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Nichelle Adams 
Kansas Department for Children and Families 
Social Services Program Collaboration Deputy Director 

 

 
 
As the Social Services Program Collaboration Deputy Director, I help oversee the policy in the 
administration of the programs within Economic and Employment Services at the Kansas Department for 
Children and Families. These programs include Cash Assistance, Child Care Assistance, Food Assistance, 
SUN Bucks, and LIEAP Energy Assistance. I serve as a Co-CCDF Administrator for Kansas.  

I have been with DCF for 20 years in various positions, including serving as the Early Education and Child 
Care Services Manager, a business analyst for our benefit eligibility system, staff development specialist 
for Economic and Employment Services (EES) programs, and determining eligibility for EES human services 
programs. Before that, I determined eligibility for most state medical programs that involved children. I 
was a home visitor for Early Head Start and Healthy Families in the past. I have also been a director at a 
child care center.  

I will serve on the Early Childhood Recommendations Panel as the representative of the state agency 
responsible for child care. DCF is the Child Care Development Fund (CCDF) lead agency. The main focus of 
the CCDF funds is to increase the availability, affordability, and quality of child care. The work we do with 
CCDF funds ultimately serves to help improve the lives of Kansas children, and this is also the central role 
of the Kansas Early Childhood Recommendations Panel. Helping children is my true passion.  
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Marites Altuna 
Kansas State School for the Blind 
Family Infant-Toddler Services Director 

  

As the Director of Family Infant-Toddler Services, I oversee and coordinate vision services for children 
aged birth to three who are blind or have visual impairments. Before this role, I served as the Director of 
the Kansas Deafblind Project, where I provided technical assistance to families and educators working 
with individuals with combined hearing and vision loss from birth to age 21.  

I have extensive experience working with young children as an early intervention provider and as an early 
childhood special educator in preschool settings. I have also taught students with visual impairments from 
preschool through 12th grade.  
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Mallory Arellano 
Newman University 
Early Childhood Unified Program Coordinator/Assistant Professor 

 
 
I’m a proud wife and mom to two energetic kiddos who will be seven and nine this summer. My 
professional journey has been rooted in education, with experience teaching preschool, special education, 
and general education in early childhood classrooms. I currently lead the Early Childhood Unified (ECU) 
program at Newman University, where I support the preparation of future early childhood educators. 

I’m a passionate advocate for young children and have dedicated my career to promoting high-quality 
education and care for children from birth through age 8. With a strong foundation in child development, 
curriculum design, and classroom management, I strive to create and support learning environments that 
are safe, inclusive, and nurturing for all children.  
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Brenda Bandy 
First 1,000 Days Kansas/Kansas Breastfeeding Coalition 
Executive Director 

 

 
Brenda Bandy is the Executive Director of the Kansas Breastfeeding Coalition (KBC). Brenda Bandy 
oversees the KBC’s programs which include work with child care providers and the early childhood system 
in Kansas. Brenda created a curriculum in 2013 to educate child care providers to support the 
breastfeeding family, educating over 6,000 child care providers to date.  

Brenda actively supports the early childhood system in Kansas and have served on the Recommendations 
Panel. She is an International Board Certified Lactation Consultant and a retired La Leche League Leader. 
She has a passion for bringing people together to build a culture of breastfeeding support in Kansas.  
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Pshyra Bedell 
USD 231 Gardner Edgerton 
Early Childhood Special Education Coordinator  
 

 

I began my early childhood career as a volunteer at a Head Start Center 24 years ago.  After receiving my 
BA in English I came back to Kansas City where I was an in-home childcare provider; after a few years I 
transitioned my in-home daycare into a preschool center, where I served as the Center Director.   In 2015 
I received my master's from KU in the Early Childhood Unified program.  Upon completion I started my 
public school teaching career in USD 231 as a reverse mainstream preschool classroom, where I focused 
on the intentional creation of learning environments that met the diverse needs of the students that I 
welcomed into my class.  

My role extended beyond the classroom into leadership in my building and an informal parent educator 
as I worked with families on how to implement strategies at home and in the community to extend their 
child's learning and the success we were seeing in the school setting.  In 2024 I received my master's in 
educational leadership and transitioned into the role of EC Special Education Coordinator. As a 
coordinator I have helped to implement a new SPED evaluation system for our early childhood students; 
collaborated with ITS; oversee Parents as Teachers; and advocated for centralized Early Childhood 
Education in Gardner Edgerton. 
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Sarah Behrens 
University of Kansas Medical Center, Department of Pediatrics 
Postdoctoral Fellow 

 

 

I am a postdoctoral fellow at the University of Kansas Medical Center with specialized training in early 
childhood development, neurodevelopmental disabilities, and community-engaged systems of care. My 
research focuses on promoting relational health and equitable developmental outcomes by implementing 
sustainable, family-centered interventions during pediatric well-child visits and through collaboration 
with community partners to strengthen the capacity of early childhood services. I’ve worked directly with 
families as a school social worker and led interdisciplinary projects focused on early identification, 
caregiver-child interactions, and systems-level implementation.  

As a parent of two young children in licensed Kansas child care, including one who received early 
intervention and home visiting services, I bring lived experience navigating early childhood systems. This 
dual perspective fuels my commitment to advancing policies and practices that truly support Kansas 
children and families.  
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Tammie Benham 
Southeast Kansas Library System 
Youth Services Consultant 

 

 

 

As Youth Services Consultant for Southeast Kansas Library System and Grant Administrator for Family Play 
Spaces in Kansas Libraries, I use my past experiences working in early childhood and libraries as well as 
my education to create and promote safe spaces where children can Read, Play, and Grow. I hold dual 
Master of Science degrees in early childhood special education and library and information science and 
have been fortunate to work with young children and families, and the professionals who serve them, for 
the past twenty plus years.     
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Sara Bloom 
Kansas Department of Commerce 
Quality Places Manager/Childcare Lead 

 

Sara Bloom is the Quality Places Manager for the Kansas Department of Commerce, where she leads 
statewide efforts in childcare, community empowerment, placemaking, and tax credit programs. A Fort 
Hays State University graduate with a degree in Communications, she brings a diverse background in 
journalism, marketing, sales, graphic design, and economic development.  

Formerly the Executive Director of Downtown Hays Development Corporation, she’s received honors 
including the 2015 MARCOM Gold Award, the Hays Chamber’s 2017 Rising Star, and was named Kansas 
Commerce Employee of the Year in 2023. A Leadership Kansas 2022 alum, Bloom lives in Hays with her 
husband Kael and their three children. 
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David Brock 
McPherson USD 418 
Director of Head Start 

 

I grew up in Lindsborg, Ks and after graduating from Bethany College with a degree in Elementary 
Education and Minor in Special Education I moved to Emporia, Ks to start my teaching career as a special 
education teacher.  After one year in Emporia I moved to the Kansas City area and taught special education 
in the Spring Hill School District from 2005.  I received a Masters in Education from the University of Kansas 
and a Masters in Building Level Administration from Pittsburg State University.   

After receiving my Masters in Building Level Administration I transitioned to being a Special Education 
Coordinator for the Spring Hill School District.   After working as a special education coordinator for four 
years I accepted the Director of Head Start Position for McPherson-Marion County Head Start.  This is a 
position I have held for the last seven years.  
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Kimberly Cervantes 
KDHE - Child Care Licensing 
Processing and Monitoring Manager 

 

My current role is the Processing and Monitoring Manager for the Kansas Department of Health and 
Environment, Child Care Licensing Program.  The teams I manage process new and renewal applications 
for child care facilities, make licensure decisions and monitor facility survey findings for enforcement.  

Prior to this role, I worked in Early Childhood Programs for 25 years as a teacher, director and 
coach/trainer for educators.  I have a Bachelor’s Degree in Early Childhood Education.  I am passionate 
about young children and want to see early childhood education recognized for its vital role in our 
communities, but also childhood valued by society as young children deserve better attention and 
significance than they are currently afforded.  

On a personal level, I have three children. They have attended child care programs of various types in 
Topeka.  As a family we enjoy fishing, walks, watching football, family games and traveling together.  I 
enjoy reading, painting, home renovation projects, and restoring old furniture.  
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Rebecca Clancy 
Russell Child Development Center 
Chief Executive Officer 

 

Rebecca Clancy has over 20 years of experience working for non-profit organizations in the early childhood 
field.   She began her career in Southwest Kansas, working at the Russell Child Development Center, where 
she held various leadership positions.  Rebecca lived in Topeka for ten years and worked for USD 501 as 
the Coordinator for Parents as Teachers, then held the role of Education Director for Community Action 
Head Start and Early Head Start.   She returned to Southwest Kansas in March of 2021, working for Child 
Care Aware of Kansas as the Director of Workforce Supports.  In July of 2021, she began her current role 
as Chief Executive Officer of Russell Child Development Center. 

Rebecca holds an Associate’s degree in Early Childhood Education from Colby Community College, a 
Bachelor’s degree in Communications from West Texas State University, and a Master’s degree in 
Organizational Leadership from Fort Hays State University. 
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Megan Cook 
Kansas City Kansas Public Schools USD 500 
Director of Early Childhood 

 

Dr. Megan Cook brings 18 years of educational experience spanning both Elementary and Early Childhood 
levels. She began her career as a classroom teacher before transitioning into roles such as Early Childhood 
Instructional Coach, Early Childhood Coordinator, and currently, Director of Early Childhood/Head Start 
for the Kansas City, Kansas Public School District. Dr. Cook holds a Bachelor's Degree in Elementary 
Education, a Master's Degree in Early Childhood Special Education-Unified, and a Doctorate in School 
Leadership. 

In her current role, Dr. Cook oversees the daily operations of the Early Childhood department, managing 
grants that support Head Start, State-funded PreK, and an Early Childhood Block Grant. She collaborates 
closely with the Head Start Mid-Management Team and administrators overseeing Early Childhood 
classrooms in the district. Dr. Cook has played a key role in establishing an Early Childhood Community-
Wide Kindergarten Transition team, which distributes 1,500 Kindergarten Readiness Kits quarterly to 
children entering Kindergarten. 

Dr. Cook actively contributes to several boards and committees, as President of the Kansas Head Start 
Association board, and a member of the Children's Campus Board, the Early Childhood Trauma task force, 
and a Kansas City Metro area strategic planning committee. Her leadership and initiatives have 
significantly impacted early childhood education and the smooth transition of children into kindergarten. 
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Janelle Dean 
Asbury Child Development Center 
Director  

 

I have been married for 19 years, and we have 3 girls and 3 boys between us, 2 boys who are on the 
spectrum.  We have been blessed with 3 grandchildren.  I just completed my bachelor's in early childhood 
in March of 25. I enjoy reading on my free time and spending time with my grandchildren. 
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Laura Evins 
USD 252 Southern Lyon County 
District Early Childhood Coordinator 

 

I am the District Early Childhood Coordinator and Family Resource Coordinator for Southern Lyon County, 
with a strong background in family engagement, early childhood education, and community-based 
support. In my role, I lead initiatives that promote safe sleep practices, early intervention, and connect 
families with vital resources. I’m passionate about supporting both children and the professionals who 
serve them, and I prioritize empowering my staff through collaboration, training, and encouragement.  

As a parent of a teenager with autism, I bring a personal understanding of the challenges families face, 
and I advocate for inclusive, equitable services that reflect the diverse needs of Kansas families. 
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Heather Faulkner 
Reno County Child Care Task Force 
Consultant 

 

I am a mother of four and a long-time early childhood education leader with over 25 years of experience 
as the executive director of a large child care center in Reno County. Currently serving as the Early 
Childhood Education Consultant for the Reno County Child Care Task Force, I work alongside community 
leaders, providers, and policymakers to develop sustainable, high-quality child care solutions. I am 
passionate about supporting working families and advancing systems that prioritize the well-being of both 
children and the workforce that serves them. 

  



2025-2026 Early Childhood Recommendations Panel Members 
 
Janine Foth 
Cougar Cubs Daycare  
Director 
 

 

 

My husband Travis and I live in Peabody with our 4 dogs and 1 cat. We are proud of our 7 children who 
are all grown and most are living across the state with the exception of one that is in Alaska. They have 
blessed us with 10 grandkids so far. I have been in the childcare field for 20 years and have an associate 
degree in early childhood education. I am currently the Director of the Daycare in the Centre school 
district. I have had my own home daycares, worked in daycare centers including Head Start, and was a 
program assistant for Infant Child Development in Salina. I’m also involved in several county and state 
programs in the early childhood field.  
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Kelly Frantz-Langford 
TARC 
Director of Children’s Services and Assistive Technology 

 
 
Kelly has worked in the field of early childhood for over 20 years in Kansas. After graduating with a 
master's degree in early childhood special education from the University of Kansas, she began her career 
with Infant Toddler Services of Kansas, Provided by TARC as an early childhood special education teacher. 
After 8 years, she took a leadership position with TARC where she was able to establish connections with 
many early childhood programs in the community and across the state. This work included participation 
as a member of the tiny-k Alliance which promotes high quality services and sound public policy for infants 
and toddlers with disabilities, participation as an advisory board member for a local Parents as Teachers 
program, and member of the Kansas Early Childhood Recommendations Panel during its inaugural year. 

In  2021, Kelly obtained her building leadership license and became the director of TARC's Children's 
Services and Assistive Technology department. This work requires the oversight of four programs, 
including Infant Toddler Services of Kansas, that are designed to support individuals of many abilities in 
accessing and fully participating in their early childhood communities. Kelly navigates federal and state 
regulations and funding streams required to provide exemplary services to families. Kelly continues to 
engage in early childhood systems work at the state and local level with the Child Care Systems 
Improvement Team and a local Head Start's policy council. Kelly strives to build partnerships that shift the 
balance towards resilience for children that experience early adverse and traumatic experiences by 
providing parents with adequate and equitable resources. 
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Holly Frye 
Kansas Department of Health and Environment 
Home Visiting Program Consultant 

 

I've worked at Kansas Department of Health and Environment since 2012, most recently with the Maternal 
and Child Health Universal Home Visiting program where I oversee the Aid-to-Local grant application and 
awards process, contribute to state and federal reports, and provide training and technical assistance to 
locally funded programs. Prior to KDHE, I served as the Nutrition Services Coordinator for Southeast 
Kansas Community Action Program's Head Start center-based and home visiting programs. I attended the 
University of Kansas and received a degree in Community Health and am a Certified Health Education 
Specialist. 
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Amy Gottschamer 
Googols of Learning Child Development Center 
Owner/Executive Director 

 

 
I have an M.A. in History & an M.Ed. in Early Childhood Education emphasizing Administration, a Program 
Director’s license for over 100 children, and a National Director’s Credential from McCormick Center for 
Early Childhood Leadership. In 2008, I opened a year-round child care center for over 100 one- to five-
year-olds. About 2020, using PDGB-5 funding, I implemented an anti-bias education program for my staff 
and students followed by 2 years of training community provider cohorts. 

Our center is currently in a self-study phase for National Early Childhood Program Accreditation (NECPA), 
but when I’m not busy leading our school in the direction of high-quality care, my passion is Workforce 
Recruitment and Retention. My 6-Word-Why is: Quality Care Requires High Quality Providers. To this end, 
we must work to ensure that we incentivize potential new providers and produce all the necessary 
supports to retain the providers we have currently. This entails more than just wages and benefit 
programs and includes everything from mental health supports and increasing professional development 
to fostering society’s respect for our work. I have been on the Panel since its inception and find the work 
very rewarding.   
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Cathy Gray 
Butler Community College 
Department Chair, Early Childhood Education 
 

 

 
I am the Department Chair of the Early Childhood Education program at Butler Community College, where 
I teach Early Childhood Education classes in person, online, and supervise all practicum courses. I hold a 
master's degree in early childhood studie Early Childhood Studies, and my 25+ years of experience in the 
field include running a NAFCC-accredited s, and my 25+ years of experience in the field includes running 
a NAFCC accredited family child care program, teaching preschool and Kindergarten, and serving as a 
curriculum coach. Additionally, I have worked as a project manager for Child Care Aware of Kansas, 
overseeing grant activities to improve physical activity and nutrition practices in child care programs. 

A highly qualified and supported early childhood workforce is essential so Kansas communities, families, 
and children can thrive.  Educating and supporting emerging professionals is my passion, and I want to do 
my part to ensure that Kansas is the best state in which to raise young children.  
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Talia Juiliano-Myers 
Child Care Aware of Eastern KS 
Provider Services Manager 
 

 

 
I am a Provider Services Manager for Child Care Aware of Eastern KS. I have worked in numerous aspects 
and initiatives within the Child Care Resource & Referral system for the past 16 years. In our 33 county 
region, I manage the Child Care Quality Initiative Support System (CCQIS), Baby Steps, and Community 
Outreach. Currently, I serve on the ECE Advisory Council for Allen Community College, the KCSL Healthy 
Families Advisory Group for Southeast KS, and numerous Child Care Coalitions.  
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Kimberly Kennedy 
Kansas Department for Children and Families  
Head Start Collaboration Office Director 

 

 
I work for the Department for Children and Families (DCF) as the Head Start Collaboration Director (HSCO). 
My career at DCF began in 2004 in the Economic Employment Services division with determining eligibility 
for DCF human services programs. I have worked in the field of early childhood for over 25 years, serving 
at various capacities starting as an early childhood special education teacher. 

I will serve on the panel to assist the efforts of Head Start agencies to engage in effective coordination 
and collaboration. The role of the HSCO is to collaborate with entities involved in state and local planning 
processes to better meet the needs of low-income children from birth to school entry, and their families. 
The Early Childhood Recommendations Panel will provide Kansas with the opportunity to improve this 
coordination and delivery of early childhood education and development services. Early intervention is 
key to making a difference in the lives of children and families. As a member of the Panel, I look forward 
to being part of this work.  
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Larry Lewis 
Growing Futures Early Education Center 
Executive Director 
 

 

 
Larry J. Lewis Jr. is a lifelong champion for children. For more than 20 years, he’s served his community 
and its youngest members with unwavering dedication, a fun-loving spirit, and a deep belief in the 
transformative power of education. From his days as a collegiate athlete at Kansas State University, Larry 
saw firsthand what happens when a community prioritizes education and safe spaces for kids — and he’s 
been carrying that torch ever since. 

Throughout his career, Larry has led with heart and purpose, advocating for children, youth, and families 
while mentoring the next generation of leaders in this important work. Along the way, he’s built expertise 
in fundraising, Board development, community partnerships — and the fine art of Storytime. Some of his 
favorite moments have been watching the magic of early childhood evolve into young adults who grow 
into thriving, engaged members of their communities. 

Larry’s mission moving forward is to continue connecting nonprofits with meaningful collaborators and 
resources that expand opportunities for children and families. He believes it takes all of us — educators, 
partners, families, and leaders — to build and sustain a future where every child has the chance to thrive. 
Multi-level investment and whole-child development aren’t just strategies to him; they’re a way of life. 

At the heart of it all is Larry’s own family. He resides in Olathe with his wife and two daughters, and this 
past summer, they joyfully welcomed a baby boy, Larry James Lewis III. 

As he looks ahead, Larry is energized to keep building the future — developing tomorrow’s leaders, 
expanding access to quality early education, and staying connected to others who share his passion for 
lifting up our children and communities."  
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Karen MacCrory 
Mitchell County Partnership for Children 
Assistant Director & School Readiness Specialist 

 

A passion for early childhood has been the driving force behind my transition from childcare worker, to 
center director, to licensed educator with a degree in Early Childhood Unified.  My journey began in Florida 
and continues here in Kansas. I currently serve early childhood as the assistant director and school 
readiness specialist for Mitchell County Partnership for Children, an ECBG funded organization.    

I serve both childcare and preschool classrooms in five rural counties in north central Kansas, completing 
IGDI’s, P-3 and myIGDI’s assessments. I work directly with children to support their development, helping 
ensure they enter kindergarten meeting developmental benchmarks. I work directly with educators 
providing mentoring and training, including conducting CLASS observations and engaging in learning 
focused coaching conversations with them. I work directly with district leadership to discuss the 
importance of quality early childhood experiences and how they fit into the framework of kindergarten 
readiness in our state. I assist in writing and managing early childhood grants for this organization and the 
districts we serve.   
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Malissa Martin 
SparkWheel, Inc. 
President/CEO 

 

 
I’m the President and CEO of SparkWheel, Inc., which is headquartered in Lawrence and serves multiple 
states. I’ve been in this position since 2007, first as the CEO of Communities In Schools of MidAmerica and 
then SparkWheel, when the organization changed its name in 2023. I have been thrilled to be a Kansan 
since 2005. While my career began in the corporate and small business arena, since I changed my career 
path in 1999, I've worked in children and family services at the local, state and national levels, and worked 
and lived in urban, suburban, rural, and frontier communities. That has provided me with a very broad 
perspective. Being a part of the panel is very exciting for me. I believe that my experience and perspective 
are a benefit to the group, and as a lifelong student, I enjoy how much I learn. 

I have two grown sons, a daughter-in-law, and two grandsons in the KC Metro and spend as much time 
with them as possible. I have a close-knit family still living in Texas and visit there or have them here 
frequently. Depending on the time of year, if I'm not working professionally, you can find me in my garden 
or with some sort of textile in hand.  
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Natalie McClane 
Kansas State Department of Education (KSDE) 
Preschool Programs Coordinator 

 

 
I am Natalie McClane, the Preschool Programs Coordinator for the Early Childhood Team at the Kansas 
State Department of Educaton. I work closely with the Preschool-Aged At-Risk and Kansas Preschool Pilot 
Grant programs across the state. Most recently I've had the pleasure of working with an exceptional team 
of Early Childhood experts across the early childhood landscape in Kansas to update the Kansas Early 
Learning Standards. I've worked in the Early Childhood field for over 20 years and love the collaboration 
the Recommendation Panel allows me to have with Early Childhood Programs across the state. 
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Beka Meitler 
Kansas State University 
Instructor-Early Childhood Education 

 

Beka is a dedicated early childhood professional with over 17 years of experience in early childhood 
education. She specializes in creating inclusive, nurturing, and enriching environments for young 
children, advocating for families, and building systems of support that promote healthy development. 
Her work is fueled by a deep passion for early learning and a commitment to preparing the next 
generation of educators. 

Her career spans working with children from birth to age five in varied settings, mentoring early 
childhood professionals, and teaching early childhood courses at Kansas State University. She has served 
as a consultant for the Kansas Early Childhood Career Pathways Project and has presented at local, state, 
and national conferences on topics such as inclusion, early intervention, family engagement, and play-
based learning. Most recently, she taught in a Universal Pre-K program at her local elementary school 
before rejoining the faculty at Kansas State University. 

Beka has also held leadership roles as a faculty advisor and as an active member of professional 
organizations including NAEYC and KAEYC. She holds a Master’s degree in Family Studies and Human 
Services with a focus in Early Childhood Education, as well as Kansas teaching licenses in Early Childhood 
and Early Childhood Unified. She remains committed to advancing the quality of early care and 
education across Kansas. 
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Trina Morgan 
Kansas Children's Service League 
Director of Program Development 

 

I am currently the Director of Program Development and Training at Kansas Children’s Service League 
(KCSL).  KCSL’s mission is to protect and promote the well-being of children.  I have spent over 30 years 
working in Early Childhood Education exclusively with children from low-income families.  I have a passion 
for giving children the support they need early in their lives. I have two adult sons with disabilities.  The 
oldest is on the Autism Spectrum, and the youngest has Developmental Disabilities, and both have 
Tourette Syndrome.  My boys started receiving services as toddlers, so I have worked through the systems 
for many years.  I currently serve on the Board of Directors for both Kansas Association for Infant Mental 
Health and Oral Health Kansas to advocate for both my family and other families in Kansas. 
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Cheisa Myles 
Blessed Assurance Daycare 
Owner/Lead Teacher 

 

 
I am the owner of Blessed Assurance Daycare, in Manhattan, KS. I have been in the childcare field for over 
20 years. My education consist of my associates degree in education, a bachelors degree in Family Studies 
from Kansas State University, and my Masters degree in Leadership Studies from University of Kansas.  I 
am a mother of two boys, Braxton 19, and Desmond 13, and married for over 20 years to my husband 
Randy.  
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Patty Peschel 
Kansas Child Care Training Opportunities (KCCTO) 
Executive Director 

 
 
Patty Peschel is the Executive Director of Kansas Child Care Training Opportunities (KCCTO), a statewide 
organization dedicated to providing quality, accessible professional development and supports for the 
early childhood care and education workforce. KCCTO serves as the state lead for workforce development 
and the Infant Toddler Specialist Network, both funded through Child Care Development Fund (CCDF) 
dollars.  Patty's leadership includes a strong focus on systems-building, particularly in the implementation, 
operation, and advancement of a career pathway.  She also is passionate about the launch and support 
of the Cape portal, an early childhood workforce registry, which will support access to coordinated 
workforce supports statewide. 
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Tabatha Rosproy 
Kansas Parent Information Resource Center 
Early Childhood Project Coordinator 

 
 

Tabatha Rosproy is a 15-year early childhood educator and the first preschool teacher to ever be named 
National Teacher of the Year. She was awarded this honor in 2020 and has spent the last several years 
speaking for organizations around the country, elevating the work of early childhood educators and the 
students and families they serve. Tabatha is passionate about social-emotional learning, working with 
families, and empowering educators to be advocates for their field.  

Tabatha is well-known for helping to create a full-day public pre-school classroom inside of a nursing home 
in Winfield, Kansas, called “Cumbernauld Little Vikes” and loves to work with schools to create 
intergenerational partnerships. Tabatha works full time with the Kansas Parent Information Resource 
Center, where she travels the state training schools on best practices in Early Childhood Education and 
Family Engagement. She is also a Certified Instructor for Conscious Discipline.  
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Bethany Samuel 
Department for Children and Families  
L2Q Supports Specialist 

 
 

I am part of the DCF Links to Quality team as well as manage the CCDF consumer education website. This 
connects me to several other consumer education and provider support efforts around the state. Before 
joining the Links to Quality team, I worked at DCF as an EES Human Service Supervisor, managing the 
application teams for SNAP, TANF, and Child Care Assistance for my county. I have my master’s degree in 
Intercultural Studies, and I love learning about different people groups. My education, together with my 
previous and current job experience, brings together my passions of learning about people and figuring 
out how best to serve them. I live in Johnson County with my husband, our three children, and our family 
dog. We enjoy hiking, board games, and spending family time together. 
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Lisa Schmidt 
Women’s Community Y Child Development Center 
Executive Director 

 

 
Lisa Schmidt has been the Executive Director of the Women’s Community Y of Leavenworth for the past 
nine years. Prior to stepping into her current role, Lisa devoted four years as a member of the Y’s Board 
of Directors, helping guide governance and community engagement. 

Holding a bachelor’s degree in Family and Consumer Sciences, Lisa brings both academic insight and 
hands‑on leadership to her work. Under her tenure, the Women’s Community Y was honored with the 
Spirit of Humanitarianism award by the Leavenworth County Human Service Council. She also forged 
critical partnerships—serving as a Partner Agency with Leavenworth County United Way and collaborating 
with the Deeper Window Association to launch intergenerational programming that connects children 
and seniors. 

Lisa believes that early learning lays the groundwork for every child’s future success. Passionate about 
creating nurturing, high‑quality educational environments, she is committed to ensuring Leavenworth’s 
youngest learners build strong social, emotional, and cognitive foundations that prepare them for life and 
lifelong learning. 
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Melissa Schoenberger 
Kansas Children's Cabinet and Trust Fund 
Early Childhood Systems Specialist 

 

Melissa Schoenberger serves as the Early Childhood Systems Specialists promoting systems alignment, 
coordination, and collaboration within the Kansas early childhood ecosystem and operationalizing the 
Early Childhood Governance Structure. Prior to joining the Cabinet in 2025, Melissa spent 24 years with 
the Kansas Department of Health and Environment and most recently as a director of the Child Care 
Licensing Program with a field services and systems lens.  

Melissa is steadfast in her commitment to connecting Kansas families and communities with available 
early childhood resources to assist with closing the gap on needs related to services for young children 
and families. Supporting the success of rural Kansas is imperative to Melissa as a graduate of Fort Hays 
State University, and a current resident of Ellis County. Melissa and her family are proud to call Hays their 
home. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2025-2026 Early Childhood Recommendations Panel Members 
 
April Shuman 
Gigi’s Child Care Home 
Owner/Educator 

 

 

 

I began my early childhood career in Pratt, Kansas as a Paraprofessional, as well as working for Parents As 
teachers after school program and USD 382. When we started our family, we decided I should homeschool 
and start a Family Child Care. Over the years I have provided a home for a few foster children both in and 
out of the system and I enjoyed some time teaching horsemanship at Hutchinson Community College.  

I still own a Family Child Care 34 years later, and I serve on various early childhood boards such as Kansas 
Association of Infant and Early Childhood Mental Health, Child Care Providers Coalition of Kansas, Early 
Childhood Professionals Organization, several Workforce Groups, and as an Educational Advocate. I 
recently received my National Accreditation from the National Association for Family Child Care, as well 
as my Kansas Association for Infant & Early Childhood Mental Health Endorsement for Early Childhood 
(ages 3–5).  

I have earned other endorsements and accreditations such as Infant Mental Health Endorsed as an Infant 
Family Associate, a Breastfeeding Friendly Child Care, Child Development Associate, Clean Air Home, 
CACFP Child Nutrition Professional, Nature Explore Classroom, National and State Certified Wildlife 
Habitat Yard, Eco-Healthy Child Care and Kansas LEND Certified in Developmental Disabilities. On a 
personal level, I have 6 adult children, 5 bonus children and 10 grandchildren. We enjoy family time, 
traveling, gardening, pets, and going to our lake house. 
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Christina Small 
Salina Area United Way 
Executive Director 

 

 

Christina currently serves as the Executive Director of the Salina Area United Way, following her role as 
the organization’s Early Childcare Initiative Director. With over 14 years of experience in social services, 
including 11 years with the Kansas Department for Children and Families and two years as a Family 
Support Worker with TFI Family Services, she brings a deep understanding of the challenges families face 
across systems.  

Over the past two years, her work has focused intensively on improving childcare access and quality in 
the Salina region. She is an active member of the P.I.E.C.E. (Partners in Early Childhood Education) 
committee and is committed to strengthening early childhood systems through collaboration, advocacy, 
and lived experience as a parent. As a mother of two, she has personally navigated the complexities of 
securing safe, reliable, and nurturing childcare, fueling her passion for equitable solutions for all Kansas 
families. 
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Christi Smith 
Child Care Aware of Kansas 
Executive Director 

 

 

Christi Smith serves as the Executive Director of Child Care Aware of Kansas, leading the statewide Child 
Care Resource and Referral (CCR&R) network—the front door for families seeking child care and the 
backbone of support for providers building quality programs. She and her team partner with communities 
across Kansas to expand access, strengthen local capacity, and connect child care to the broader systems 
that help families thrive. 

The state CCR&R network amplifies the work of regional child care resource organizations by coordinating 
best practices, aligning statewide service delivery, and analyzing family, provider, and community data to 
inform policy and investment strategies. This coordinated approach helps identify service gaps and drives 
access to affordable, high-quality child care for every Kansas family. 

With more than a decade of CCR&R experience, Christi is known for her forward-thinking leadership, 
commitment to innovation, and ability to build strong, collaborative partnerships. She holds a Bachelor’s 
degree in Psychology and Child and Family Development, an MBA in Organizational Leadership, and the 
Certified Association Executive (CAE) credential. 
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Jenny Smith 
Kansas Parents as Teachers 
Bright Futures Affiliate Director 

 

 

I value cultivating relationships with coworkers, community partners, parents and children that will last a 
lifetime. I have been involved in Early Childhood Education in many facets, as a Parents as Teachers 
Coordinator, a licensed home daycare owner, a Preschool Teacher, an Education Coordinator for a Head 
Start Program and most recently a Parents as Teachers Bright Futures Affiliate Director.  I hold a Bachelor’s 
Degree in Elementary Education from Fort Hays State University and a Master’s Degree in Curriculum and 
Instruction from Emporia State University. I live on and help operate a ranch outside of McPherson and 
enjoy spending time outdoors with my husband, and three sons. 
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Natalie Sollo 
KU School of Medicine-Wichita  
Associate Professor Emerita 
 

 

I am a pediatrician, recently retired from working for the University of Kansas School of Medicine-Wichita. 
In that role I trained pediatric residents who now work across the state. I also provided primary care to a 
primarily low-income group of children and their families. I am married, with two children and four 
grandchildren, all of whom are actively connected with the childcare environment in Wichita. I am a board 
member of Center City Academy, a planned nonprofit early childhood education center in downtown 
Wichita.   
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Cornelia Stevens 
TOP Early Learning Centers 
Executive Director 

 

Cornelia Stevens is the Executive Director of TOP Early Learning Centers. Cornelia has more than 20 
years of experience developing collaborative partnerships, creating opportunities for new business 
development, assessing and identifying needed services, program development, and monitoring the 
quality and effectiveness of programs and services.  Cornelia received her education at Ohio University 
with a degree in Music Therapy, and at Baker University with a Masters in Business Administration. 
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Rebecca Stewart 
Supporting Care Providers of Kansas 
Program Director 

 

With over 35 years dedicated to Early Childhood Care and Education, I serve as Program Director for 
Supporting Care Providers of Kansas, bringing expertise in program management, grant compliance, home 
visiting, and deep understanding of family child care as a licensed family child  care provider for 23 years. 
My professional insights are enriched by significant experience with the Family, Friend, and Neighbor care 
network. Holding a bachelor's in child development education, my commitment to quality and accessible 
early learning for all Kansas children and families is deeply personal, extending to joys as a parent and 
grandparent. Outside of work, I cherish time with family, attend grandchildren's sporting events, enjoy 
camping, and find delight in bird watching from my back porch. 
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Desiree Streight 
Little Explorers Playschool and CCPC Secretary 
Early Childhood Educator & Family Child Care Provider 

 

Desiree Streight is a passionate and experienced early childhood educator dedicated to supporting young 
children and their families through high-quality, relationship-based care. A 2001 graduate of Kingman High 
School, Desiree became a mother in 2002 to her son, Tristen. While raising him on her own, she balanced 
work and college, earning her Associate of General Studies from Friends University. 

Desiree spent ten years as a special education paraprofessional at Kingman Elementary School, where she 
supported students with diverse learning needs. In 2017, she recognized a need for summer child care in 
her community. What began as a seasonal offering quickly blossomed into her calling—providing 
nurturing care and early education through a family child care program. 

Since opening Little Explorers Playschool, Desiree has been deeply committed to continuous learning and 
professional growth. She completed the Child Care Quality Initiative in 2020, earned her Early Childhood 
Certification from Allen Community College in 2022, and was awarded National Accreditation through the 
National Association for Family Child Care (NAFCC) in 2023—a distinction that recognizes adherence to 
the highest national standards of quality. 

In 2024, she received the KAIMH Endorsement® as an Infant Family Associate, highlighting her expertise 
in culturally sensitive, relationship-based care that supports infant mental health. In 2025, she completed 
the Program Administration Link in the Links to Quality program through Child Care Aware, further 
strengthening her leadership and program management skills. 

With deep roots in her community and a heart for advocacy, Desiree brings both lived experience and 
professional excellence to her work with children and families across Kansas. 
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Audrey Waid 
Little Learners Childhood Connections 
Executive Director 

 

Audrey Waid is the Executive Director of Little Learners Childhood Connections, where she leads Head 
Start and Early Head Start programs serving six rural Kansas counties. A licensed attorney and the current 
Clay Center Municipal Judge, Audrey brings over two decades of experience in social services, healthcare 
compliance, and nonprofit leadership. She holds a bachelor’s degree in Family Studies and Human Services 
from Kansas State University and a Juris Doctor from Washburn University School of Law.  

Audrey is a past president of the Kansas Women Attorneys Association and remains active in several 
statewide and local organizations focused on legal, professional, and community service. She is passionate 
about equitable access to early childhood education, especially in rural communities. 
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Mandi Waugh 
Child Start, Inc. 
Program Director  

 

 
I’m a passionate advocate and experienced professional in early childhood education, with over a decade 
of work dedicated to supporting young children and their families. As the Early Childhood Connections 
Program Director at Child Start, I lead programs that promote early learning, social-emotional 
development, and school readiness. I collaborate closely with educators, parents, and community 
partners to ensure every child has the opportunity to thrive. My work is rooted in a deep love for children 
and a commitment to creating positive, lasting impact in the early childhood landscape across Kansas.  
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AbdulRasak Yahaya 
Open Minds Child Development Center 
Co-Founder & Engineer 

 

Throughout my career, I have consistently demonstrated my ability to identify opportunities, develop 
innovative solutions, and lead teams to successful outcomes. As an entrepreneur, I co-founded Open 
Minds Child Development Center, where I play a pivotal role in early childhood development, and business 
strategy. This experience has taught me the importance of adaptability, resilience, and the ability to make 
quick decisions. 

In my engineering roles at the Missouri Department of Transportation and the City of Gardner, KS Public 
Works Dept., I have designed and implemented complex systems, managed projects, and mentored junior 
engineers. I have a strong technical background in engineering and project review and analysis, which I 
have used to develop innovative solutions to real-world problems. I am also an effective communicator 
and collaborator, able to clearly articulate technical concepts to both technical and non-technical 
audiences. I have written, been awarded and facilitated a grant from the Kansas Children’s Cabinet and 
Trust Fund in an amount exceeding $800,000 dollars. 
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