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Concordia Early Childhood Conference
June 7-8, 2026
Theme: Unshakable!
"Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, let us be thankful, and so worship God acceptably with reverence and awe." Hebrews 12:28

Early-Bird Registration Costs – If registered before May 22nd:
Sunday-only Conference (includes Sunday Keynote Dinner): $49.00 (after May 22: $59)
Monday-only Conference (does not include lunch): $59.00 (after May 22: $69)
Full Conference (includes Sunday/Monday sessions; does not include lunch): $89.00 (after May 22: $104)
This year we are offering a Taco Bar Buffet Lunch option to be available for purchase (pre-registration and payment; cost is $18). Participants are welcome to bring their own lunch as well. Other lunch options are available throughout Seward.

Clock Hours:
Sunday-only participants will receive a certificate of attendance for 4 clock hours of professional development.
Monday-only participants will receive a certificate of attendance for 7 clock hours of professional development.
Full Conference participants (Sunday and Monday) will receive a certificate of attendance for 11 clock hours of professional development.




Featured Conference Speaker – Raelene Ostberg – Thriving Together
As a full-time Keynote Speaker, Expert Trainer, Technical Assistance Professional, and Curriculum Designer based out of Minnesota, Raelene has inspired thousands of early childhood educators each year and is on a mission to decrease stress, enhance joy, and fortify the success of early childhood professionals in their critical work shaping young minds. 
Raelene's educational approach is supported by early childhood studies and grounded in real-life strategies that show positive effects for educators, children, and families. Each powerful session is designed to meet educators where they’re at, often burned out, stressed out, and sometimes even ready to call it quits. Participants universally praise Raelene for her dynamic energy, infectious enthusiasm, and theatrical storytelling that vividly brings proven strategies to life.
Visit Raelene’s website: www.thriving-together.com
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Conference Schedule:
	Sunday, June 7
	
	

	Registration
	1:30 – 2:30 PM
	THOM Lobby

	Book Fair & Exhibitors Open
	1:30 – 5:00 PM
	THOM Classroom

	Session A
	2:30 – 3:30  PM
	Various Locations

	Session B
	3:45 – 4:45 PM
	Various Locations

	Socialization & Appetizers
	4:45 – 5:15 PM
	Janzow Campus Center

	Keynote Dinner Speaker
	5:15 – 7:00 PM
	Janzow Campus Center

	Optional Evening Socialization (on own)
	
	LaCocina Mexican Restaurant in downtown Seward

	
	
	

	Monday, June 8
	
	

	Registration Continues
	7:45 – 8:30 AM
	THOM Lobby

	Coffee & Pastries
	7:45 – 8:30 AM
	THOM Main Street

	Vendors, Exhibits, Book Fair
	7:45 – 3:45 PM
	THOM Main Street

	Welcome & Morning Keynote
	8:45 – 10:30 AM
	Janzow Campus Center

	Session C
	10:45 – 11:45 AM
	Various Locations

	Lunch
	Noon – 1:00 PM
	Janzow Campus Center

	Afternoon Keynote
	1:00 – 2:30 PM
	Janzow Campus Center

	Session D
	2:45 – 3:45 PM
	Various Locations


Sunday, June 7
Registration, Exhibits, and Book Fair (1:30 – 2:30 PM)
Book Fair is open until 5:00 PM.
Exhibitors to include: Lakeshore Learning, Lutheran Church Extension Fund, BraveBe, and The WildFlower Alchemy


Session A (2:30 – 3:30 PM)
A1 – Embedding the Faith in EC Classrooms: Rhythms and Opportunities for Young Learners 
Dr. Drew Gerdes, Director of Early Childhood Education - Concordia University, Seward, NE
Faith development is significant in the young years. Early childhood educators in faith-filled classrooms help children experience the awe and wonder of God’s love and forgiveness through Bible stories, songs, and meaningful interactions. What can educator do to weave faith throughout the day? What is necessary for strong faith development in the young years? Join us as we explore some “outside-the-box” thinking and ponder what you might be able to in your classroom.

A2 – Flexing Those Family Ministry Muscles
Dr. Kim Marxhausen, Honors Program Instructor – University of Nebraska, Lincoln, NE
Working with families has always been an essential aspect of early childhood ministry. Many teachers and administrators note that the current generation of parents presents new and perplexing challenges. This presentation will outline the characteristics and needs of current parents as well as employees of the same generation. Let’s get together and discuss how family ministry needs have evolved. When we understand the reason for the generational differences, we are halfway to meeting the challenge.

A3 – Trauma-Informed Care in Christian Early Childhood Education: Loving, Leading, and Reflecting Christ to Hurting Children.
Allie Heines, Early Childhood Educator, Messiah Lutheran, Lincoln, NE
This session will focus on what trauma is and how it affects young children.  We will work to recognize trauma behaviors in Christian classrooms and learn how to respond in ways that reflect Christ-centered compassion.  Participants will also brainstorm ways to apply practical faith-integrated strategies.



A4 – Let’s Explore: Musical Language and Musical Play
Cassie McMahan, Adjunct Instructor - Concordia, Seward, NE
In this session we will discover that musical language is acquired the same way as spoken language. In addition, we will explore the aspect of musical play and its importance in the music development of our children. Come to this session planning to sing, play, move and explore music in an engaging and interactive way.  

Session B (3:45 – 4:45 PM)
B1 – Promoting Family Literacy: Simple Strategies that Fit Real Family Life
Dr. Amy Stradtmann, Associate Professor of Education - Concordia University, Nebraska
Literacy doesn’t start in the classroom—it starts at home. In this session, we will discuss how everyday family routines, conversations, play, and storytelling support early literacy development. Participants will learn how to honor families’ strengths, remove common barriers, and communicate literacy practices in ways that feel doable and encouraging for all families.

B2 – Creativity and Flow: The State of Anti-Anxiety
Dr. Kim Marxhausen, Honors Program Instructor – University of Nebraska, Lincoln, NE
So many things in our world create anxiety. Anxiety must be regulated or it will impede learning. The creative state of flow, experienced in many different pursuits, is known as the anti-anxiety state. This session will describe flow and discuss many ways it can be nurtured and utilized in the early childhood classroom. Calm students working at their potential are the most efficient and happy learners!  

B3 – When TikTok Meets the Classroom: Supporting Young Learners in the Age of Social Media Parenting
Jessica Brashear, School Counselor – St. John Lutheran School, Seward, NE
In today’s world of TikTok and Instagram parenting trends, more young children are entering school struggling to accept limits, resist adult authority, and expect negotiation for everyday expectations.  While respectful, connected parenting has many strengths, social media–driven interpretations of “gentle parenting” often remove the firm boundaries children need to thrive in structured school environments. 
Join the conversation as we unpack how current parenting trends are impacting PK–3 classrooms and provide concrete, school-ready strategies for success. We can build classroom systems that strengthen emotional regulation, grow frustration tolerance, and reinforce adult authority with warmth and consistency. 

B4 – Let’s Explore: Musical Language and Musical Play
Cassie McMahan, Adjunct Instructor – Concordia University, Seward, NE
In this session we will discover that musical language is acquired the same way as spoken language. In addition, we will explore the aspect of musical play and its importance in the music development of our children. Come to this session planning to sing, play, move and explore music in an engaging and interactive way.  

Snacks, Social Time, and Fellowship (4:45 – 5:15 PM)
Cattle Conference Room - Janzow Student Center

Dinner and Keynote with Pastor Dustin Lappe - Messiah Lutheran Church & School, Lincoln, NE
(5:15 – 7:00 PM)
Dinner will be served at approximately 5:30 PM. Enjoy time socializing with friends and colleagues. The Keynote will begin at approximately 6:15 PM.
Unshakable!
Early childhood professionals are amazing, hard-working, unique, and busy! Each day is different; some are fun, and some are challenging. Join us as we focus on Jesus, our firm foundation, who helps us remain strong and unshakable in our work!

Optional Sunday Evening Event (on own)
If you are staying in town and would enjoy getting together with other conference participants for additional social time, feel free to head to La Cocina in downtown Seward. Several members of the Conference Planning Committee will also be present. 

Monday, June 8
Registration (7:45 – 8:30 AM)
Exhibits and Book Fair (Open until 4:00 PM)
Exhibitors to include: Lakeshore Learning, Lutheran Church Extension Fund, BraveBe, and The WildFlower Alchemy



Conference Welcome & Morning Keynote – Raelene Ostberg, Thriving Together (8:45 – 10:30 AM)
Finding Joy: Reduce Stress, Break Through Barriers, and Increase Your Joy Factor—Today!
Caring for and educating young children—or supporting the professionals who do—is deeply meaningful work. It is also intense emotional labor that can easily lead to stress, exhaustion, and burnout. When your work calls on your heart, mind, and patience every day, it can be difficult to leave it behind. In a profession built on caring for others, the most important person might just be overlooked – YOU. Nurturing yourself is not a luxury—it is essential. When educators restore their own energy and sense of purpose, they are better able to create the warm, joyful environments that young children need to thrive.
In this uplifting keynote, Raelene Ostberg—known as “That Joy Lady”—invites educators to pause, reflect, and reconnect with the joy that first brought them to this important work. Through engaging stories, humor, and practical insights, participants will explore simple yet powerful strategies to reduce stress, overcome everyday barriers, and bring more moments of joy into their professional and personal lives.
Participants will leave feeling refreshed, energized, and inspired—with practical tools they can begin using immediately. Join us to discover how small shifts in mindset and daily practice that will decrease stress, strengthen gratitude, and help you experience more of the genuine happiness you deserve. Come ready to recover (and discover) the joy in the vital work you do every day.

Session C (10:45 – 11:45 AM)
C1 – Embedding the Faith in EC Classrooms: Rhythms and Opportunities for Young Learners 
Dr. Drew Gerdes, Director of Early Childhood Education - Concordia University, Seward, NE
Faith development is significant in the young years. Early childhood educators in faith-filled classrooms help children experience the awe and wonder of God’s love and forgiveness through Bible stories, songs, and meaningful interactions. What can educator do to weave faith throughout the day? What is necessary for strong faith development in the young years? Join us as we explore some “outside-the-box” thinking and ponder what you might be able to in your classroom.

C2 – Encouraging Language Use and Understanding in the Classroom (Infants-PreK)
Beth Brady, M.A., CCC-SLP, Founder of Your Learning Corner – Lincoln, NE
This session will focus on strategies to encourage the speech and language skills of young children ages birth through 5 in the classroom setting. Teachers will learn how to raise communicative expectations in the classroom to encourage more effective listening and speaking. Additional topics will include: reading communicative intent with infants/toddlers, learning foundational skills that lead to first words, overcoming the tendency to anticipate/meet needs, speech and language milestones, and what to do when a teacher has concerns. Participants will also have the opportunity to ask questions about specific speech/language issues they have encountered in their classrooms.

C3 – Joy in the Chaos
Haley Jackson-Perez, National Early Childhood Consultant and Presenter – Omaha, NE
Teaching is as much about managing our own hearts as it is about managing a classroom. This interactive session helps teachers distinguish between "challenging behavior" and "developmentally appropriate exploration." Through hands-on activities, we will shift from a deficit-based mindset to a strength-based approach, explore why the process of learning matters more than the product, and build a toolkit for co-teacher support and daily joy.

C4 – Boundaries: Finding Personal and Professional Balance
Christy Prang, Director of Training & Community Engagement – BraveBe, Lincoln, NE
This interactive training course is designed to equip professionals with essential skills and knowledge to establish and maintain healthy boundaries and relationships. Through a combination of presentation, group discussions, case, studies, and experiential exercises, participants will learn how to recognize, communicate, and respect boundaries, as well as develop strategies to build and maintain positive, supportive relationships.

C5 – Turning Pages into Phenomena: Linking Literature to Science
Monica Macoubrie, Wildlife Education Specialist and Nebraska Project WILD State Coordinator – Nebraska Game and Parks Commission, Lincoln, NE
What happens when storytelling meets scientific curiosity? In this interactive session, we’ll dive into practical ways to connect children’s literature with science standards and nature-based learning. Attendees will leave with ready-to-use strategies for turning read-alouds into investigations, discussions, and discovery—helping students see that science isn’t separate from stories but woven right into them.

C6 – When TikTok Meets the Classroom: Supporting Young Learners in the Age of Social Media Parenting
Jessica Brashear, School Counselor – St. John Lutheran School, Seward, NE
In today’s world of TikTok and Instagram parenting trends, more young children are entering school struggling to accept limits, resist adult authority, and expect negotiation for everyday expectations.  While respectful, connected parenting has many strengths, social media–driven interpretations of “gentle parenting” often remove the firm boundaries children need to thrive in structured school environments. 
Join the conversation as we unpack how current parenting trends are impacting PK–3 classrooms and provide concrete, school-ready strategies for success. We can build classroom systems that strengthen emotional regulation, grow frustration tolerance, and reinforce adult authority with warmth and consistency. 

C7 – Creativity and Flow: The State of Anti-Anxiety
Dr. Kim Marxhausen, Honors Program Instructor – University of Nebraska, Lincoln, NE
So many things in our world create anxiety. Anxiety must be regulated or it will impede learning. The creative state of flow, experienced in many different pursuits, is known as the anti-anxiety state. This session will describe flow and discuss many ways it can be nurtured and utilized in the early childhood classroom. Calm students working at their potential are the most efficient and happy learners!  

Lunch (Noon – 1:00 PM)
If you have pre-purchased a Box Lunch, you can redeem your Lunch Ticket for a lunch in the back of Cattle Conference Room. You are welcome to eat in Cattle Conference Room, other areas of Janzow Campus Center, or at nearby outdoor picnic areas.
Other lunch options are available in Seward. Check with a member of the Planning Committee if you want to know of recommended options.

Afternoon Keynote – Raelene Ostberg, Thriving Together (1:00 – 2:30 PM)
Feisty, Lively, and Tenacious: Working with Difficult Temperament Traits to Help All Children Succeed!
Many behaviors that can be challenging for adults in group settings are linked to temperament—how a child is naturally wired to respond to the world. Some children are born extremely persistent, intense emotionally, slow-to-warm, highly sensitive, or constantly on the move. While these traits have benefits in the long run for the child, they can sometimes lead to power struggles, difficulty with transitions, loud protests, or behaviors that challenge even experienced educators.
In this dynamic keynote, participants will gain powerful insights into how temperament shapes children’s behavior and responses to everyday experiences. Discover the nine temperament traits and how a child’s natural style influences emotional reactions, adaptability, activity level, and interactions with others.
Learn how creating a positive “goodness of fit” between a child’s temperament and their environment can dramatically reduce stress and challenging behaviors. This inspiring keynote shares proven methods to decrease power struggles, reduce negative behaviors, and increase positive outcomes for children with strong or sensitive temperaments.
Through transformative insights, practical real-life strategies, and engaging storytelling, educators will gain simple yet powerful coaching and guidance techniques that help children develop self-regulation, cooperation, and the skills they need to thrive.
Filled with humor, relatable examples, and memorable stories from the field, this uplifting keynote will engage both the heart and the mind, leaving participants energized, encouraged, and ready to support even the most feisty, lively, and tenacious children in positive and successful ways.

Session D (2:45 – 3:45 PM)
D1 – What the Science of Reading Looks Like in Early Childhood Classrooms
Dr. Amy Stradtmann, Associate Professor of Education - Concordia University, Nebraska
This session connects the Science of Reading to developmentally appropriate practice for young children. Participants will explore how oral language, phonological awareness, vocabulary, and early comprehension develop through play, read-alouds, songs, routines, and intentional interactions that build a strong foundation for future reading.

D2 – Encouraging Language Use and Understanding in the Classroom (Infants-PreK)
Beth Brady, M.A., CCC-SLP, Founder of Your Learning Corner – Lincoln, NE
This session will focus on strategies to encourage the speech and language skills of young children ages birth through 5 in the classroom setting. Teachers will learn how to raise communicative expectations in the classroom to encourage more effective listening and speaking. Additional topics will include: reading communicative intent with infants/toddlers, learning foundational skills that lead to first words, overcoming the tendency to anticipate/meet needs, speech and language milestones, and what to do when a teacher has concerns. Participants will also have the opportunity to ask questions about specific speech/language issues they have encountered in their classrooms.

D3 – The Moving Mind
Haley Jackson-Perez, National Early Childhood Consultant and Presenter – Omaha, NE
This interactive workshop is designed to help early childhood educators reframe their understanding of high-energy behaviors in the classroom. Participants will explore the neurological link between movement and learning, learn to identify the subtle "cues for movement" children display, and gain a toolkit of concrete, low-prep strategies to integrate physical activity into their daily routines. By the end of this session, teachers will view movement as a proactive tool for classroom management rather than a reaction to "misbehavior." 

D4 – Relationships First: Trauma-Informed Care and Positive Childhood Experiences
Sarah Dankenbring, ACEs Capacity Building Specialist – Lincoln, NE
This training deepens participants’ understanding of trauma-informed practice by shifting perspectives to view behavior and development through a trauma-informed lens. Participants will explore how trauma impacts child development, learn strategies to foster emotionally safe and supportive relationships with children, and apply the CAPPD model to respond to dysregulation and challenging behaviors. 
The session also emphasizes building strong partnerships with families, supporting them through trauma, and identifying additional resources to strengthen and sustain a trauma-informed program.

D5 - Turning Pages into Phenomena: Linking Literature to Science
Monica Macoubrie, Wildlife Education Specialist and Nebraska Project WILD State Coordinator – Nebraska Game and Parks Commission, Lincoln, NE
What happens when storytelling meets scientific curiosity? In this interactive session, we’ll dive into practical ways to connect children’s literature with science standards and nature-based learning. Attendees will leave with ready-to-use strategies for turning read-alouds into investigations, discussions, and discovery—helping students see that science isn’t separate from stories but woven right into them.

D6 – Risky Play/Outside Play in Early Childhood: Understanding the benefits and importance of risky play in the early childhood setting
Allie Heines, Early Childhood Educator, Messiah Lutheran, Lincoln, NE
During this training, we will discuss what risky play is (and is not) in the early learning environment.  We will work together to recognize the developmental benefits of outdoor risky play.  We will differentiate between a hazard and a risk, and we will learn strategies to supervise without eliminating healthy risk.  Participants will work to develop a plan to incorporate more meaningful outdoor play.

D7 – The Hard Work of Play: Strengthening Communication and Play Skills For Learners with Autism in Early Childhood
Jen Quaranta, Southeast Region Coordinator, NE ASD Network, ESU6
This workshop provides educators and practitioners with evidence-based strategies to bridge the gap between core autism deficits and meaningful classroom engagement. Participants will learn how to empower students to build functional communication and how to intentionally teach social and cognitive skills. The session will highlight the use of visual play scripts, and methods for capturing natural motivation to turn everyday interactions into powerful learning opportunities. Attendees will leave with a toolkit of ways to support play and communication in the early childhood settings.

Wrap-Up
Thank you for attending the 2026 Concordia Early Childhood Conference. We hope that you enjoyed learning and networking with other professionals.
Please exchange your lanyard at the Registration Table for a Certificate of Participation.

Mark your calendar! Concordia Early Childhood Conference, June 6-7, 2027!


Thank you to our event sponsors!
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