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KANSAS EARLY CHILDHOOD 
RECOMMENDATIONS PANEL 
Monthly Meeting Minutes 
Friday, January 16, 2026 

 

Visit the Children's Cabinet website for meeting materials and the YouTube recording. 

Members Present   
Cathy Gray, Butler Community College 
Brenda Bandy, First 1,000 Days 
Kansas/Kansas Breastfeeding Coalition 
Kim Kennedy, Kansas Department for 
Children and Families (DCF) 
Karen MacCrory, Mitchell County 
Partnership for Children 
Patty Peschel, KCCTO 
Bethany Samuel, Kansas Department for 
Children and Families 
Malissa Martin, SparkWheel, Inc. 
Tammie Benham, Southeast Kansas 
Library System 
Pshyra Bedell, USD 231 
Janelle Dean, Asbury Child Development 
Center 
Kelly Frantz-Langford, TARC 
Rebekah Meitler, USD 323/ Kansas State 
University 
Trina Morgan, Kansas Children's Service 
League 
Tabatha Rosproy, Kansas Parent 
Information Resource Center 
Lisa Schmidt, Women's Community Y of 
Leavenworth, Kansas 
Melissa Schoenberger, Chair, Kansas 
Children's Cabinet and Trust Fund 
April Shuman, Gigi’s Child Care Home 
Desiree Streight, Little Explorers 
Playschool and CCPC Secretary 
AbdulRasak Yahaya, Open Minds Child 
Development Center 

Talia Juiliano-Myers, Child Care Aware of 
Eastern KS 
Audrey Waid, Little Learners Childhood 
Connections 
Mandi Waugh, Child Start 
Sarah Behrens, University of Kansas 
Medical Center 
Jenny Smith, Kansas Parents as Teachers 
Larry Lewis, Growing Futures Early 
Education Center 
Natalie McClane, Kanas State Department 
of Education 
Rebecca Stewart, Supporting Care 
Providers of Kansas 
Christina Small, Salina Area United Way 
Natalie Sollo, KUSM-W 
Kami Cohorst, Child Care Aware of Kansas 
Amy Gottschamer, Googols of Learning 
Child Development Center 
Janine Foth, Cougar Cubs Daycare 
Laura Evins, USD 252 Southern Lyon 
County 
 
 
 
 
 

https://kschildrenscabinet.org/panel-meetings
https://www.youtube.com/@kansaschildrenscabinet/playlists
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Minutes 

Welcome 
Melissa Schoenberger, called the meeting to order with a quorum present, described 
processes for a remote meeting, and directed participants to the Kansas Children's Cabinet 
and Trust Fund website for meeting materials. 

January Meeting Agenda  
Tammie Benham moved to approve the agenda and Desiree Streight seconded, with a 
unanimous vote to approve the agenda as presented. 

December 19, 2025 Meeting Minutes 
Brenda Bandy moved to approve the December minutes, and Patty Peschel seconded, with 
a unanimous vote to approve the minutes as presented. 

Panel Introductions 
Melissa Schoenberger facilitated the transition into this section by providing an opportunity 
for panel members to introduce themselves. This portion of the meeting focused on panel 
introductions. Below is a snapshot list of the panels that were able to introduce themselves.   

 
• Brenda Bandy: Executive Director of the Kansas Breastfeeding Coalition, 

introduced herself and shared that the coalition serves as the state’s 
breastfeeding coalition. She explained that over 90 percent of Kansas families 
choose to breastfeed, making it an important consideration for those working 
with families. Since 2013, the coalition has supported early childhood 
professionals, particularly child care providers, by ensuring they are equipped 
and confident in supporting breastfeeding families and infants in their care. She 
shared that it is an honor to serve on the panel. 

• Megan Cook: Executive Director of the Kansas City, Kansas Public Schools Early 
Childhood Program, introduced herself and provided an overview of the program. 
She shared that the program serves approximately 1,500 early childhood 

https://kschildrenscabinet.org/panel-meetings/
https://kschildrenscabinet.org/panel-meetings/
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students, including those in Head Start, state prekindergarten, and through an 
ECBG grant. The program also provides early childhood special education 
services within a collaborative setting. 

• Janine Foth introduced herself as the Director of Cougar Cubs Daycare, a small 
center located in Centre USD 397. She shared that the program serves families 
throughout Marion County, including several small surrounding towns. 

For more information about each panel member, including their roles, purpose for 
participating, and other relevant details, please refer to the January’s Early Childhood 
Recommendation Panel time stamps 10:22-14:46. 
 

Kansans' Open Forum - Written and Verbal Comments 
Kansans are encouraged to submit comments through the Kansans’ Open Forum Comment 
Form by 5:00pm the day preceding each meeting to share written comments or to sign up 
to share verbal comments with the Panel during this portion of the meeting. No comments 
submitted. 

Kansas In The News 
Melissa Schoenberger provided an update on current happenings in Kansas during a 
segment called Kansas in the News. The update highlighted efforts to monitor and elevate 
Kansas-related news through a variety of local sources, including social media, radio, and 
community-based outlets.  
 
During this segment: We highlighted the 2025 Annual Report from the Kansas Children’s 
Cabinet and Trust Fund. Executive Director Melissa Rooker’s remarks emphasized pride in 
past accomplishments and the opportunity to further strengthen Kansas’ early childhood 
ecosystem to ensure every child thrives. 
 

 
• Key data from the report were shared, particularly related to the Dolly Parton 

Imagination Library. Currently, more than 77,000 Kansas children from birth to age 

https://www.youtube.com/live/Pnf-ovCo8q0?si=0lKX0W-TeI-RaBx1&t=622
https://www.youtube.com/live/Pnf-ovCo8q0?si=0lKX0W-TeI-RaBx1&t=622
https://app.smartsheet.com/b/form/74893effb64a4c1da18a65138b837000
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five are enrolled. Between July 2024 and June 2025, over 900,000 books were 
distributed, and 21,000 children were newly enrolled during that fiscal year. 
Participants in the Imagination Library demonstrated significantly greater progress 
on key early literacy measures compared to nonparticipants. 

• The report was noted as an important resource, especially in upcoming discussions 
about kindergarten readiness and the search for a new education commissioner. 
Members were encouraged to review the full report for additional insights on state 
investments and progress in early childhood initiatives. 

 
For more information about the highlight on what’s happening in Kansas and other relevant 
details, please refer to the January’s Early Childhood Recommendation Panel time stamps 
16:00-19:80. 

Commissioner of Education Search 
Melissa Schoenberger opened the session by highlighting that this would be a two-way 
conversation and encouraged panel members to send questions in advance to actively 
participate in the process of selecting the next Kansas Commissioner of Education. She 
then turned the discussion over to Natalie McClane from the Kansas State Department of 
Education, who introduced Frank Henderson of HYA Associates.  

• Natalie noted that Dr. Randy Watson, the current Commissioner, had announced his 
retirement after ten years of service. She explained that the Kansas State Board of 
Education, with support from HYA, was gathering stakeholder input including from 
the early childhood recommendations panel to inform the search for a new 
commissioner. Below are the questions presented to the panel and discussed as a 
group. 

 
• Frank Henderson expressed his appreciation for the panel's work and emphasized 

the importance of early childhood education in Kansas. He outlined the process for 
gathering input through focus groups, noting that the information would be compiled 
into a Leadership Profile Report. This report would help candidates understand the 
state’s priorities, challenges, strengths, and desired qualifications for the next 

https://www.youtube.com/live/Pnf-ovCo8q0?si=B4Pw8ZCu-0WOIP7s&t=960
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commissioner. It would also assist the board in recruiting and transitioning the 
selected candidate. 

 
• Panel members highlighted strengths of the Kansas Department of Education, 

including its collaborative approach across early childhood systems, trust in field 
expertise, support for both rural and urban communities, forward-thinking 
leadership, common benchmarks across the state, career pathways for students, 
and strong internal and external partnerships.  

o Challenges identified included leadership transitions, federal funding 
limitations, workforce retention and recruitment, parent engagement, 
increasing child care integration in schools, literacy priorities, and ensuring 
equitable opportunities across all regions. 

o Regarding priorities, participants emphasized kindergarten readiness, family 
engagement, workforce development, literacy, and supporting high-quality 
early childhood programs. Panelists suggested professional qualifications for 
the new commissioner should include an educator’s heart, approachability, 
humility, bold thinking, visibility in communities, valuing diversity, fostering 
partnerships, and engaging students.  

o Advocates also highlighted the importance of supporting libraries and 
ensuring parent voices are heard. Panel members were encouraged to submit 
potential candidate recommendations via email. The session concluded with 
gratitude for the panel’s input and recognition of the ongoing work being done 
to support children in Kansas. 

 
For further insights regarding this discussion, please refer to the January’s Early Childhood 
Recommendation Panel time stamps 20:21-57:18.  
 

Kindergarten Readiness Toolkit 
This discussion, led by Kimberly Kennedy, Natalie McClane, and Heather Schrotberger, 
highlighted strategies to support children and families transitioning into kindergarten. 
 
Highlights of Discussion: 

• Collaborative efforts began in 2019 with a statewide virtual kindergarten readiness 
summit in 2020, involving Head Start, early care programs, public schools, and 
community partners. Fifteen community teams developed transition plans to help 
children sustain gains from early childhood programs and adjust smoothly to 
school. 

• Research shows that children benefit from meaningful, ongoing transition 
activities, with the greatest impact for those from low- and middle-income 
families. Effective transitions reduce stress, promote family engagement, support 
dual language learners and children with special needs, and encourage community-
driven planning. 

https://www.youtube.com/live/Pnf-ovCo8q0?si=HWAYpZro0gsMALB5&t=1252
https://www.youtube.com/live/Pnf-ovCo8q0?si=HWAYpZro0gsMALB5&t=1252
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• Kansas provides tools to support these efforts, including the Kindergarten 
Transitions Toolkit and a Padlet resource board maintained by the Kansas Head 
Start Association. These resources include planning templates, milestone 
examples, book lists, and professional development materials. Communities are 
encouraged to contribute to and use these resources to strengthen local transition 
practices. 

• Tools like the Ages & Stages Questionnaires (ASQ) help assess developmental 
readiness and support planning. By leveraging partnerships and resources, 
communities can help children enter kindergarten confident, prepared, and ready 
to succeed. 

 
To hear this entire presentation please refer to the January’s Early Childhood 
Recommendation Panel time stamps 57:29-1:37:38.  

Governance Summit Preparation 
Melissa Schoenberger shared an update regarding the upcoming Governance Summit, 
which is scheduled for next month.  
 

 
• The Governance Summit will be held on February 20. Members were encouraged to 

attend and mark their calendars. The summit will focus on the state’s early childhood 
governance structure and the panel’s role within it, including how the panel can 
better support and collaborate with other groups in the system. 

• Discussed the importance of cross-sector collaboration and reducing silos across 
the early childhood ecosystem. Examples were shared, including partnerships with 
Infant Toddler Services to support staff and prevent burnout, as well as alignment 
efforts between Links to Quality and core competencies to streamline quality 
improvement work for providers. 

• The panel was asked to consider its long-term impact and identify a “headline” 
describing where they envision the panel’s work in 10 years. To prepare for the 

https://www.youtube.com/live/Pnf-ovCo8q0?si=rg59tW_ylP5DjEvA&t=3449
https://www.youtube.com/live/Pnf-ovCo8q0?si=rg59tW_ylP5DjEvA&t=3449
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summit, a time-limited task force will be formed to draft responses to guiding 
questions and develop a proposed headline and presentation slide. Volunteers were 
requested to participate, with plans to share recommendations with the full panel 
for feedback and approval. 

o Volunteers: Patty Peschel, Kim Kennedy, Amy Gottschamer and Tammie 
Benjamin 

Work Group Summary & Reports 
Melissa Schoenberger introduced updates from each work group. Melissa had the chance 
to review recent workgroup notes and thanked members for continuing to document 
progress. A reminder was shared that the panel currently have four workgroups: 
Ecosystem, Family-Friendly Workplaces, Targeted Journey, and Mental Health Supports.  

 
• Ecosystem Workgroup: The group is seeking a new co-chair to support Abdul, as 

Christy Smith is now serving as Acting Director of the Office of Early Childhood and 
has additional responsibilities during her confirmation process. The group continues 
to prioritize ideas, including ASQ, tax credits, and monitoring dashboards. 

• Family-Friendly Workplaces 
Workgroup: The group is 
working to refine and finalize 
its direction. The Chair will join 
the group for additional 
support. 

• Targeted Journey 
Workgroup: Heather Campbell 
from KSDE will join as a guest 
speaker. The group is 
developing a flyer and plans to 
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seek panel input on its materials. 
• Mental Health Supports Workgroup: The group continues to narrow its focus while 

being mindful of existing initiatives to avoid duplication and ensure effective use of 
time and resources. 
 

Please refer to the January’s Early Childhood Recommendation Panel time stamps 1:50:55-
1:55:31 to hear more about what was discussed. 
 

System Updates  
Melissa Schoenberger and Meghan Kluth shared several exciting updates, upcoming events, 
and inspiring highlights from across the Kansas early childhood ecosystem. Members were 
encouraged to be aware of upcoming statewide events.  
 

• The KAIMH Conference, titled Resilience: Building Children’s Capacity to Bend Without 
Breaking, will be held April 23–24 in Wichita. Registration is open. 

• The Innovation Center in Hays is launching a pilot project to recruit 15 new home-
based child care providers in Northwest Kansas. The initiative will include 
mentorship support during the critical first year. An informational webinar will be 
held January 29. Participation is limited to providers in designated counties. 

 
Kansas Head Start Association Update: Heather Schroberger shared highlights from the 
winter state meeting. The Kansas Head Start Association supports 25 federally funded 
grantees. In the most recent federal fiscal year, Head Start programs in Kansas were 
funded to serve approximately 6,200 children ages birth to five across 78 counties and 
employ more than 2,500 early childhood professionals statewide. 

• An update was provided on federal funding, with flat funding anticipated for the 
third consecutive year. 

•  Programs are also monitoring potential changes to federal performance standards 
and workforce impacts at the federal level. The Association’s annual report will be 
posted on its website. 

 
Preschool Development Grant Updates: Megan Kluth shared updates on the Preschool 
Development Grant, currently in year two. A Rural Family Experiences Gap Analysis report 
has been finalized and will be shared, with a summary version available. A new gap analysis 
focused on early childhood mental health is underway.  

• An overview of Child Care Zones was also shared, including a map and summary of 
strategies being implemented across participating counties. Communities are 
encouraged to engage with local partners. 

• Additionally, a resource guide for employers is being developed in partnership with 
Child Start to help businesses understand options for supporting child care in their 
communities. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/live/Pnf-ovCo8q0?si=jn8sQammn8q1DZLg&t=6654
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Early Childhood Mental Health Efforts: Momentum continues around early childhood 
mental health initiatives. A Community of Practice for behavioral health center staff will 
launch in February to strengthen understanding of early childhood development and 
improve cross-sector collaboration. 

• Efforts are also underway to expand professional-facing mental health content on 
the All In for Kansas Kids website, while family-facing resources will be directed to 
Help Me Grow Kansas. Members were encouraged to share relevant resources to 
support this work. 

Please refer to the January’s Early Childhood Recommendation Panel time stamps 1:55:31-
2:09:32 to hear more about what was discussed. 

Strategic Plan Monitoring Dashboard – Launch!  
Sarah Gardner with Center for Public Partnerships and Research announced that the Early 
Childhood Strategic Plan Dashboard is now live.  

• The dashboard is designed to provide shared measurement and track progress 
toward the goals outlined in the state’s strategic plan, ensuring it remains a dynamic 
and actionable tool. 

• The dashboard will be updated quarterly. Updates will be communicated through the 
All In for Kansas Kids newsletter and monthly webinar. Members are encouraged to 
provide feedback, submit data, and suggest additional content to reflect the full 
scope of system impact. 

• The dashboard can be accessed through the All In for Kansas Kids website under the 
“About” section by selecting “Strategic Plan” and then “Dashboard.” Sarah offered to 
provide individual demonstrations or additional information upon request. 

 
Please refer to the January’s Early Childhood Recommendation Panel time stamps 2:09:35-
2:13:39 to hear more about what was discussed. 
 
Bright Spots: 
Melissa concluded the meeting by sharing several heartwarming stories and highlights that 
celebrate the great work happening across the state. Below is a visual presentation 
showcasing various bright spots from across the Kansas region, with accompanying notes 
that provide context and illustrate how these efforts align with broader early childhood 
initiatives. 
 

• CAPE’s first anniversary was on January 13th. Which is a major milestone for Kansas 
early childhood workforce development. In its first year, CAPE has registered nearly 
14,000 professionals and offered 662 courses with 486 sessions. The CAPE team, 
under the leadership of Haley Henik and overseen by CASSO, continues to onboard 
trainers, manage training processes, and support workforce development. 

• Patty noted internal celebrations planned for the CAPE team and recognized the 
collaborative efforts that made this achievement possible.  

https://www.youtube.com/live/Pnf-ovCo8q0?si=o2lB4DHZ20sgXHUf&t=6931
https://www.youtube.com/live/Pnf-ovCo8q0?si=4ru3tfTkuWoWR7q1&t=7775
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• Abdul shared appreciation for CAPE’s seamless technology, accessibility for 
professional development, and its role in elevating the status of early childhood 
educators.  

• CAPE’s accomplishments are also recognized on the Early Childhood Dashboard as a 
key highlight. 

 
 
If you would like to hear about this month’s bright spots that were highlighted please check 
out January's Early Childhood Recommendations Panel timestamp: 2:13:44-2:19:02. 
 
Upcoming Meetings: (all via Zoom) 

• Children’s Cabinet and Trust Fund meeting – Friday, February 3, 9:00 a.m. – 12:00 
p.m. 

• Early Childhood Governance Summit – Friday, February 20th  16, 9:00 a.m. -11:30 a.m. 
 

Adjournment 
Meeting was adjourned at 11:21 a.m 

https://www.youtube.com/live/Pnf-ovCo8q0?si=CTDuTgnXSbyNl4HI&t=8024
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