
 

 

 

 

 

 

FACULTY AND STAFF 

2015-2016  



Administration 

Rachel Johnson, MS, Owner/Director 

Rachel received her BS in Human Development from Cornell 
University and her MS in Early Childhood Education from 
Penn State.  She also completed the Applied Behavior 

Analysis (ABA) certification program at Penn State.  In 
addition to her experience in child care, Rachel spent three 

years developing and assessing treatment plans for children 
with a behavioral health diagnosis.  Rachel enjoys spending 
time with her three young children, husband, and two dogs, 

as well as watching movies and taking walks. 

Robert Johnson, MS, Owner/Business Manager 

Before opening the school with his wife, Rob studied 
Industrial Engineering at Penn State. His passion has been 

in coaching and teaching young children football since 2006, 
serving as the head coach of the State College Lions Pee Wee 
program.  He lives with his three young children, wife, and 

two dogs.  Outside of family time, Rob’s hobbies include 
taking walks, playing and watching sports, reading, writing, 

and computer games.  

Rebecca Wert, MEd, Assistant Director 

With a Master’s Degree in Special Ed and a Bachelor’s in 
Human Development and Family Studies, Becky has many 
years of experience in childcare with both teaching and 

administration.  Previously, Becky served as a case 
supervisor in a program for youth with behavioral 

challenges.  Becky lives with her three young children, 
husband, and two dogs.  Becky loves to spend time with her 
family, cook, ride on motorcycles, and enjoy the outdoors.   

Candace Burns, Administrative Assistant 

After studying Early Childhood Education for two years at 
Lock Haven University, Candace taught preschoolers for 
several years before coming to our baby room.  She has 

completed her CDA (Child Development Associate) 
credential, and is now currently completing her Bachelor’s 

Degree in Early Childhood Education through online 
learning.  Candace loves to spend time with family, including 
her own little daughter, Peyton, born just this spring, as well 

as an energetic puppy and a cat.  She also loves to be 
outdoors, especially at her husband’s hunting camp.   



Teachers for the Crawling Caterpillars (infants) 
 

Jenah Fluck, Team Leader 
While Jenah’s Bachelor of Science degree is in Secondary 
Education, her passion has long been working with children of a 

younger age, with over 10 years of experience working with 
children and infants.  Jenah spends much of her time outside of 

Step by Step babysitting for children and forming long-term, loving 
relationships with the families of the children she cares for.  In 
addition to working with kids, Jenah also cares for her dog and 3 

cats, and loves working out with friends and doing Mud Runs!   
 

Carolyn Yackeren 

Carolyn’s passion has long been caring for young children and 

animals.  Since graduating from State High, Carolyn has worked as 
a dog groomer and pet sitter, as well as an infant teacher for 4 

years at another local center.  Carolyn loves spending time with 
little ones, especially her own nephew.  In addition to her love for 
children and animals, Carolyn loves singing and music, including 

playing guitar and piano.  
 

Kayla Witherite 

With experience in retail and food-service prior to working at Step 
by Step, Ms. Kayla came to us with her own personal experience 

caring for young ones, with her own little son at home.  Kayla loves 
children and would love to ultimately become a pediatric nurse.  
Her hobbies include spending time with her family and playing 

softball.  

 

Tauna Finkenbinder 

After working in a pharmacy in Danville for the past 8 years, 
Tauna and her husband made a move to this area, where Tauna 
decided to start a new career path working with infants and 

children at Step by Step.  When she is not working, Tauna enjoys 
spending her time with family and friends.     

 

Daphne Dymeck (afternoons) 

With her own two children in elementary school and some 
experience working as an infant teacher at another local center, 

Daphne was eager to extend her knowledge and experience with 
young children.  Daphne works part-time at Step by Step in the 
afternoons, while attending school to earn her Bachelor’s degree in 

Psychology.  Interesting facts about Daphne include that she loves 
to play with her chocolate lab, and she is learning to speak Hindi!     



Teachers for the Toddling Turtles (young toddlers) 

 

Melissa Torres, Team Leader 

After beginning her work with young children in a 
work-study program while in high school, Melissa 
found her true love to be shaping the minds of infants 

and young toddlers.  With several college courses in 
elementary education and over 5 years of experience in 

childcare under her belt, Melissa brings lots of 
knowledge, love, and fun ideas to our young toddlers!  
Outside of work, Melissa babysits for several families 

and she loves spending time with her younger siblings.  
She also loves doing crafts and is passionate about 

reading, especially fantasy fiction series. 

 

Cassie Ayers 

Cassie’s love for little ones goes back to her many 

years of experience babysitting for friends and 
neighbors, volunteering in her church nursery, and 
leading Vacation Bible School.  After working for 

several years in retail and technology, Cassie is excited 
to join the early childhood field, and has begun to 

pursue a Bachelor’s Degree in Elementary Education 
in an online degree program.  Outside of work, Cassie 
loves spending time with her boyfriend and their dog, 

Ollie. 

 

Janina Vellucci 

As the mother of four (soon to be 5!), spanning in age 

from toddler to tween, Janina (pronounced Ya-nee-na) 
has lots of experience loving and caring for little ones.  
In addition to her personal experience, Janina’s 

professional experience includes several years working 
as a nanny with families in Germany and the US, and 

time working as a kindergarten assistant in Germany 
for 3-6 year old children.  During her time at Step by 
Step, Ms. Janina has taught in the Caterpillars, 

Jackrabbits, and Turtles classrooms. 

  



Teachers for Jumping Jackrabbits (older toddlers) 

 

Bindu Pisupati, team leader  

After completing her undergraduate degree at Penn 

State with two majors and two minors in Biobehavioral 
Health, Neuropsychology, Biology and HDFS, 

respectively, Bindu went on to graduate with a 
Master's in Early Childhood Special Education.  Bindu 
loves reading, writing, dancing, traveling, and 

chocolate!  Some of the things on her bucket list 
include: skydiving, attending a movie premiere, 

learning ASL, and becoming a mom. Bindu recently 
achieved one of her biggest goals, becoming a 
published author!  You can find her book, The 
Rearranged Life, at Barnes and Noble! 

 

Rachel Hillard 

Knowing that she had a love for teaching and young 

children, Rachel went straight into teaching toddlers at 
another local childcare center after graduating high 

school in 2010.  She has completed coursework 
through the Penn State Cooperative Extension for her 
Infant/Toddler CDA (Child Development Associate) 

credential.  In her free time, Rachel really enjoys 
drawing, painting, and cosmetology (she is a licensed 
cosmetologist!).   

 

 

Amanda Ireland 

Amanda recently graduated from Penn State 
University with her degree in Childhood and Early 
Adolescent Education.  Her related experience includes 

serving as a student teacher at an elementary school 
in Bellefonte, and working as a personal care aide and 

summer helper for Cen-Clear Child Services.  Outside 
of teaching, Amanda enjoys ice skating and sports in 
general.  She spends much of her time with family, 

especially her younger sister.  
 



Teachers for Running Rhinos (preschool) 

 

Amanda Smarcz, Lead Teacher 

Amanda has her Bachelor’s Degree from Penn State in 
Elementary and Kindergarten Education, with an 
Early Childhood Education certification.  In 2004 and 

2007, Amanda spent time in India teaching English to 
the children of migrant workers and in Tanzania 
caring for young children in an orphanage.  She spent 

a year educating families about child development and 
parenting practices through the Youth Service Bureau.  

She now enjoys spending time with her own little 
daughter!  Her other hobbies include musical theater 
and art, and she loves animals, including her pet 

rabbit and cat.   

 

Ashley Lopes 

With a Bachelor’s Degree in Social Work, Ashley has 
several years of experience working with families in 

crisis as a Parent Educator and Family Counselor.  
Knowing that she loved children but not always the 
high stress of family crises, Ashley decided to begin a 

career in teaching young children.  When she is not at 
work, Ms. Ashley enjoys spending time with her 

husband and 3 dogs!  They are expecting their first 
child in December of this year!   

 

Brittney Cain 

While studying in high school, Brittney spent 3 years 

teaching 3-5 year-olds at the preschool of CPI (Central 
PA Institute of Science and Technology).  She also 

completed an internship in a local elementary school, 
helping to plan and carry out lessons with 
kindergarteners.  Before moving into the Rhinos 

classroom, Brittney started at Step by Step as a 
teacher in our infant classroom, where she enjoyed 
forming bonds with our littlest students.  She is 

currently taking online courses to earn a degree in 
early childhood education.  Outside of work, Ms. 

Brittney loves spending time with her younger sisters.    



Teachers for Marching Monkeys (pre-k 1) 

 

Kasey Messick, Lead Teacher 

Kasey has her Bachelors of Arts degree in 
Chemistry with a minor in Dance from the 
University of Washington in her native state.  

Kasey loves working with children, with years of 
experience babysitting and teaching vacation Bible 
school during summers.  Kasey’s long-term goal is 

to one day go back to school for a teaching degree 
and work as an elementary school teacher.  In her 

spare time, Kasey enjoys hiking, reading, and just 
got married! 

 

Chelsea Neff 

Chelsea recently graduated from Penn State University 
with a degree in Childhood and Early Adolescent 

Education, completing her student teaching in Tyrone 
with pre-kindergarten and third grade.  Prior to joining 
the Marching Monkeys class, Chelsea led our 

Galloping Giraffes group for Step by Step’s summer 
camp.  She also has worked at the Penn State 

Creamery for the last few years while studying at the 
university.  Outside of her work, Chelsea’s hobbies 
include basketball, soccer, painting, singing, and 

reading. 
  



Teachers for Leaping Lizards (pre-k 2) 

 
Michelle Smiles, Lead Teacher 

Michelle has her Bachelor’s and her Associates 
Degrees in Early Childhood Education, a teaching 
certification in Early Childhood Education, and over 
20 years of experience in the field!  She taught pre-k 

for many years in State College before opening her own 
center, Smart Start, for which she was owner, director, 

and pre-k teacher (she couldn’t stay out of the 
classroom!).  As the mother of two daughters, Michelle 
loves to spend time with her family, garden, and read 

in her spare time.   

 

Stephanie Struble 

Stephanie graduated from Penn State with her 
Bachelor’s Degree in Recreation, Parks, and Tourism.  
Her passion for teaching began back in high school 

when she started working at a local childcare center 
after school; it strengthened during her college years 
when she led recreation events for children, such as 

the Halloween hay rides at Shaver’s Creek.  Stephanie 
continued to work at a local center as she completed 

her degree.  She most recently completed an 
internship with a children’s summer program at Penn 
Skates.  Most of Stephanie’s time outside of school is 

spent with her boyfriend and adorable Bernese 
Mountain dog, Bernie; she also likes hanging out with 

family and friends. 

  



Teachers for Galloping Giraffes (school-age) 

Chi Boggs 

 
Chi (pronounced like the tea, Chai) recently moved to 
State College from Westchester, PA, where she was 

teaching at a preschool there.  In her previous work, 
Ms. Chi taught all ages of children, from infants up 
through school-agers.  Chi is passionate about 

connecting with children and helping them to grow 
and develop through positive guidance, athletics, and 

artistic endeavors.  Ms. Chi studied education at 
Baptist Bible College where she enjoyed playing 
collegiate sports.  She is also currently training to be a 

Marine.   
 

 
Lindsey McQuiston 

A graduate of Penn State with her degree in Plant 
Science, Lindsey’s dream is to combine her love of 

children with her knowledge of environmental science.  
Lindsey has previously worked in environmental 
education for young children, as well as interning in a 

special education classroom, and assisting in a tutor 
center for school-age children.  Lindsey currently 

works at Schlow Library in the mornings before 
coming to our afternoon program.  She enjoys playing 
the folk harp, hiking, collecting and photographing 

orchids, and camping.   
 

 

“Floating” Teachers 

Sara Regan 

Sara has a Human Services certificate, over 100 hours 

of training in the Child Development Associates 
program, and over 15 years of experience in childcare, 

working with all age groups in various centers, from 
infants to school age.  Sara also is the mother of four, 
ranging in ages from 2 to tween!  Sara’s hobbies 

include spending time with her family, running, 
reading, and traveling.  Sara brings lots of love, 
kindness, and patience to our school.   


