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We were born before the wind 
Also younger than the sun 

Ere the bonnie boat was won as we sailed into the mystic 

Hark, now hear the sailors cry 
Smell the sea and feel the sky 

Let your soul and spirit fly into the mystic 

And when that fog horn blows I will be coming home 
And when the fog horn blows I want to hear it  

I don’t have to fear it 

And I want to rock your gypsy soul 
Just like way back in the days of  old 

And magnificently we will flow into the mystic
 

When that fog horn blows you know I will be coming home 
And when that fog horn whistle blows I got to hear it  

I don’t have to fear it. 

And I want to rock your gypsy soul 
Just like way back in the days of  old 

And together we will flow into the mystic 
Come on girl… 

Too late to stop now...

Pamela Sue Bland
July 31, 1947 - September 15, 2017

~ Lyrics from Van Morrison, 
singer/songwriter, Into the Mystic



On September 15, 2017, an angel received her wings. Pam Bland came to 
First Step as Executive Director in 1981 when it was known as the Garland 
County Association for Retarded Children, Inc. There were 32 students and 
11 staff.  

Prior to this, she was the Director of Client Services at Abilities Unlimited.  
Pam not only survived a fire that destroyed the AUI building but saved the 
lives of her Work Activity clients by carrying them, one by one, upstairs and 
out a window.  Pam said she was glad she was young and strong when this 
happened, or there would have been a very different outcome!

The beginning of a legacy...

Now, let’s get back to GCARC! Pam 
saw the need for children and adults with 
disabilities to receive services in the community and 
to receive services at a young age so that they could go on 
to public school and succeed there. She talked to doctors so they would know 
what services were available and referrals began to increase. Pam also talked 
to licensing agencies, and GCARC became the first facility of its kind to offer 
Early Intervention services.   

Pam and our Board of Directors saw that it was time for a name change.  
GCARC became First Step, Inc.  After all, this is 
the place that many children take that first step!  

As referrals came in, we grew, and outgrew our building! Where would we get the 
money to expand? The children needed Speech Therapy! Occupational and Physical 
Therapy!  How would we afford that? Funding! We had block grants!  No rate increases!  
What are we going to do? 

Pam wrote grants, solicited donations from local agencies as well as in-kind 
donations from businesses.  She wore out shoe leather at the Capitol, talking to 
legislators about funding and taxes.  She was instrumental in making the Soda Pop Tax 
a reality.  She hired staff and built buildings.

The Director of the center at Malvern was 
ill and not able to continue.  He came to Pam and 
asked if First Step would take that center into 
the fold and keep it open.  Pam agreed to help 
to continue services to those children and adults, 
and the Boards came to an agreement. This meant 
more time on the road for Pam, but she knew 
what she had to do to keep the doors open and the service uninterrupted. 

Soon, our van routes were too long.  Pam began to look at where our referrals 
were coming from.  Do we have enough children coming from the Glenwood area 
to open a center there? Yes, we do.   

So, she went to Glenwood and talked to local officials to find housing for 
services and offices.  Pam found a building for the preschool and a building for the adults.  Once we opened, we received 
more referrals.  So many, in fact, that we had to open a satellite in Mt. Ida. 
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The beginning of a legacy...
Now Pam grew up in LA (lower Arkansas)!  She was a Redbug from Fordyce.  

She had received some calls from friends and acquaintances that there was a 
need for First Step’s services in her hometown. This was the town that she was 
very familiar with; from delivering groceries for her Granddaddy to “riding the 
roads” as a teenager!  Pam wanted to give back to her community, so she assessed 
the situation and found that there was a need.  She brought preschool and adult 
services to a small building in Fordyce.  Again, we grew.  Pam bought portable 
buildings, and we grew.  She began a satellite at Sparkman so the children would 
not have to ride the van so long.  We continued to grow, and Pam built a new 
building at Fordyce.  

But, that still was not the end of the growth. Parents from Hamburg, in Ashley 
County, wrote Pam letters requesting that she offer services to their children.  A 
woman who owned a preschool in Hamburg offered to sell First Step her building 
and equipment.  Pam drove to Hamburg and met with parents and the business 
owner on several occasions.  She met with licensing staff at Little Rock, the Board 

and staff to support this new venture. Pam 
was tireless when it came to serving our disabled population, and so Hamburg 
was opened.

In the mid-1980’s, Pam saw that our adult population was getting 
older and that their parents were getting older as well. She believed in 
independence and quality services.  Pam saw the need for independent 
living.  First Step and Abilities Unlimited teamed to form On Our Own, 
Inc. and planned to build two group homes and an apartment complex.  
The Housing and Urban Development agency was on board from the start.  
Consumers were excited!  Their parents were excited!  Staff was thrilled!   

Off to the Planning Commission, we went.  Most everyone there was 
positive, but some were vehement about not wanting our building around them.  Pam was verbally attacked and 
threatened.  She never wavered.  The citizens she was fighting for were her friends, and she was very protective of 
her friends, especially those that did not have the resources to take up for themselves.  Needless to say, those three 
buildings were completed, as were two other complexes in Hot Springs and one in Malvern and one in Fordyce!

One day a parent called to say that she needed her daughter brought home from a 24-hour medical facility, 
and there was a new service called Waiver that would help her keep her child at home.  Pam researched it, jumped 
through those red taped hoops and First Step obtained a license to provide 
Waiver services and with it Personal Care.  

Over the course of her leadership, the original 32 consumers turned 
into thousands and they continue to grow today.  

Pam had a vision, and she saw it through. Pam Bland and First Step 
will always be synonymous.  She was smart, fun loving, kind, caring, 
fierce, and protective.  Pam loved every consumer she served and most of 
the staff she hired!  

We shall all miss her.
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A legacy lives on...
Today, Pam’s passion has come full-circle 
as people with developmental disabilities 
continue to receive the day habilitation, 
therapeutic, and community 
support services they need 
to reach their highest 
potential.
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Her legacy will live on in the hearts 
of all people with developmental disabilities, 

past and future.  
This is not goodbye, but instead,   

“Till we see you again, our dear friend and advocate.” 
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Friends of First Step
ONCE AGAIN, THANK YOU BAGGO!! 

      Kirk Conville, President/CEO of Baggo, Inc., took over the family business and 
ran with it creating a new business, Baggo, Inc., “taking a backyard game to 
the masses.”  From their location at Mid America Industrial Park in Hot Springs, 
Arkansas, Baggo distributes the most highly engineered bean bag game in 
the world while maintaining the highest standards of consistency, portability, 
and affordability. Personalized games print and ship within two days and sales 
reach across the U. S. and to Japan.   
      In 2016, Kirk generously donated two personalized First Step games for Hot 
Springs Adult Centers. His generosity continues - providing three more games 
for First Step’s Adult Centers in Fordyce, Glenwood and Malvern.

Glenwood Community Helpers
       Keeping with the importance of community integration that former CEO, 
Pam Bland, set forth, Glenwood welcomed Mr. Fire Truck and firefighters as 
part of their Community Helper week. Of course, the week would not have 
been complete without a visit from Smokey the Bear. From the start of her 
leadership, Pam recognized how the community’s support enriched the day 
program’s learning environment. Thank you, Community Helpers, for taking 
the time to give us some warm hugs and let us explore Mr. Fire Truck!!

Fall Festival at Garland County Library 
On October 26, 2017, First Step participated in longtime community 

partner, Garland County Library's, fall festival. DT Coordinator, Laura 
Tidwell and her developmental specialist set up a table where they 
handed out candy to the children. The library was packed with children 
laughing and playing games together.  We look forward to the event 
each year and always have a great time being out in the community!      
Thank you for your partnership and community support!

Knights of Columbus Tootsie Roll Drive  
   The Hot Springs adults and staff are always excited to lend a hand 

at the Knights of Columbus “Annual Tootsie Roll Drive,” and this year 
was no different. Each year the Knights of Columbus sponsor a Tootsie 
Roll Drive and generously split the proceeds between local charitable 
organizations. Thank you, Knights of Columbus, for allowing First Step 
to be a part of your annual fundraiser.

Halloween Brings Visitors to First Step 
   First Step’s Developmental Treatment program extends a huge THANK YOU 

to the Honorable Judge Wade Naramore and his staff for taking time out of their 
busy day to come hand out HALLOWEEN candy to our kiddos!! The kids had 
a BLAST of a time, so much so that they would love you to come again next 
year—with candy!  

Thank you to the 
community for your 

generous support of this 
worthy cause!  

Pictured to the left are 
DT Coordinator, 

Laura Tidwell (left) 
and her DT Specialist, 

Angela (right) with her 
granddaughter.  

Consumer Spotlight

Employee Spotlight
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A Bright Future Ahead
By Joanne Mitchell, Supported Employment Coordinator 

Derek Hackney was hired by the Arlington Hotel in June 2015 as a dishwasher. In 
just a few short months, Chef Bridoux recognized Derek’s potential and saw that he 
needed to be challenged.  In less than a year, Derek was promoted to line cook.  He now 
prepares all items on the menu with the exception of steaks which he says are a “little 
tricky.”   However, his favorite thing to cook is blackened salmon and tilapia. Chef Bridoux 
continues to report Derek’s excellent work and the progress he is making. The Food and 
Beverage Director stated if Derek continues to learn and do well, he will be able to work 
anywhere he chooses.

Derek and a coworker worked “Burgers for Bikers” outside at the Arlington in September 
during the annual Hot Springs Motorcycle Rally.  His coworker stated Derek did great – 
he grilled, put meals together, kept his area clean and stocked, and helped serve when 
needed.  He worked well with the public, taking all the busyness in stride.     

Derek continues to be quiet and reserved, but he has gained confidence in himself 
since having his job. When asked if he noticed any changes in himself since he started 

working, Derek responded, “It’s easier to talk to people. I love working on the line and love meeting new people.”  Derek’s desire to 
learn is evident as he soaks in new things from other cooks.  His enthusiasm and desire to help make a guest’s dining experience a 
pleasant one shows in the presentation of the meals he prepares – as one hotel employee stated, “He makes up a beautiful plate.”    

 Congratulations on a job well done Derek. 
We are proud of you and wish you continued success!

Consumer Spotlight

Employee Spotlight

 In November 1997, Lisa Atkins became an instructor in the Developmental Treatment 
program, and what a rewarding journey those early years in the classroom were for her.  She 
had the pleasure of working with one of First Step’s finest coordinators of the time, Gerri Jacobs, 
and of course, she loved working with the children on their goals and objectives, specifically 
being a witness to their progress.  Lisa watched over each one of her children like they were 
her own.  She beamed at their progress and worried about their wellness.  The children loved 
being greeted by Ms. Lisa’s warm smiles, laughter, and hugs.  

In March 2002, the enduring bond that Lisa developed between the staff and children 
made her decision to move into the office a hard one, but yet another journey that Lisa was 
ready to embark upon.  But, as anyone would agree, when Lisa takes someone, 
consumer or staff, under her wings, she cherishes the relationship with a 
passion.  So, she often can be found peeking into the classrooms to marvel at 
the children and loves seeing her previous children blossoming in public school 
and even grown.  Lisa is always willing to volunteer to help in the preschool, 
going as far as to play the spider for the pumpkin decorating contest for Ms. 
Cherrie’s classroom last year to passing out candy for the First Step’s annual trick-
or-treat parade. The children love it, which makes Lisa’s heart explode with the 
sheer joy of seeing their faces!!  

Lisa is a loyal and dedicated employee that has committed the last twenty 
years toward performing her job duties, in the classroom and office, to her 
fullest potential, and she never fails to go above and beyond the call of duty. Her 
work is as impeccable and beyond reproach, as she is smart as a tack. But, it is 
her huge heart for individuals with disabilities that makes her the valuable asset 
to First Step that she is.  Thank you, Lisa, for twenty years of dedication to serving 
individuals with developmental disabilities. 7

Twenty Years Ago a Journey Began 
By Jackie Swan, Chief Information Officer

 

Lisa 
(right) 

receiving 
her 

20 year 
pin.
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Congratulations to these 
employees on their 

milestone anniversaries 
and achievements!

Hot Springs
OCTOBER
Lewis, Brantley, PS, 15 yrs 
Newton, Latrisha, PS, 10 yrs 
Miller, Heather, MW, 5 yrs 
Richardson, Carol, PT, 30 yrs 
Goza, Laurie, SA, 30 yrs 
Bryant, Jerry, TR, 5 yrs 

NOVEMBER
Fowler, Paulette, Admin, 20 yrs
Daniels, Qwendolyn, PRG, 10 yrs
Atkins, Lisa, PRG, 20 yrs
Tatum, Leslie, TR, 5 yrs

DECEMBER
Leveritt, Hattie, PS, 5 yrs
Johnston, Adriana, PS, 5 yrs
Darnell, Catherine, MW, 5 yrs
Fugate, Pamela, SA, 10 yrs

Malvern
DECEMBER
Jones, Amy, PS, 10 yrs
Fordyce
NOVEMBER
Bryant, Carol, TR , 5 yrs
Dixon, Brandy, OT, 10 yrs
Hamburg
OCTOBER
Jones, Shajunia, TR, 5 yrs

Pictured above are 
Carol Richardson (left picture) 

and Paulette Fowler (right picture) 
receiving their 30 and 20 year pins.

Because...
In Memory of -

Pam Bland
W.R. & DiAnna Cowen

Brett & Allison Chancellor
Mayo & Rita Powell

Rainbow of Challenges
Abilities Unlimited of Hot Springs
First Step– HS/MA Therapy Dept.

Rosie Snowden
Julie Capps

Rhonda Pettit
Linda Holmes

Jennifer Robinson
Ebonee Braswell
Anna McGuire
Gayle Erickson

Treva Henthorn
Tera Coffman
Missy Jones

Ed Ashburn
Frank & Lenora Sentelle

Anna O’Neal
Kathy Patterson

Debi Triplett

Jimmy W. Rice
Suzanne Butler


