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First Step, Inc. hosted its highly anticipated annual statewide talent show this past June. 
“First Step’s Got Talent” began as a small production in 2015 with the purpose being to spotlight 
the many talents of the Adults within our Day Habilitation Services at First Step. Little did we 
know, it would become such a vital part of not only our Hot Springs Community but the Adult 
Developmental Services community from across the Natural State. This year’s show featured both 
single and group acts from First Step’s Adult Development Programs in Hot Springs, Glenwood, 
Malvern, and Fordyce, as well as, acts from SADCCF in El Dorado and ILS in Conway. First Step, 
Inc. looks forward to the years to come and is excited to expand our show and grow the amazing 
relationships that have formed between our First Step Centers and our new friends from the many 
agencies from across the Natural State.

After all the dust settled and the crowd had once again been blown away by the all the 
amazing talent they had witnessed, only a select few took home the highly coveted awards, which 
are handed out only once a year. This year’s single act winner was Maria Massa from ILS in Conway, 
Arkansas. Maria blew the crowd away with her rendition of Phantom of the Opera and did so after 
overcoming insurmountable odds. What most people in attendance did not witness during the 
show, was that there 
had been a mishap 
with Maria’s music and 
the wrong instrumental 
tracks began to play, 

causing mass confusion both on and off stage, but none more than with 
Maria. Maria like all of us was overwhelmed with emotions and was not 
sure if she could go back out and finish her routine. However, after some 
encouragement from loving staff and peers, Maria stunned the house with 
her performance. The tears both backstage and on Maria’s face said it all, 
Maria had crushed her song and won the hearts of everyone in attendance. 
When the judges deliberated, it was unanimous that Maria had more than 
earned the title of Winner of the 2017 First Step’s Got Talent.

First Step’s Got Spirit!!
While organizing the First Annual First Step’s Got Talent 

Show, it was decided that there would be an award that 
would be granted to the First Step Group Act that best 
represented First Step’s Mission Statement, which is to 
promote integration and independence of all people with 
disabilities. Each year, our Adults and their staff keep this 
mission statement in mind as they prepare their group acts, 
knowing that they might take home the Spirit Award.

This year was no different. The Adults from the 
Glenwood Center took this statement to heart from day 
one of their preparations. During a post-show interview 
with event coordinators, Glenwood’s very own Zach Young 
sang the praises of his staff, whom he said, “encouraged the 
group to use their individual talents to come up with a really 
great act for this year’s show.” Please take the time to stop by 
the Glenwood Adult Development Center to congratulate 
this year’s Spirit Award winners, as they will surely be willing 
to show off their trophy.

     Congratulations to all of the contestants!

First Step’s Got Talent
By Blake and Kathy Patterson, FSGT Production Coordinators
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In November 2016, a grant from the Elisabeth D. Wagner Foundation was awarded and 
received in the amount of $2,622.78. The funds received have provided for the purchase of 
needed equipment to be used in the presentation of job-readiness training for the First 
Step adult consumers.

In June 2017, Entergy presented First Step with a $2500 grant for the job-readiness 
training program. The training being developed will be presented through a collaborative 
effort of Supported Employment and the Adult Day Services staff. Money received from the 
Entergy grant is helping to advance preparation of a space adjoining the Hot Springs Adult 
Center, as well as, assist in the provision of needed furniture/equipment for the training. 
Lesson materials are being developed as space is being readied, and the pilot program will 
begin this Fall.

We extend a big THANK YOU to the Elisabeth D. Wagner Foundation and Entergy. 
We appreciate your support in the belief that with skills acquired through available training, 
adults with disabilities will be more prepared to enter the integrated workforce.

On August 1, 2017, First Step hosted the local Community Coffee for 
their monthly meeting. The coffee is a group of non-profit agencies that 
come together the first Tuesday of every month to network. The coffee has 
been meeting for over twenty years at various non-profit agencies in the 
Hot Springs area. The purpose of the coffee is to provide opportunities for 
networking, encourage partnerships between area agencies, and to inform 
the community of available resources. First Step has been proud to serve as 
the lead agency of the coffee for the past nineteen years.

Friends of First Step
First Step Receives Grant Money

First Step Hosts Local 
Community Coffee

Hamburg Receives Help from 
a Neighbor

Mr. Benny and Mrs. Ann Williams live next door to our First Step Hamburg 
administration office and playgrounds. There is hardly a day that goes by that 
they are not getting playground balls thrown over the fence into their yard. 
However, being the neighbors that the Williams are they are not bothered at 
all with balls landing in their yard, which we appreciate very much in Hamburg!

To show just how neighborly the Williams are, a few months ago we had to 
bring in more dirt for our playground, and the delivery truck, carrying the dirt, was 
having difficulty backing into our driveway. So, Mr. Benny, witnessing the situation, 
offered to allow the truck driver to pull in through his yard to unload the dirt, and 
was, even more, happier to offer to help spread the dirt with his tractor and asked 
nothing in return. We are so blessed to have Mr. Benny and Mrs. Ann as neighbors 
to our facility. Thank you for being more than neighbors, but friends to the First 
Step in Hamburg!

Thank you to our First 
Responders & the AR Game 

and Fish Commission for 
taking time to visit First 

Step during out Community 
Helpers Week!
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Thomy and Kris Green contacted Malvern First Step a little over a year ago. They were about to 
go to China to adopt their new son, Benjamin Green. He had a cleft palate along, with a variety of 
other special needs. They had been referred to us to see if this would be a good placement for Ben 
when they got back. A few weeks later they returned with the tiniest, almost 3-year-old handsome 
boy who spoke no English and barely walked, but smiled with a big thumbs up and gave kisses to all 
the ladies that crossed his path! They had a long journey 
ahead with a multitude of surgeries, feeding issues, 
gross motor concerns, and so forth.

One year later, Benjamin Green is now walking, 
running, climbing, and getting into everything. He is slightly on the bossy side, which just shows he 
knows how to communicate his needs despite the fact that his understanding is incredible, and after 
several palate surgeries he is eating more and using a few words. His family likes to say this could not 
be possible without First Step, but we cannot imagine Ben ever coming so far so quickly 
without the support of his new family. Thomy and Kris are constantly in communication 
with First Step with all Ben’s needs, asking what they can be doing more in the home 
to help Benjamin. Most recently, Thomy stayed up all night smoking pork for the staff. 
He and Kris fed our entire staff in Malvern the most amazing smoked pork with all the 
fixings just to say, "Thank you!"

The Green's are willing to show up and volunteer, or give to any cause we need, 
while still holding full-time jobs and raising four kids! We are so thankful for parents like 
Thomy and Kris that not only provide above and beyond for their child but then also try 
and provide for our needs at the RL Petty First Step center. We are thankful they care so 
much for not only their own family but their “First Step” family!

In July, the local Future Farmers of America (FFA) students volunteered on 
Thursday mornings in the Developmental Treatment clinic at the First Step, 
Hot Springs center. They helped prepare and work a summer carnival for the 
children, as well as, worked in the classroom interacting and playing with the 
children. A different group of students came each week and enjoyed working 
with the children.

In between the FFA student visits, First Step welcomed the 5th & 6th- 
grade students from First Methodist Church’s Vacation Bible School (VBS). The 
students were excited to volunteer in the Developmental Treatment 
clinic, where they spent their time interacting with the children in 
various classroom activities, including art.

First Step thanks, all of the students for their part in making the 
summer months fun and engaging for the children. Both staff and 
children enjoyed having all of the students this summer, and as the 
summer comes to a close, First Step extends a warm invitation to 
come again next summer.

       The First Step in Fordyce partnered with the Dallas County Medical Center this summer 
to host students who were participating in the MASH camp. In Fordyce, M*A*S*H (Medical 
Applications of Science for Health) camp is a one-week summer enrichment program that 
allows rising high school juniors and seniors to shadow health professionals and attend 
workshops that enhance their experience in the health care field. Students participating in 
the MASH program came to First Step for an entire day to shadow our Physical Therapists, 
Occupational Therapists, and Speech Pathologists. Many of Arkansas’s brightest students 
have participated in MASH, which provided the catalyst needed to spur them on toward 
a health profession. We are grateful our facility was invited by the Dallas County Medical 
Center to participate in this program. We were happy to share the wonderful things we do at 
First Step. Hopefully, our therapists have inspired these students to follow in their footsteps!

Local Students Volunteer 
in Hot Springs

Fordyce Partners with Dallas 
County Medical Center

Family Provides Malvern Staff Lunch!

Pictured to the right are 5th and 6th grade students from the First 
Methodist Church’s VBS. Thank you for volunteering your time!
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Thirty-Five Years and Counting!

EMPLOYEE SPOTLIGHTS

Thirty-five years later, Linda Kemp is still as passionate today, as on the day 
she was hired, about ensuring that individuals with developmental disabilities 
continue to receive the quality services they need to be fully integrated into the 
communities they live as independently as possible. Linda was hired on June 1, 
1982, and throughout her thirty-five-year journey, has worked as a van driver, adult 
instructor, supported living apartment manager, and personal care aid. Also, during 
this time, she has worked in the payroll, billing, and human resources departments, 
where she learned first-hand the roles and responsibilities of each position in the 
departments, leaving only a few departments that she does not have first-hand 
knowledge and experience. Today, this melting pot of knowledge and experience 
enables her to fill the role of Chief Operations Officer.

Throughout the years, Linda has earned the respect of not only the families 
and consumers, whose lives she has impacted along the way, but of her co-workers, 
who have had the honor of working alongside her for the past thirty-five years. It 
is evident to all who know Linda that her mission is perfectly aligned with First 
Step’s mission of promoting integration and independence of all people with 
disabilities. Congratulations, Linda, on reaching your thirty-five-year milestone and 
still counting!

Linda's Friends Reminisce...
It was a great pleasure when I was asked to reflect on my co-worker and dear friend, Linda Kemp. First of all, I 

know no greater advocate for our First Step program as well as the families, adults, students, and children. Starting 
with her early days of working with the adults, she bonded with them, listened to them, and worked tirelessly for 
their rights, desires, and life experiences. No one was treated with more genuine affection, when entering the adult 
program. They were her friend, first and foremost. Second, Linda Kemp has a brain second to none. She knows First 
Step policies, procedures, regulations, and all daily operations. She was always a quick learner and basically knew it 
all. If I myself ever had a problem, she was ready to give her time to listen and help resolve any issue I had. She was 
a ‘go-to’ person not only for staff but to all state licensing agencies as well as for our First Step families. Thirdly, she 
was the perfect person to act directly under our brilliant Executive Director, Pam Bland. She was extremely effective 
in acting on Pam’s behalf in implementing her directives and staff policies and procedures. She was loyal and always 
willing to act as a confident and assistant director.

When I think of Linda Kemp on a personal level, I felt a deep bond with her. She and I enjoyed reminiscing about 
the program start, our personal families, and the times in which we grew up. Our special bond has not diminished, 
since my retirement, but rather I’m always met with open arms, a big smile, and much to catch up on. First Step is very 
fortunate to have such a strong advocate and such a smart employee, and I am very blessed to call Linda Kemp my friend.

~Joanie Hargraves, Retired Day Program Director

On November 10, 1997, I met a lady who became one of the most influential people to ever occupy space in the 
sphere around me. Linda Kemp was pointed out to me as a person who would help me, lead me, guide me and teach 
me about First Step if I would just let her. That was definitely true. She knew more than she realized that she knew. 
Where are underground sewage pipes leading to the old building? She knew. Who would be the best plumber to call 
and get here quickly and do the best job for us? She knew. Who is the person in the Arkansas Department of Education 
that we should call with a question about billing? She knew. How long should it take to clear up a list of partially 
ineligible accounts? She knew and could clear it even more quickly than she said. How many of the children enrolled 
in the preschool in 1997 were actually kin to each other? Yep! She knew that too. But she also knew how to make all 
those pieces of information useful and beneficial to service delivery. I had never seen anything like it. Crazy pieces of of 
minutiae became valuable pieces of data that went together to keep everything running smoothly.

Linda always proved what a full work day looked like. It started with an early morning phone call from a sister 
who wasn't sure if her brother was going to feel good enough to stay at the program all day long - would Linda 
please check on him around mid-morning and then call her to let her know how he was; and it never ended until 
every bus had checked in to say that all of the riders were home safely - unless of course they were bringing one 
back and could Linda please be there to deal with finding someone to pick up the child. Then one day we went 

together on a home visit out in the back side of nowhere, pulled into a driveway, and couldn't get the car to start so that we could come back out. Always 
fearless, she helped talk the young man who was drinking his red bubbly drink (at 9:30am) into helping us get the car started. She was not the least bit 
worried that when he took the battery out of his car, laid it next to the battery in our car, and connected the two with a tire tool and wrench laying across 
the top of each, that it was going to work - which it did - and we pulled away, glad to have that visit done.

The stories are numerous, the memories a mixture of sad, delightful, terrifying, heartbreaking and hysterical. Having her as my friend for the past 20    
          years is one of the blessings of my life.  Many men, women, boys and girls have benefitted from the life changing work that she has done. I love Linda Kemp.

-Paulette Fowler, Director of Training and Quality Management
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Robert Kiseler, known by his aliases as ‘Bob,’ ‘Bobby,’ or ‘The Boss’ has been an adult 
consumer at First Step since 3/15/1976! Well, he did not exactly start as a First Step 
consumer because there was no First Step in Malvern in 1976. Bob began his journey 
with us as a young 24-year-old. His father had recently passed, and his mother needed 
to go back to work, so she enrolled him at the Center for Exceptional Children and 
Adults in Malvern, which later became the First Step RL Petty Center. Bob immediately 
became the star of the center. He always has told his family he was going to work when 
he went to the center, and judging by the newspaper clippings (see below left) from the 
seventies thru the nineties, Bob was a very busy man helping raise funds for the center, 
accepting many donations, and receiving many Special Olympic awards.

As Bob has grown a little older (he 
is now 65 years old), his work role has 
changed to be the man in charge. He 
greets all our guests that come to the 
adult center and works hard to make 
sure the Secretary (Director Aerah 
Hardin) is staying in line! All the adults 
in the center know that Bob is the matriarch of the Malvern adult center and they truly miss him on 
days when he is absent. Frieda, his sister whom Bob lives with now, said this program has never been 
a ‘school’ for him, it is his job. Also, Bob loves his job. Bob has a way of making everyone he meets fall 
in love with him. Just ask many of the staff that has known him for 20 plus years. Not only does Bob 
make sure the Malvern Adult center runs smoothly, but he also brings so much joy and laughter to 
the staff. We are incredibly gateful for the 41 years Bob has given us and continues to give us here at 
the First Step RL Petty Center.

Meet Bob
By Aerah Hardin, Director of the Malvern Center

CONSUMER SPOTLIGHTS

Doug is 50 years old and has been 
receiving a multitude of adult services at 
First Step since 1996. Before coming to First 
Step, Doug’s personal goals were to find 
a job and gain enough independence so 
that he could one day live in his own home. 
With the help of First Step’s Community 
Based Services (On Our Own and Personal 
Care), Doug has been able to live in and 
maintain his own apartment since he joined 
the First Step Family in 1996. Along with 
the services Doug receives through the 
First Steps Community Based Services, he 

also attends First Step’s Adult Development Program in Hot Springs where he 
works to gain more independence in the areas of money skills, computer skills, 
and vocational skills, which will only help in achieving his future personal and 
professional goals. Doug not only attends the Adult Center, but he is also an 
Adult Development employee for First Step. Doug’s employment with First 
Step was created through the Supported Employment Program at First Step, 
which helps individuals with developmental disabilities find jobs within the 
community with support from job coaches. Doug began working in his current 
position as a custodian in 2011, and as of 2016 has begun training others, who 
share his passion for pursuing careers in custodial work. Doug Beers is a true 
success story of how the many different adult programs work together to help 
individuals with disabilities not only achieve their goals but to reach for the 
stars to achieve their wildest dreams.

Doug's Independence
By Blake Patterson, AD Coordinator

Congratulations to these 
employees on their 

milestone anniversaries 
and achievements!

Hot Springs
July
Neal, Bobbi MW 10 yr
Weldon, Brandi PC 15 yr
Mehalic, Carrie SL 20 yr

August
Barber, Kristal AD 5yr
Patterson, Blake AD 10yr
Carl, Ruby DT 5yr
Heinstra, Eric FS 5 yr
Davis, Laruel MW 5yr
Sullivan, Robert TR 5 yr

September
Smoke, Susan Billing 40 yr
Ragsdale, April DT 15 yr

Dollar, Merlyn DT 10 yr
Curtis, Miranda DT 10 yr
Smith, Shenetta DT 5 yr

Malvern
July
McGuire, Anna DT 15 yr

September
Furr, Amanda Therapy 
5 yr
Gilbert, Robert TR 5 yr

Fordyce
July
Eddington, Lottie TR 5 yr

Because...
In Memory of -
Charles Steigler

Joe & Sandi Jordan
Ed Ashburn

Rockport 
United Methodist

Keith & Alaina Ashburn

    

In Honor of -
Pam Bland

Dianne Woods
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Spotlight on the Hot Springs Center
Graduation Day Arrives

By Melissa Meredith, Development Treatment 8 Coordinator

On Friday, August 11, 2017, the culmination of our developmental treatment school 
year had arrived. The Hot Springs First Step facility hosted three 2016-2017 graduation 
ceremonies that occurred at 9 am, 10 am, and 11 am. A total of 95 graduates completed 
their time here at First Step, and were proudly sent off on their new adventure in public 
school starting Monday, August 14, 2017. Twenty of those graduates were from my 
classroom, Developmental Treatment 8. Out of those twenty graduates, sixteen graduates 
were able to transition into a regular kindergarten classroom! Eighty percent!!! Without 
the tireless work and commitment of the Early Childhood Special Education staff, speech 
pathologists, occupational therapists, and physical therapists, this outcome would not 
have been possible for many of our graduates!

As early as March each year, the Developmental Treatment Coordinators, therapists 
involved, and Special Education representatives from the local school districts meet with 
the parent/guardians in a conference 
setting to discuss the transition of 
each graduate from First Step into 
kindergarten. By facilitating this conference, 
we are ensuring that each graduate has 
a smooth transition into kindergarten 
and will continue to receive the supports, 
including therapies, that are necessary for 

that specific child to be successful in public school.
Each year, as I watch each of my graduates walk across the stage to me to receive his/her diploma, 

feelings of excitement and pride overwhelm me as I marvel at how far each of them have come in their 
journey here at First Step, especially in my classroom over the past year. As a Early Childhood Special Education 
teacher, my hope is that each one of my graduates remember the love and confidence that I purposefully 
bestowed upon them with the vision of each of them successfully reaching their own destiny. I am BLESSED 
to be an Early Childhood Special Education TEACHER, as well as, proud to work for an organization such as 
First Step, Inc. that has been committed to serving individuals with disabilities for nearly sixty years! Good 
Luck to all of the graduates and their families as they embark on their new adventure in Kindergarten!

Spotlight on the Malvern Center

First Step RL Petty Adults invite you to

First Step Art Ajar
Art Show and Reception

Thursday, September 28th

Join the First Step Adult art 
students at their 1st annual art 

show. They will be showcasing and 
selling their original artwork 

and prints.
There is no charge to attend.

Location: 4-H Building
1407 US-270, Malvern

Time: 5:00-6:30pm

Malvern 
Holds Town 
Hall Meeting

Recently, the Malvern adult voices were heard when they held a town hall 
meeting with the City of Malvern council members and Mayor Weldon. They 
were able to voice their concerns regarding making the city park more handicap 
accessible. The adults were proud to hold the event in their very own center! Thank 
you to the City of Malvern council members and Mayor for listening to the adults 
concerns! It was a great day for the adults!
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Spotlight on 
the Fordyce Center

Spotlight on 
the Glenwood Center

Summer Reflection!
By Tera Coffman, Director of Glenwood Center

Hamburg Engaging 
in Outdoor Activities

Introducting MAT MAN
Recently, Occupational Therapist, Sami Daniell, collaborated 

with developmental treatment classroom, DT 6, to introduce Mat 
Man, incorporating Handwriting without Tears, to the children. 
With introducing Mat Man, the children learn about body parts, where they go, and what 
they do. They learn this through building him and singing the song. After which they take 
these skills to paper where the beginning stages of the writing process begins.

The First Step in Glenwood has had a relaxing summer full of themes that brought 
together family and vacation fun. We have learned about going camping, to the Ocean 
and beaches, 4th of July celebrations, and about the critters like frogs, turtles, snakes, 
and lizards that we might find in our backyards when outside playing. As part of our 
camping theme, the teachers’ set-up a tent to demonstrate how to put together an 
“outside house,” and then introduced fishing to their curious minds with our “Fishing 
with Father’s” party on Father’s Day. The children enjoyed making pretend fishing lures 
for their Father’s Day gifts and filling up on gold fish and pond water aka apple juice.

We had several outings this summer to not only enjoy the weather, but to get 
a little gross motor skills, and question what is real. Our 2017 graduates took a field 
trip to Central Bowling Lanes in Hot Springs and got a real muscle and team building 
lesson, while our Adults enjoyed a lovely day in Murfreesboro visiting the local Ka-DO-
ha Indian Village. Then, the Glenwood Health and Rehab invited us to watch a Magic 

show with them. Our consumers and the residents at the nursing home watched with questioning eyes as the performer made things disappear 
and reappear before them.

Finally, we ended our summer with our 2017 Graduation. We had 16 proud children receive a diploma and head off to Kindergarten next 
week. The Glenwood Christian School lent us their facilities, due to our celebrations have become too large for our building. We had approximately 
75 people in attendance causing this even to be too large for our center. We topped our ceremony off with punch and cake for everyone.

Now, we have begun a new school year and celebrated it with an Open House. Parents and children were invited to drop in and visit the 
classrooms, staff, even take a tour of our facility, or create some keepsake artwork with their children. Not only did we have fun painting our hands 
with our guest, but we also served them hot dogs, nachos, chips, and brownies. We were very thankful to all our families that came out and spent 
some time with us. The First Step of Glenwood is also grateful to have Ms. Ginny Persinger, our Transportation Coordinator, for helping us celebrate 
the summer by making sure we had vans ready and waiting for each field trip and on a daily basis.

Spotlight on 
the Hamburg Center

The Hamburg center spent their long summer afternoons 
packed full of outdoor activities to keep the children engaged and 
learning without them even knowing they were learning!! As the 
summer months went quickly by, the teachers got even more crea-
tive with play, as they planned fun and engaging outdoor activities 
that the children could participate in, such as water play activities, 
chasing bubbles, and of course, what would a summer day be 
without POPSICLES!! The children loved the outdoor activities, so 
much so, that they left each day eager to come back the next day, 
as they knew their teachers had more fun things to teach them that 
they did not want to miss—and miss they did not!
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“Our son has been going to First Step in Malvern 
since he was 2 1/2 months old and as you 
can see, he is a vibrant, full of life 5 year 
old. Everything has been so much harder 
for him but thanks to the wonderful and 
loving teachers and therapists, he is doing 
so many things independently now and 
still continuing to amaze us. Not only have 
they helped him learn and overcome all 
his obstacles, they have been such a sup-
port for us. The entire staff has been very 
supportive, helping us thru each step we 

have had to take, always reassuring and 
compassionate. This facility is a blessing to our 

family and this community.“

~Shane & Sonya Ashley

Parent Writes...


