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What’s Inside?

Why Programs Love In-Kind Pro

(888) 772-5669 inkindpro.com

Simple, Paperless
In-Kind Tracking
That Works as
Hard as You Do
Built by people who
understand Head Start
inside and out, In-Kind Pro
helps you track in-kind
donations with less hassle,
fewer errors, and total
confidence.

Book a Demo

Fully Paperless
Collect, track, and manage in-kind with a secure,
all-digital system.

You Set the Rules
Approve eligible contributions upfront. Keep
everything compliant.

Error-Free Math
Set volunteer rates once. The app handles all
calculations for you.

Built-In E-Signatures
Every entry is signed, time stamped, and ready for
review or audit.

Real-Time Reporting
Know your non-federal share status in an instant
—anytime, anywhere.

One System for Everyone
Donor and Center apps sync automatically. Less
confusion, more clarity.



“... Head Start has been a big part of my life, and I’m grateful for everything it’s done 
for me and my family. It helped give me a strong start when I was younger, and I know 
that’s played a big role in helping me get to where I am now as a senior getting ready 
to graduate. This scholarship is going to help me take the next step toward my future, 
and I really appreciate the support. It motivates me to keep working hard and to make 
the most of the opportunities I’ve been given. Thanks again for believing in me and for 
everything you do for kids and families like mine.

P.S. My mom thought you would enjoy seeing a picture of my first day of Head Start.”

— �Lane Johnson - Recipient of the Region VII  
2026 Head Start Alumni - High School Senior Scholarship

Administrator of the Year
LEISA HARNAR

Director of Head Start/Early Head Start
Economic Security Corporation  

of South West Area

Excellence in Community Service
BELINDA ECKERT

DNP, APRN, CPNP-PC, Assistant Professor 
Washburn University School of Nursing

Alumni High School Senior 
Scholarship

LANE JOHNSON
Twin Rivers High School

SCMCAA - Broseley Head Start

Teacher of the Year
HEATHER STEMSRUD

Drake University Head Start

Family Advocate of the Year
RAEANN HULLMAN

Area Manager, South Brown Head Start
NEK-CAP Inc.

Parent Post-Secondary  
Education Scholarship

CLINTASHA WESTBROOK
Educare of Omaha Indian Hill

Support Staff of the Year
LISA LECH
LPN, ECP Nurse  

Central Nebraska Community  
Action Partnership

Family Leader of the Year
MARK HABA

Head Start Child & Family  
Development Program, Inc.

Staff Post-Secondary  
Education Scholarship

TONYA LAKIN
Central Nebraska Community Action 

Partnership (CNCAP)

Congratulations 
   			     2026 Region VII Head Start Award and Scholarship Recipients!
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Iowa Children’s Champion
JANE DRAPEAUX

Hawkeye Area
Community Action Program

Missouri Children’s Champion
MELODY BOLING

Missouri Department of Mental Health

Kansas Children’s Champion
BRENDA BANDY

Kansas Breastfeeding Coalition

Nebraska Children’s Champion
DR. CHARLES CRAFT

Nebraska Department of  
Health & Human Services

Region VII Children’s Champion
DR. CHARLES CRAFT

Nebraska Department of  
Health & Human Services

Congratulations 
   			     2026 Region VII Head Start Award and Scholarship Recipients!

Children’s Champions
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Congratulations to the Region VII 2025-26 Management 
Acceleration Program (MAP) Training Graduates!

The Region VII Management Acceleration Program (MAP) is an expansive training program that provides Head 
Start/Early Head Start Directors & Managers a solid foundation of Head Start principles and management practices. 
Participants begin a professional development journey that takes them through a continuum of learning of key Head 
Start areas. Designed specifically for Head Start staff new to their current position two years or less, the Management 
Acceleration Management Program is the Region VII road map to a better understanding and navigation of the Head 
Start Program. Topics include:

- Eligibility, Recruitment, Selection, Enrollment, Attendance (ERSEA)
- Health
- Mental Health
- Education
- Parent, Family, Community, Engagement (PFCE)

Contact R7HSA 
to inquire about the 

2026-27 MAP 
Training schedule.
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Announcing Office of 
Head Start Director

Lizbeth Casco White

Dear Head Start Grantees,

I am pleased to announce the appointment of Lizbeth Casco White as Director of the Office of Head Start.

As Director, Mrs. White will lead the Office of Head Start within the Office of Early Childhood Development. 
She will provide leadership for the Head Start and Early Head Start programs serving infants, toddlers, and pre-
school aged children from low-income families.

Most recently, Mrs. White served as Virginia’s Deputy Secretary of Labor in Governor Youngkin’s 
administration. She brings more than 20 years of leadership experience including implementation of Early Head 
Start standards across 16 centers and 10 family childcare homes in Washington DC with 90 percent of children 
meeting developmental benchmarks under her leadership.

These experiences uniquely position Mrs. White to lead with a deep understanding of federal requirements, 
cross-sector collaboration and the flexibility that Head Start programs need to help serve children and families 
across the country. 

“It is an honor to join the Administration for Children and Families. ....” said Director Lizbeth Casco White. “My 
previous work with Head Start has deepened my appreciation for the resilience of families and the dedication of early childhood 
professionals. I am proud to return to this community to help strengthen the systems that support our youngest learners and to 
serve our nations families.” 

Lizbeth Casco White holds a Bachelor of Science in Human Development, a Master of Arts in Marriage and 
Family Therapy, and a Juris Doctorate from Pepperdine University School of Law.

Please join me in welcoming her to the Office of Head Start.

/ Laurie Todd-Smith /

Dr. Laurie Todd-Smith 
Deputy Assistant Secretary
Office of Early Childhood Development 
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I am my parents’ fourth child, four out of seven, and I’m the 
only girl. Born right in the middle. My mother was nineteen 

years old when I was born. Education was not important to them, 
not theirs, and not mine. I was suspended from school when I was 
fifteen, permanently suspended and told that I was a waste of their 
time. I believed them.

I met someone in my early twenties who encouraged me to get 
my GED.  The first night of class I sat in the parking lot, too afraid 
to go in, too afraid that they would soon see the same thing, that I 
was a waste of time.  I eventually made my way into the class and to 
the surprise of a lot of people I scored high enough on the pre-test 
that I tested quickly and passed. Scoring high enough to receive a 
scholarship to college.  But life and four children ended my college 
life pretty quickly.

I enrolled my youngest son in Head Start in 1992. It was twenty 
miles from my house so I would drop him off and sit in my car in 
the parking lot and wait for him. It didn’t take long for his teacher 
to discover me and invite me into the classroom. It also didn’t take 
long for her to notice that I really liked children. When she said 
she noticed I was good with children, I remember thinking I didn’t 
ever remember being told I was good at anything. Within weeks 
she asked if I would be interested in a job. The only thing they had 
available was a cook helper, but that would at least pay for my gas 
each day. I accepted! On November 9th, 1992, I was working at a 
school, and it was a big deal. It didn’t matter to me that I was a 
cook’s helper, I was working at a school. By January, I was offered 
a teacher’s aide position, and I loved that work. I remember the 
Education Coordinator commented that I was a sponge, taking 
every word in, every training opportunity, reading every manual I 
could get my hands on, even reading the Performance Standards.

I enrolled in a CDA course and obtained that credential in 1997; I 
was promoted to teacher. In 2000 I was sent information regarding 
a new initiative Head Start was implementing called FACE, Funding 
Assistance for Continuing Education. It was funding for teachers 
with less than an associate degree to go to school while working, 
and it was fully funded. I was the first to sign up.  I was also in the 
first group to graduate, and at the top of my class!

In 2002, I was promoted to Area Supervisor. I supervised three 
sites with approximately 45 employees. My hunger to learn more 
about Head Start and child development remained. I signed up 
for every training offered, every conference and eventually every 
webinar. I was hearing and learning things I’d never heard before, 
and I wanted to know more. It felt right. My parenting style 
changed, my marriage changed, and I changed. I supervised for 20 
years.

In 2021, I applied for and received the position of Assistant 
Director of Head Start and Early Head Start. Just like I did before 
going into that first GED class, I sat out in the parking lot and 
cried. I’ve worked for Head Start and Early Head Start for 33 years, 
but I will never forget how I felt at 15 years old being told I was a 
waste of time. This program changed my life. It stopped the cycle 
of poverty in my life and in the lives of my children. My husband 
and I have four sons, and we are so proud of their accomplishments 
in life. They range from a radio show host, an IT director, a draft 
analyst for ESPN and a sixth-grade math and science teacher. I owe 
that success to Head Start. My proudest moment though with Head 
Start may just be that my granddaughter is one of two counselors in 
our program; she is carrying on my passion for this program.

 That’s the investment Head Start made in me, a person who was 
considered a waste of time by some but valued and promoted by 
this program.

Submitted by Leisa Harnar,  
Head Start/Early Head Start Director

Economic Security Corporation SW Area

Kathy’s Story

This is an article about my Assistant Director, Kathy 
Miller.  Kathy’s story is so inspiring and every time I’m 
with her and she’s asked to share her history, I see 
listeners smiling, nodding their heads, and sometimes 
crying.  When I saw this opportunity to have someone 
share how Head Start has affected their life, I thought 
of Kathy and how she chose to take advantage of 
everything Head Start had to offer her and her family.  
I am so proud to call her my friend and so happy that 
you can read a small portion of her Head Start story.  
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My story starts way back in 1978. I was a mom to three boys and a baby 
girl at that time. We had a home visitor for Home Based Head Start. 

My children would love it when our home visitor came to visit us and brought 
activities to do at home with us. By 1990, I had three boys and two girls and 
we were about to adopt our twin girls, when I started to work for Project 
Success as a Teacher Aide.  Our home visitor kept in contact with us as a family 
friend and she encouraged me to apply for a home educator position through 
Head Start. My children have all grown up around Head Start and they see it 
as my second love as I love working with children and families. My sons all 
have jobs in construction, plumbing, and as a mechanic.  As for my daughters; 
Maria a nurse. Paula, my youngest biological child, started working as a teacher 
aide when she finished high school and she will graduate this May with her 
Teaching Degree.  My twins, one loves to work in social service and the other 
enjoys hands-on work.  I believe Head Start has taught each of my children a 
trade by letting them use tools I would never have imagined to use at home 
to learn with.  Head Start has taught me that we need to give children time to 
learn and ask questions and to find time to be there for our children.

Submitted by Mary Susie Dominguez
Family Advocate

ESU 13 Head Start & Early Head Start 

My Head Start Story

JOIN US 
in the Sand Box! 

To find out how to advertise or 
include a story in an upcoming issue 
of the Region VII Head Start Sand 
BoxTM magazine, send an email to 
MikeBaugher@R7HSA.com.
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Head Start Community Childcare Partnerships play a 
critical role in expanding access to high-quality early 

childhood education while ensuring full compliance with 
federal performance standards. The Head Start Program at 
Jefferson Franklin Community Action Corporation (JFCAC) 
is deeply committed to building strong, collaborative 
partnerships with local childcare providers to increase 
both quality and accountability in the services delivered to 
children and families across the community.

Currently, JFCAC Head Start operates in 14 locations, with 
seven of those sites functioning through formal partnerships 
with local school districts or childcare providers. These 
partnerships are intentionally structured to expand access 
while strengthening the broader early childhood system. 
By aligning community providers with Head Start’s 
rigorous standards for education, health, nutrition, family 
engagement, governance, and fiscal oversight, JFCAC 
ensures that children receive comprehensive, high-quality 
services regardless of the setting in which they are enrolled.

Over the past five years, community needs have evolved, 
requiring more flexible and collaborative service delivery 
models. Changing enrollment patterns, workforce shortages, 
and increased demand for full-day services have highlighted 
the importance of blending traditional childcare with the 
comprehensive supports offered through Head Start. In 
response to these trends, Rivers Edge Learning Center 
in Sullivan, Missouri reached out to JFCAC Head Start to 
explore becoming a formal partner. Like many providers, 
Rivers Edge experienced enrollment challenges as families 
increasingly sought programs that offered not only early 
learning, but also integrated health screenings, nutrition 
services, developmental assessments, and family support.

The partnership exploration process is designed to 
prioritize both quality and compliance from the outset. It 
began with an initial phone consultation, followed by an 
in-depth, on-site preliminary assessment conducted by 
the JFCAC Partnership Team. Head Start partnerships are 
governed by the Head Start Program Performance Standards, 

Submitted by Nicole Batten
Associate Director of Outreach and 

Operations, JFCAC Head Start

Building Strong Foundations Through 
Community Partnerships
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which establish clear expectations for teacher qualifications, 
curriculum fidelity, child health and safety procedures, family 
engagement practices, and fiscal accountability. Engaging 
in detailed discussions about these requirements before 
formalizing the agreement ensured that both organizations 
entered the partnership with a shared understanding of 
expectations and responsibilities.

Rivers Edge owners Erin Duncan and Kristina Sewell 
brought extensive experience and a strong commitment to 
inclusive services, particularly within the foster care and 
adoption community. Their mission aligns closely with Head 
Start’s emphasis on serving vulnerable and underserved 
populations. Community Childcare Partnerships are 
especially valuable for reaching children who qualify 
categorically due to foster care status, homelessness, or 
participation in public assistance programs. Through the 
partnership agreement signed in January 2026, families 
meeting eligibility criteria were supported in completing 
Head Start applications, with in-person assistance provided 
to remove barriers and ensure equitable access.

Compliance monitoring within partnerships is not 
punitive; it is developmental and supportive. JFCAC’s Site 
Operations Coordinator conducts monthly site visits to each 
partner location. These visits include structured reviews of 
classroom environments, curriculum implementation, child 
assessment data, health and safety documentation, and family 
engagement efforts. Individualized goals are established 
collaboratively, balancing regulatory oversight with 
continuous quality improvement. This consistent presence 
reinforces accountability while building professional capacity 
within the partner site.

Curriculum implementation is another cornerstone of 
partnership quality. Through the agreement, Rivers Edge 
staff began training and implementing the High Scope 
Curriculum across classrooms. The use of a research-based 
curriculum strengthens instructional consistency, promotes 
active learning, and ensures alignment with Head Start’s 

school readiness goals. Ongoing professional development 
opportunities, coaching, and technical assistance provided 
by JFCAC further enhance teacher effectiveness and 
compliance with educational standards. As staff qualifications 
improve and instructional practices become more aligned, 
child outcomes are strengthened.

Financial stewardship is equally important in maintaining 
both compliance and program quality. JFCAC Head Start 
offsets the portion of tuition not covered by Missouri 
Childcare Subsidy for enrolled families. This blended funding 
approach reduces financial strain on families, supports 
extended-day services, and ensures fiscal integrity through 
careful monitoring and reporting. By responsibly managing 
multiple funding streams, partnerships maximize resources 
while maintaining strict adherence to federal regulations.

Since promoting the partnership, enrollment at Rivers 
Edge Learning Center has increased significantly. This growth 
illustrates how quality and compliance builds community 
trust. When families understand that a childcare provider 
operates under Head Start’s federal performance standards, 
they gain confidence in the program’s ability to support their 
child’s academic readiness, health, and overall development. 
Compliance is not merely a regulatory obligation—it is a 
visible marker of program integrity.

Head Start Community Childcare Partnerships represent 
more than shared enrollment slots. They are structured 
systems of accountability, professional development, 
and continuous improvement. Through collaborative 
monitoring, regulatory alignment, curriculum support, fiscal 
oversight, and family-centered services, partnerships like the 
one between JFCAC Head Start and Rivers Edge Learning 
Center strengthen the entire early childhood infrastructure. 
By maintaining a balanced and intentional focus on both 
compliance and quality, JFCAC ensures that every partnered 
site delivers comprehensive, high-standard services that 
support children, empower families, and build stronger 
communities for years to come.

To learn more visit: jfcac.org
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In partnership with the Kansas Head Start Collaboration 
Office and the Kansas State Department of Education, the 

Kansas Head Start Association has developed a Kindergarten 
Readiness Resource board full of resources, strategies, and 
inspiration for professionals supporting children and families as 
they transition from early education settings to kindergarten. 
Together, we began sharing this resource with our early 
education partners in early 2026. 

Back in 2020, partners in Kansas came together to plan 
and offer a statewide virtual Kindergarten Readiness Summit. 
The purpose of the summit was to expand and support the 
implementation of early care, Head Start, and public-school 
collaboration work throughout the state by inviting teams to 
develop a community plan for kindergarten readiness support. 
A total of 15 community teams participated in the Summit. The 
goals of the Summit were to:

1. �Identify examples of effective kindergarten readiness 
practices, including strategies to support smooth 
transitions to kindergarten.

2. �Expand and enhance relationships between all early 
childhood programs and school districts to support 
kindergarten readiness. 

3. �Provide tools, supports, and information to strengthen 
kindergarten readiness.

Community teams developed a community plan through a 
facilitated process. Following the Summit, ongoing facilitation 
supported the continued work of the community teams. In 
addition, the Kansas Head Start Association hosted monthly 
coals to provide the teams with an opportunity to share 
successes, challenges, and resources..

The Kansas Kindergarten Resource Board builds upon this 
local community work. It includes a section for highlighting 
examples of artifacts from across Kansas communities. The 
Learning from Others section is currently a placeholder for 
adding more strategies and resources from local partners as 
they are developed.  The board also includes sections with links 
to existing Kansas resources and national resources.

We know that planning for kindergarten entry experiences 
positively impacts families, children, schools, communities, 
and early learning programs. Over time, plan to expand this 
board with additional resources and examples shared by local 
communities to highlight how they are working together to 
support children and families as they enter kindergarten. 

Submitted by Heather Schrotberger, Executive Director, Kansas Head Start Association 

Kansas Introduces New Kindergarten 
Readiness Resource Board

Access the Kansas 
Kindergarten Readiness 
Resource Board via this 
QR code.
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Big feelings are part of growing up. For young children, 
those moments can show up as tears, frustration, or 

full-body tantrums. For families, they can feel overwhelming 
and hard to navigate.

In Omaha, Nebraska, through the Nebraska Early 
Childhood Collaborative’s (NECC) Early Head Start-Child 
Care Partnership, families are getting access to tools that 
help young children work through those moments and build 
strong emotional foundations.

At the center of this work is a focus on practical, accessible 
social-emotional toolkits for families. Each month, Early 
Head Start families receive parent-friendly materials 
designed to support children’s development in ways that are 
realistic and easy to apply in daily life.

The toolkits include simple guides created by Tracey 
Pearson, mental health consultant, that walk parents and 
caregivers through common experiences such as tantrums. 

They reinforce that these moments are a normal part of 
development and offer clear strategies for responding 
with calm, consistency and connection. Caregivers are 
encouraged to name feelings, set boundaries and stay 
present as children learn to regulate emotions over time.

During a recent visit to Kennedy Early Learning Center, 
Pearson distributed copies of her book, Until Mama Comes 
Home, which supports children experiencing separation 
from a loved one. “What I love most about this moment 
is that these stories are reaching families right where they 
are,” Pearson shared. “Some of these children know what it 
feels like to be away from someone they love, and now they 
have something they can hold onto, something that helps 
them make sense of that feeling.”

This approach also strengthens alignment between home 
and child care settings. When families and educators use 
similar language and strategies, children experience greater 
consistency and a stronger sense of security.

Submitted by Natalie Songster, Early Intervention Manager 
Nebraska Early Childhood Collaborative

When Big Feelings 
Meet Real-Life Support 

Ready to meet families where they are, Tracey Pearson shares social-emotional  
tools that bring confidence and clarity to everyday parenting moments.

Until Mama Comes Home by Tracey Pearson offers a simple, 
supportive tool to help children feel connected and understood 
when a loved one is away.
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This work is strengthened by a parallel focus on the well-
being of the adults who support children every day. Through 
staff wellness efforts led in partnership with Pearson, 
educators and family support staff have access to wellness 
office hours, open-door time for reflection, and simple 
strategies to manage stress. This support creates space for 
staff to pause, reset, and feel supported in their roles.

One Early Head Start director shared, “This program has 
become our mental health toolbox for adults. The strategies 
are easy to follow, mindful, and always come from a place of 
no judgment.”

Staff also see a direct connection between their own 
support and their work with children. One toddler room 
staff member said, “Having access to these resources helps 
me better understand how to respond to children’s feelings 

and behaviors, while also giving us space to share ideas and 
learn from one another.”

These efforts are strengthening relationships across home 
and classroom settings. Families feel more equipped to 
support their children’s emotional development. Educators 
feel supported in their roles and more confident in their 
approach. Children benefit from stable, responsive 
relationships that help them learn and grow.

Through NECC’s Early Head Start-Child Care Partnership, 
this work continues to build a strong foundation for 
children, families, and the communities that support them 
every day. 

Materials included in social-emotional toolkits provide families with practical 
strategies to support children’s emotional development at home.

A family support and resources banner promotes social-
emotional coaching, focused on supporting parents, 
comforting children and strengthening families.
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The year was 2024, Devonah’s family of five were living in 
a rented, single-wide trailer in southeast Nebraska. “It 

was a tight fit for our family,” said Devonah. “It often felt like 
we were living in a shoe box but the rent was within our family’s 
single-income budget so we made it work.”

At the time Devonah stayed busy as a stay-at-home mom of 
three while her husband held down a full-time job. With the 
dream of owning their own home, the couple knew in order 
for their dream to become a reality they would need a second 
income.

Several of Devonah’s family members had careers in nursing 
which sparked Devonah’s interest in healthcare. When 
discussing various options one of Devonah’s friends mentioned 
phlebotomy, the medical practice of drawing blood. Devonah 
liked the idea and contacted the local Southeast Community 
College (SCC) Learning Center in Nebraska City to learn more 
about the program.

When discussing program costs, and financial assistance that 
might be available, the SCC representative suggested Devonah 
contact the local Southeast Nebraska Community Action 
Partnership (SENCA) Outreach Office. Devonah learned that 

SENCA’s Job Skills program may be able to provide income 
qualifying individuals, like herself, with financial assistance to 
help offset educational costs.

Devonah shared. “My awareness of SENCA programs began 
as a Head Start parent. Two of our older children attended 
SENCA’s Head Start Preschool, and our 3-year-old is currently 
enrolled in the program. The teachers and staff are all so patient 
and kind, I just love them.” Devonah didn’t hesitate contacting 
SENCA’s local Outreach Office to schedule an appointment.

“Not only did SENCA provide educational funding assistance 
through their Job Skills Program, Cathy, the local Family 
Development Associate (FDA), assisted me with the required 
paper work. Cathy also stayed in contact with me throughout 
the program providing emotional support and to ensure our 
family was doing ok.”

After successfully completing the phlebotomy program, 
Devonah enrolled in the Certified Nursing Assistant (CNA) 
program offered through SCC. Once again SENCA provided 
assistance by helping Devonah secure financial assistance 
through a Pell grant to help with educational costs.

Submitted by Susan Keholm, CCAP
Development Director, Southeast Nebraska Community Action

Devonah’s Pathway to a Successful 
Career Starts with SENCA

Investing in our Neighbors 
Improving Lives 
Strengthening Communities 

Devonah’s Pathway to a Successful Career  
Starts with SENCA 

The year was 2024, Devonah’s family of five were living in a 
rented, single-wide trailer in southeast Nebraska. “It was a 
tight fit for our family,” said Devonah. “It often felt like we  
were living in a shoe box but the rent was within our family’s 
single-income budget so we made it work.”  

At the time Devonah stayed busy as a stay-at-home mom of 
three while her husband held down a full-time job. With the 
dream of owning their own home, the couple knew in order  
for their dream to become a reality they would need a second  
income.  

Several of Devonah’s family members had careers in nursing 
which sparked Devonah’s interest in healthcare. When  
discussing various options one of Devonah’s friends mentioned 
phlebotomy, the medical practice of drawing blood. Devonah 
liked the idea and contacted the local Southeast Community 
College (SCC) Learning Center in Nebraska City to learn more 
about the program.   

When discussing program costs, and financial assistance  
that might be available, the SCC representative suggested 
Devonah contact the local Southeast Nebraska Community 
Action Partnership (SENCA) Outreach Office. Devonah  
learned that SENCA’s Job Skills program may be able to  
provide income qualifying individuals, like herself, with  
financial assistance to help offset educational costs.   

Devonah shared. “My awareness of SENCA programs began  
as a Head Start parent. Two of our older children attended 
SENCA’s Head Start Preschool, and our 3-year-old is  
currently enrolled in the program. The teachers and staff are  
all so patient and kind, I just love them.” Devonah didn’t  
hesitate contacting SENCA’s local Outreach Office to schedule 
an appointment. 

“Not only did SENCA provide educational funding assistance 
through their Job Skills Program, Cathy, the local Family  
Development Associate (FDA), assisted me with the required 
paper work. Cathy also stayed in contact with me throughout 
the program providing emotional support and to ensure our 
family was doing ok.”   

After successfully completing the phlebotomy program,  
Devonah enrolled in the Certified Nursing Assistant (CNA)  
program offered through SCC. Once again SENCA provided 
assistance by helping Devonah secure financial assistance 
through a Pell grant to help with educational costs.  

More than a year later, the family of five is now a family of  
six. Devonah’s determination and use of local resources has 
helped her transition from a full-time, stay-at-home mom to  
a mom who now balances home life with expanding her  
education and career.  

Not only is Devonah studying to become a Licensed Practical 
Nurse, she is employed, as needed, at a local care facility and 
hospital as a CNA and Phlebotomist.  

Winter 2026 
To learn more about Job Skills and other 

Family Outreach programs contact  
Kay Wissmann  

Community Services Director  
 402-862-2411 ext. 108  
or visit www.senca.org   

To reduce daycare costs and save toward purchasing a 
home, Devonah works night and weekend shifts when her 
husband is home and can watch the children.   
 

With the additional income Devonah earns from working in 
healthcare, the family was able to move out of the single- 
wide, rented trailer. They purchased a nice size home, with  
a wonderful yard that meets the family’s needs. When  
asked where she sees herself in the next five years  
Devonah replied, “My career goal is to become a Registered 
Nurse utilizing SCC’s Associate Degree in Nursing program 
and work at the local hospital in labor and delivery.”  
 

Devonah is very grateful for the assistance she received  
from SENCA. “SENCA is a wonderful resource in our   
community. Even when SENCA is unable to meet a  
specific need, they go above and beyond to provide  
individual support and assistance by partnering with  
others in the community who may have the resources to 
help. I love that about SENCA.”           

 

Trace, Koby, Hayzley, Ryker,  
Amelia, and Devonah 

Happy to be in  
their new home. 

SENCA Job Skills  
Improving Lives/Strengthening Communities  
 
 

Since 2014, SENCA has partnered with Southeast  
Community College to offer healthcare and manufacturing 
classes such as Certified Nurse Assistant, Med Aide,  
Phlebotomy, and Welding for under-skilled, low-income  
individuals. SENCA provides financial assistance to quali-
fying students for the cost of the course on a loan basis.  
 

After completing the class and gaining employment,  
students repay the loan allowing SENCA to offer  
educational opportunities to other individuals. All students 
participate in 90 days of follow-up case management with 
a trained Family Development Specialist and work on 
budgeting, life skills, and job soft skills.  
 

Individuals who participate in Job Skills gain the skills and 
education needed to become gainfully employed, thereby  
reducing dependence on government programs for  
economically challenged households. Local employers gain 
well trained, responsible staff, and a skilled job pool to 
help meet their staffing needs. The estimated increase in 
income for participants who gain employment, results in a 
21 to 1 return on investment.    

Trace, Koby, Hayzley, Ryker, Amelia, and Devonah. Happy to be in their new home.



You haven’t been 
following R7HSA 

on Facebook?

SERIOUSLY? 

More than a year later, the family of five is now a family of six. 
Devonah’s determination and use of local resources has helped 
her transition from a full-time, stay-at-home mom to a mom 
who now balances home life with expanding her education and 
career.

Not only is Devonah studying to become a Licensed Practical 
Nurse, she is employed, as needed, at a local care facility and 
hospital as a CNA and Phlebotomist.

To reduce daycare costs and save toward purchasing a home, 
Devonah works night and weekend shifts when her husband is 
home and can watch the children.

With the additional income Devonah earns from working 
in healthcare, the family was able to move out of the single- 
wide, rented trailer. They purchased a nice size home, with 
a wonderful yard that meets the family’s needs. When asked 
where she sees herself in the next five years Devonah replied, 
“My career goal is to become a Registered Nurse utilizing SCC’s 
Associate Degree in Nursing program and work at the local 
hospital in labor and delivery.” 

Devonah is very grateful for the assistance she received from 
SENCA. “SENCA is a wonderful resource in our community. 
Even when SENCA is unable to meet a specific need, they go 
above and beyond to provide individual support and assistance 
by partnering with others in the community who may have the 
resources to help. I love that about SENCA.”

To learn more about Job Skills and other Family Outreach programs contact 
Kay Wissmann Community Services Director 
402-862-2411 ext. 108 or visit www.senca.org
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The 2026 Missouri Child Advocacy Day took place on March 25, 
2026, at the State Capitol in Jefferson City. Organized by partners 

like Kids Win Missouri, the event connected advocates with lawmakers to 
support policies promoting the well-being, development, and protection of 
children statewide.

The multi-day event is designed to elevate diverse voices, share 
important community initiatives, and help advocates educate senators 
and representatives. An inaugural summit was held on Tuesday, March 24, 
at The Millbottom, focusing on advancing equitable policy solutions for 
children and families. 

The main programming at the Capitol included a morning rally, legislative 
visits, and networking opportunities that allowed advocates from across the 
state to engage directly with state officials. For ongoing advocacy efforts, 
resources, and legislative updates, visit the Kids Win Missouri website.

Submitted by Missouri  
Head Start Association

Head Start Represented  
at the 2026 Missouri  
Child Advocacy Day
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We’re proud to share that our Executive Director, Larry Lewis Jr., has been honored with the 
Nonprofit Catalyst Executive Award by Nonprofit Connect.

This recognition celebrates Larry’s outstanding leadership and unwavering commitment to 
advancing opportunities for children and families in our community. Under his guidance, our work 
continues to grow in both reach and impact that is centered on equity, access, and lasting change.

“It’s about the families we serve. Their resilience, strength, and their journeys. Because despite the 
challenges, their stories are filled with growth, determination, and success. They are the reason we do 
this work.” - Larry Lewis Jr.

Please join us in congratulating Larry on this well-deserved honor and in celebrating the families 
whose strength inspires our mission every day.

Submitted by Tanesha Thompson, Program Director
Growing Futures Early Education Center

Executive Director, Larry Lewis Jr., 
Receives Nonprofit Connect’s 

2026 Nonprofit Catalyst Executive Award

Learn more at growingfutures.org
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Nebraska is proudly represented on 
the national stage as Head Start 

parents and leaders travel to Washington, 
D.C. to participate in the Parents Unite 
movement—an initiative led by the 
National Head Start Association that 
empowers parents to advocate for the 
future of Head Start.

Mark Haba and Bobbi Mason, alongside 
Nebraska Head Start Association 
representative Christie Ference, are joining 
more than 100 parents and caregivers 
from across the country. Together, they 
are meeting directly with members of 
Congress and their staff to share firsthand 
experiences and highlight the critical role 
Head Start plays in supporting children, 
families, and communities.

Their stories bring to life the real 
impact of Head Start—providing early 
learning opportunities, supporting 
working families, and creating stability 
that strengthens communities across 
Nebraska. As federal funding decisions 
are considered, these voices are essential 
in ensuring policymakers understand 
both the value of the program and the 
importance of continued investment.

Participation in Parents Unite extends 
beyond Washington. Nebraska’s advocates 
will return home equipped with new 
knowledge, strengthened connections, and 
a renewed commitment to champion Head 
Start at the state and local levels.

We are grateful for their leadership and 
proud to see Nebraska families helping 
shape the future of Head Start.

Learn more at neheadstart.org



Do you know a Head Start Alumni? 
WE WANT TO HEAR FROM THEM!

There are countless success stories out there, of former students, parents, 
staff, and volunteers who have taken their experience with Head Start 
and gone on to do amazing things in their lives. We need your help 
locating these inspirational people so we can share their success stories 
in future issues of the Region 7 Head Start Sand BoxTM magazine.

If you know a Head Start Alumni student, parent, staff or volunteer, 
please put us in touch with them so we can celebrate them! 

Visit the alumni portal at 
R7HSA.com/alumni-search

Region VII Head Start Sand BoxTM   |   Spring 2026      20  

Ozark Action, Inc. Gainesville Head Start historical photos. 



Find us at 
Facebook.com/R7HSA
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CALENDAR OF EVENTS

2026 Region VII Head Start/Early Head Start 

FALL 
LEADERSHIP 
CAUCUS

Tentative agenda 
subject to change.

For information about presenting, exhibiting,  
or attending this event, visit R7HSA.com

Monday, October 19 
8:30 am – 4:30 pm Pre-Track Sessions

Tuesday, October 20 
9 – 11am Opening Session
11:30 am – 1:30 pm Awards Luncheon
2 – 3:30 pm Breakout Sessions
3:45 – 4:45 pm State Networking

Wednesday, October 21 
8:30 – 10 am Breakout Sessions
10:30 am – Noon Breakout Sessions
Noon – 1:30 pm Lunch on your own
12:15 – 1:15 pm  Regional/State  

Association Luncheon
1:30 – 3 pm  Breakout Sessions
3:30 – 5 pm NHSA Policy Update
5 – 6:30 pm Networking Reception

Thursday, October 22 
8 – 9:30 am Breakout Sessions
10 am – Noon Closing Session

Elevating Leadership

Featuring:

October 20 – 22, 2026 
10/19 tentatively held for pre-track sessions 

DOUBLETREE HOTEL 
10100 College Blvd., Overland Park, KS 66210
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For more information contact: 
Carie Ahlgrim, President

nehsainfo@gmail.com

neheadstart.org

Nebraska Head Start Association  
is selling Head Start tumblers.  
Contact NeHSA to get yours!

CALENDAR OF EVENTS

June 10
NeHSA Advisory Meeting

For more information contact: 
Chris Juett, Executive Director
PO Box 411, Altoona, IA 50009

Phone: 714-702-8037  
Email: iowaheadstartassn@gmail.com

IowaHeadStart.org

IHSA May Program Director Networking
May 5, 2026    
9:00 am - 12:00 pm

Family Support Services Networking
May 6, 2026    
9:00 am - 11:00 am

Teacher Networking - May
May 6, 2026    
1:00 pm - 2:00 pm

Reflective Supervision Training for 
Education Specialists/Coaches with 
networking
May 7, 2026    
9:00 am - 11:00 am

CDA Coordination Networking
June 9, 2026    
9:00 am - 11:00 am

IHSA Professional Development 
Networking - Pre-Service Planning/
Discussion
June 10, 2026    
9:00 am - 11:00 am

IHSA Early Head Start Center Based 
Networking
June 11, 2026    
12:00 pm - 2:00 pm

IHSA July Program Director Networking
July 16, 2026    
9:00 am - 12:00 pm
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CALENDAR OF EVENTS
May 6 
Human Resources Network
Fiscal Network

May 14 
KHSA Board Meeting

May 21 
Head Start Director Network

October 7-8
October State Meeting and Network

For more information contact: 
Karen Brichoux

Communications Coordinator
and Office Manager

Office Phone: 785-856-3132
E-mail: kbrichoux@ksheadstart.org

ksheadstart.org

First Tuesday of the month at 10:00am
Head Start Program Directors & Partners’ Call 

Third Wednesday of each month at 11:00am 
Head Start ECHO Discussions: (Showmeecho.org)

May 14
MHSA Annual Meeting & Awards Celebration 
in Jefferson City

For more information contact: 
Tina Bernskoetter

tina@moheadstart.org

ROBERT REDMOND Key Account Manager
Phone: 800-488-6436 -x711
Cell: 913–707–5756
r.redmond@plusoptix.com
www.plusoptixinc.com

R7HSA would like to give a shout out to long-time friend 
and supporter of Head Start, Rob Redmond.  Rob recently 
began working with Plusoptix, to provide vision screening 
for Head Start children. We encourage you to reach out to 
Rob if this service would benefit your program.
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PARTNERS

PARTNERS

PARTNERS

PARTNERS


