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KANSAS EARLY CHILDHOOD 
RECOMMENDATIONS PANEL 
Monthly Meeting Minutes 
Friday, October 17, 2025 

 

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

Members Present   
Holly Frye, Kansas Department for Health 
and Environment (KDHE) 
Amy Gottschamer, Googols of Learning 
Child Development Center 
Cathy Gray, Butler Community College 
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. 
Marites Altuna, Kansas State School for 
the Blind 
Tammie Benham, Southeast Kansas 
Library System 
David Brock, McPherson USD 418 
Pshyra Bedell, USD 231 
Janelle Dean, Asbury Child Development 
Center 
Laura Evins, USD 252 Southern Lyon 
County 
Kelly Frantz-Langford, TARC 
Natalie McClane, Kanas State 
Department of Education 
Rebekah Meitler, USD 323/ Kansas State 
University 
Trina Morgan, Kansas Children's Service 
League 
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 
Natalie Sollo, KUSM-W 
Rebecca Stewart, Supporting Care 
Providers of Kansas 
Desiree Streight, Little Explorers 
Playschool and CCPC Secretary 
AbdulRasak Yahaya, Open Minds Child 
Development Center 
Christi Smith, Child Care Aware of Kansas  
Nichelle Adams, Kansas Department for 
Children and Families 
Sara Bloom, Kansas Department of 
Commerce 
Heather Faulkner, Reno County Child 
Care Task Force 
Talia Juiliano-Myers, Child Care Aware of 
Eastern KS 
Cheisa Myles, Blessed Assurance Daycare 
Christina Small, Salina Area United Way 
Jenny Smith, Kansas Parents as 
Teachers 
Audrey Waid, Little Learners Childhood 
Connections 
 
 
 
 
 
 

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. 

October Meeting Agenda  
Rebekah Meitler moved to approve the agenda and Trina Morgan seconded, with a 
unanimous vote to approve the agenda as presented. 

September 19, 2025 Meeting Minutes 
Natalie McClane moved to approve the September minutes, and Janelle Dean seconded, 
with a unanimous vote to approve the minutes as presented.  

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 introduced a new segment called A Segment of Kansas in the News. 
She explained that news can take many forms and shared that she recently met with 
Amanda Peterson from the Kansas Department of Education, who mentioned the Insight 
Podcast led by Commissioner Watson. The September episode, Raising Readers, inspired 
Melissa to listen closely and share it with the group.  

https://kschildrenscabinet.org/panel-meetings/
https://kschildrenscabinet.org/panel-meetings/
https://app.smartsheet.com/b/form/74893effb64a4c1da18a65138b837000
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The podcast focused on early literacy and the science of reading. Commissioner Watson 
and his guests discussed how oral language development begins at birth and forms the 
foundation for later reading and writing skills. They emphasized the importance of everyday 
conversations between adults and children and how these interactions help build 
vocabulary and communication skills. 
 
The discussion also covered how modern life has limited these opportunities. Families are 
busier, spend less time at the dinner table, and often rely on screens for entertainment and 
education. While shows like Sesame Street can be helpful, they are one-sided and lack real 
interaction. The speakers encouraged parents to talk with children during car rides or 
errands and to be intentional about having meaningful conversations, even in small 
moments. 

• Commissioner Watson highlighted the positive impact of family-friendly workplace 
policies that allow parents to bring infants to work. He said this not only benefits 
families but also supports early language development as children are surrounded by 
adult interaction throughout the day. 

• After listening to the clip, Melissa invited feedback. Desiree Streight noted that early 
childhood educators can model and share communication strategies with families, 
though many parents now shop online, missing chances for conversation. Amy 
added that teachers should reflect on how often they give directions versus having 
genuine talks with children, and she encouraged more intentional conversation 
during mealtimes. 

• Tammie Benham from the Southeast Kansas Library System praised the connection 
to Dolly Parton’s Imagination Library, explaining that books are tools that only work 
when adults know how to use them interactively. She suggested that all 
professionals working with young children adopt similar strategies to strengthen 
language development statewide. 

• Cathy Gray from Butler Community College shared how she teaches future educators 
to ask open-ended questions. During COVID-19, she involved parents by having them 
record short videos asking their children daily questions, which helped engage 
families and support oral language growth. 

• Marites Altuna discussed literacy for visually impaired children, emphasizing that it 
must be multisensory—built through touch, sound, and movement as well as 
language. She reminded the group to include children with disabilities in literacy 
initiatives. 

• Trina Morgan from the Kansas Children’s Service League shared that her 
organization has a similar policy allowing parents to bring babies to work. She said it 
benefits the babies and staff alike, creating joy and reinforcing their mission to 
support children and families. 
 

Melissa closed by thanking everyone and encouraging them to explore the Insight Podcast 
further. She said the discussion was a strong reminder of why their work in early literacy and 
family engagement matters. For more information about the highlight on what’s happening 
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in Kansas and other relevant details, please refer to the October’s Early Childhood 
Recommendation Panel time stamps 6:00-29:54. 
 

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.   
 

 
 

• Sara Bloom from the Kansas Department of Commerce introduced herself as the 
Quality Places Director. Her division oversees childcare, housing, and community 
development initiatives. She explained that Commerce recognizes the essential role 
of childcare in economic growth and workforce stability and works closely with 
partners statewide to support this effort. 

• Cathy Gray, Department Chair of Early Childhood Education at Butler Community 
College, shared that she is passionate about preparing the Kansas early childhood 
workforce. With over 26 years in the field—as a teacher, family childcare provider, 
and state-level project leader—she values the collaboration within the panel and the 
commitment to quality care for young children. 

• Karen MacCrory, Assistant Director of the Mitchell County Partnership for Children, 
described her organization’s efforts to expand early childhood education and 
childcare options across north-central Kansas. She detailed several successful 
projects, including establishing preschool and childcare programs in multiple 
districts and moving a building to create more classroom space. 

https://www.youtube.com/live/kebNinwG9N4?si=NrcScgyJg-BPLa0I&t=361
https://www.youtube.com/live/kebNinwG9N4?si=NrcScgyJg-BPLa0I&t=361
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• Natalie McClane, Preschool Programs Coordinator at the Kansas State Department 
of Education, shared that she collaborates with schools and agencies statewide on 
early learning standards, core competencies, and transitions to kindergarten. She 
highlighted her passion for play-based learning and her continued enthusiasm for 
serving on the panel. 

• April Shuman, owner and educator of Gigi’s Childcare Home in Wichita, discussed 
her long career in family childcare, her involvement with military families, and her 
advocacy work through several professional organizations. She also serves on 
multiple boards, including the Kansas Association for Infant Mental Health, and 
spoke about her commitment to supporting children, families, and fellow providers. 

• Jenny Smith, Director of the Parents as Teachers Bright Futures program, explained 
that her team provides intensive home-visiting services to families referred through 
the Kansas Department for Children and Families. With extensive experience in Head 
Start and early education, she said she’s excited to contribute to the panel’s work. 

• Rebecca Stewart, Program Director for Supporting Care Providers of Kansas, 
described her organization’s mission to support family, friend, and neighbor 
caregivers. Her team focuses on literacy and ensures every home visit includes book 
access for children. Rebecca shared her 25 years of experience in early childhood, 
childcare, and home-visiting programs. 

• AbdulRasak Yahaya, co-owner of Open Minds Learning Centers, introduced himself 
as an engineer turned early education entrepreneur. He and his wife operate two 
centers in northeast Kansas serving about 200 children. Abdul said he views early 
education as “transformational infrastructure” and is eager to bring his problem-
solving and design mindset to the field. 

 
For more information about each panel member, including their roles, purpose for 
participating, and other relevant details, please refer to the October’s Early Childhood 
Recommendation Panel time stamps 39:09-47:32. 
 

Work Group Summary & Reports 
Melissa Schoenberger introduced updates from each work group, reminding members that 
the groups aim to identify coordination opportunities and barriers, strengthen alignment 
across the early childhood system, and foster meaningful, actionable discussions. Members 
were encouraged to share expertise beyond their assigned groups, with the facilitator 
noting that the work is evolving in real time, allowing for adaptation and collaboration. 

• The Family Friendly Workplaces group reported progress, shifting focus from a 
single-agency designation to a shared framework that multiple organizations can 
adopt. They are exploring a statewide approach, considering pilot initiatives, mental 
health benefits, communication strategies, and lessons from past business 
summits, while panel members noted related efforts like state infants-at-work 
programs and community-level designations. 

• The Targeted Journey Recruitment group discussed aligning high school and 
postsecondary pathways, strengthening agency connections, and improving 

https://www.youtube.com/live/kebNinwG9N4?si=cDYapNhjNqWdMUFr&t=1809
https://www.youtube.com/live/kebNinwG9N4?si=cDYapNhjNqWdMUFr&t=1809
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workforce transitions. They are exploring partnerships across institutions, 
enhancing paraeducator roles, and linking high school training to the CDA credential, 
while emphasizing shared language and plans to coordinate with KSDE on 
terminology, data, and program alignment. 

• The Mental Health Supports group described a recent statewide convening that 
brought together local mental health providers to discuss the needs of young 
children, families, and the early childhood and mental health workforces. Their work 
includes shaping the state’s early childhood mental health gap analysis, updating 
resources for families and providers, examining the mental health needs of 
caregivers and professionals, and narrowing their focus to the most impactful next 
steps. They will continue to analyze data, consider family and workforce needs, and 
refine their goals. 

• The Ecosystem group presented a series of ideas aimed at strengthening statewide 
collaboration across early childhood services, employers, school districts, home 
providers, libraries, and community organizations. They emphasized the importance 
of recognizing early childhood as essential to workforce retention and described 
early concepts related to employer partnerships, tax credit education, school 
district child care expansion, home provider support, library-based programming, 
and statewide technical assistance coordination. Their slides highlighted a vision of 
a cohesive system of care inspired by community needs and shaped by collaboration 
at all levels.  

o Members discussed opportunities to connect with communication 
specialists, build subgroups, and refine a shared set of priorities.  

o Several panel members contributed examples such as library-child care 
partnerships and shared resource kits, reinforcing the value of continued 
cross-group communication. 
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The meeting concluded with appreciation for the panel’s expertise, a reminder that 
members can request additional resources, and encouragement from the facilitator to 
continue collaborating, identifying needs, sharing ideas, and using notes and feedback to 
advance their work. Please refer to the October’s Early Childhood Recommendation Panel 
time stamps 47:35-1:32:37 to hear more about what was discussed. 
 

System Updates 
Melissa Schoenberger opened the meeting by noting that the session would cover systems 
updates and then turned the discussion over to Meghan Kluth.  

 

 
• Meghan provided updates from the Preschool Development Grant (PDG), highlighting 

recent bright spots. Thrive Allen County is leading a statewide childcare health 
insurance reimbursement program, which supported 183 childcare providers in Year 
1, including 11 receiving insurance for the first time. Early data shows over 90% 
reported reduced financial stress, and 68% indicated the program increased their 
likelihood of staying in the field. The program recently received over 600 
applications, demonstrating high demand. 

• Customized Early Education has expanded its substitute pool program, now covering 
approximately 20 counties and providing more than 15,000 hours of substitute 
coverage, helping facilities stay open and supporting workforce flexibility. About 
83% of substitutes reported the program helped them remain in or return to 
childcare. 

• PDG Childcare Zones, led by KDH, are regional grants where counties collaborate to 
address local childcare needs, including workforce recruitment, retention, quality 
improvement, resource sharing, and employer engagement. Year 1 had four 
grantees, and there are now seven. A summary of each zone’s activities and a map of 
grantees will be shared. 

https://www.youtube.com/live/kebNinwG9N4?si=Oa124HQofQjmOLr4&t=2855
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• CPPR conducted a gap analysis on rural early childhood experiences, exploring 
transportation, service access, and other rural challenges. Year 2 will focus on early 
childhood mental health to inform ongoing system improvements. 

 
Meghan also summarized a recent early childhood mental health convening in Topeka with 
nearly 100 participants. The event focused on building connections across early childhood 
and mental health systems, sharing stories, conducting sensemaking activities, and 
mapping regional service gaps. Attendees identified tangible next steps to improve 
coordination and support for families. Lastly, Melissa highlighted upcoming events, 
resources, and opportunities for panel members to share local initiatives.  
 

 
 
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. 
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• The Home Visiting Conference at the end of September was highlighted, with special 

recognition for Tabitha, Holly , Trina, and the entire home visiting leadership team 
for their contributions. Tabitha served as a guest panel speaker, and a photo was 
taken during her presentation. Kim Kennedy was also acknowledged for her 
involvement in the home leadership team. 

• Sara Bloom participated remotely from Utah and contributed to the Ellsworth County 
medical building ribbon-cutting and groundbreaking, showcasing Department of 
Commerce initiatives that impact the community.  

• Community events such as Jamfest, organized by Child Start, were celebrated for 
bringing community members together. 

• Jason Tiller, the health department administrator for Saline County, was recognized 
for his commitment to supporting employees in balancing work, family, and 
childcare. He shared a quote emphasizing the importance of demonstrating support 
for families and understanding the challenges people face 
 

Closing out this meeting, Melissa shared a video from Thrive Allen County highlighting their 
impactful work in the community.  If you would like to hear about this month’s bright spots 
that were highlighted please check out October's Early Childhood Recommendations Panel 
timestamp: 1:21:08-1:26:49 
 
Upcoming Meetings: (all via Zoom) 

• Children’s Cabinet and Trust Fund meeting – Friday, December 5, 9:00 a.m. – 12:00 
p.m. 

• Early Childhood Recommendations Panel meeting – Friday, November 21, 9:00 a.m. 
-11:30 a.m. 
 

https://www.youtube.com/live/kebNinwG9N4?si=fHV3iPoe7F-5T_aE&t=6821


10 

Adjournment 
Meeting was adjourned at 11:00 a.m. 
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