreditation 
Presenter: Heather Perfetti, President, MSCHE 

 
2:15 pm ​ Break 
 
2:30 pm ​ Policy Modification Process: A Look Ahead to SPE Implementation  

Moderator: Terrence Scarborough, Director of SARA North Carolina, North 
Carolina State Education Assistance Authority  

 
Presenters:​  

●​ Elisa Jaden, Program Specialist, S-SARA Director, Southern Regional 
Education Board (SREB)  

●​ Kate McCartan, Institutional Monitoring Specialist, Minnesota Office of 
Higher Education 

●​ Alex Nally, Deputy General Counsel, Massachusetts Department of Higher 
Education  

●​ Sean Seepersad, Division Director of Academic Affairs, Connecticut Office 
of Higher Education 

 
3:45 pm ​ Break  
 
4:00 pm​ NC-SARA Strategic Planning and Organizational Structure 

Marianne Boeke, President, NC-SARA & Rachel Christeson, Senior Director, 
Research & Planning, NC-SARA  

 
4:50 pm​ Reflections & Wrap Up 

Emilie Crawford, Director, Engagement & Services, NC-SARA  
 
5:00 pm​ Adjourn 

 
 

DAY TWO – September 17 
 
7:30 am​ Breakfast 
 
8:15 am      ​ Mindful Movement: Stretch & Breathe 

Facilitator: Shelley Plutto, Project Manager, W-SARA, Western Interstate 
Commission for Higher Education (WICHE) 

 
8:30 am​ Welcome & Overview of Day Two 
​ ​ Marianne Boeke, President, NC-SARA  

 
 

8:45 am​ SARA Institution Convenings: Highlights and Models 
Moderator: Jared Abdirkin, Senior Director, Institutional Engagement & Initiatives, 
NC-SARA  
 
Presenters:  
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●​ Emily Bjornberg, Senior Consultant, Connecticut Office of Higher Education  
●​ Heather DeLange, Director - Office of Private Postsecondary Education, 

Colorado Department of Higher Education  
●​ Yolanda (Diane) Mcree, Senior Licensing Program Coordinator, South 

Carolina Commission on Higher Education  
●​ Ron Leonard, Director of Special Initiatives, Alabama Commission on 

Higher Education 
●​ Sara Appel, Director of M-SARA, Midwestern Higher Education Compact 

(MHEC) 
 

10:00 am ​ Lightning Session: Potential Changes to SARA Data Reporting   
Presenter: Rachel Christeson, Senior Director, Research & Planning, NC-SARA  

 
10:30 am​ Break & Hotel Check-Out 
 
11:00 am ​ SARA State & Territory Grants: Showcasing Examples and Sharing 

Collaborative Strategies  
 
​ ​ Moderator: Emilie Crawford, Director, Engagement & Services, NC-SARA 

 
Presenters:  

●​ Claire Gunwall, Director of Academic Affairs & Workforce Innovation, North 
Dakota University System 

 
11:45 am​ Lunch 
 
12:30 pm   ​ Open Forum 

Moderator: Terina Caserto, Senior Analyst, Academic and Student Affairs, Nevada 
System of Higher Education  
Moderator: Kirsten Lamensdorf, Communications Coordinator, NC-SARA  

 
1:30 pm    ​ Wrap Up  

Emilie Crawford, Director, Engagement & Services, NC-SARA  
 

2:00 pm​ Adjourn  
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	11:45 am​Lunch 

