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After twenty-three and a half years of dedication and commitment to serving 
children with special needs, Leigh Ann VanGorder, Developmental Treatment Clinic 
Director, retires from First Step, Inc. For those who knew Leigh Ann, it was not just a 
job to her. It was not only a career for her. It was a deep-rooted passion. A passion for 
ensuring that all children with developmental disabilities have access to the highest 
quality services they need to reach their highest potential, and a passion for paving the 
way for a more inclusive community where children with developmental disabilities 
and their families were welcomed and fully included in the communities in which 
they lived. 

She began her journey with First Step at the Petty Developmental Center in 
Malvern as an Early Intervention Facilitator, before assuming the administrative role 
of Developmental Treatment Clinic Director in Hot Springs. In her new role, she was 
tasked with the daily over-sight of the Early Intervention Day Treatment (EIDT), 
Arkansas Better Chance, Arkansas First Connections Part C, and the Arkansas Autism 
Waiver programs. This was no small task. She worked tirelessly, often evenings and 
weekends, to ensure all program needs were met and that compliance with all licensing 
agencies was maintained to the highest standards. 

Leigh Ann took great pride in her programs. She actively pursued all opportunities 
to grow in her own professional development and that of her staff, which she used to 
improve the delivery and quality of services across her programs. She collaborated 
with other agencies, both local and state, and was highly respected among her peers. 
She is responsible for First Step gaining the Better Beginning Level 3 certification, 
which is the highest level of certification offered in the state to childcare providers. 
It was not easy. It took a lot of hard work and time to achieve the certification. Still, 
she was relentless in working with her staff of certified special education teachers to 
set-up each classroom with the materials, supplies, and equipment needed to meet the 
Level 3 requirements. And thanks to her and her staffs' dedication and commitment, 
the EIDT pre-school program in Hot Springs continues to achieve Level 3 certification 
today. 

With that said, if Leigh Ann had to say what she enjoyed the most about the past 
twenty-three and a half years, it would be working with the children and their families. 
Whether it was in the developmental treatment (pre-school) or natural environment 
setting, Leigh Ann beamed as bright, if not brighter, than the families when a child 
made progress toward mastering a new skill. However, small or large that progress 
might be, to Leigh Ann it meant the child was one step closer to being ready to 
either transition into the natural environment with their typically developing peers 
with no services needed or enter kindergarten with no services or fewer services than 
they would have if they had not received early intervention/early childhood special 
education services through First Step. 

First Step wishes Leigh Ann the best of luck in her future endeavors. We hope that 
when she reflects upon her time spent at First Step that she will see what all of the staff, 
who have had the privilege of working with her over the years, sees - a job well done. 

Thank you, Leigh Ann, for twenty-three and a half years of dedication and 
commitment to special needs children and their families. 

You are much missed by all!

First Step’s 
Developmental Treatment Clinic Director Retires

Leigh Ann VanGorder (left) and 
Brett Chancellor, CEO (right)

Her staff will miss hearing who made her ‘book’ of 
excuses for calling in sick.

On October 
16, 2019, staff, 

family, and 
friends gathered 

to celebrate 
Leigh Ann’s 

retirement. She 
was sent off in 

Hog style!
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Friends of First Step 

First Methodist Church 

Thank you to First Methodist Church Youth Camp 45 
(pictured left) for volunteering in Ms. Cherrie’s classroom 
to help the children plant their grass gardens, and also, for 

reading the wonderful storybook to the children.   

Future Farmer’s of America 

The youth from Future Farmer’s of America (FFA) came 
to Ms. Cherrie’s classroom and did some fun art activi-
ties with the children as well as did some summertime 
reading (pictured right). Thank you for spending time 

with us!  

Ms. Cherrie’s Classroom Welcomes Special Visitors! 

The children enjoyed their visitors and hope they will come again next year!! 

Malvern Adults Learn to Weave 
     First Step Malvern 
Adults ArtAjar program 
received a grant last year 
to have an artist come and 
teach classes.  We chose 
weaving as our class art 
project, and Ms. Barbara 
Cade from Hot Springs 
accepted our request to 
teach the classes.  She was 
going to just come for five 
sessions for the grant peri-
od, but in turn, she has 
continued to come once a 

week ever since. Barbara 
has introduced a new art to 
several of our consumers 
and they are loving it.  She 
has challenged them with 
more difficult designs and 
has pushed them to be crea-
tive in their creations. We 
are so thankful for every-
thing Barbara has given to 
our consumers through her 
time and talents. 

Santa Pays a Visit
Santa took time out of his busy 

schedule to make a surprise visit to the 
Hot Springs Preschool and School Age 
Programs. Santa shared with a wink that 
all of the children and staff had made the 
nice list this year, which was no surprise 
to First Step CEO, Brett Chancellor.

As Santa toured the classrooms, he 
was overwhelmed by the excitement of 
the children. He was thrilled to see how 
the children and staff, including Brett 
himself, could not wait to share with him 
their Christmas List.

Halloween Visitors  
     
Huge THANK YOU to Circuit Judge Wade 
Naramore and his staff for taking time out of their 
business schedules to participate in First Step’s 
trick-a-treat again this year! The children always 
enjoy your visits, especially the warm smiles and 
yummy goodies that you bring! It was a ‘sweet’ 
blast of fun for all! Hope to see you again next year!

WOOHOO! Students 
learn to line dance!

  
     Thank you to our local, Texas 
Roadhouse, for stopping by First Step’s 
school age program in Hot Springs to 
give a lesson or two to the students on 
line dancing! It was lots of fun, and we 
hope you come again next year!

Thank you Santa!! We hope to see you again next year!

Christmas 
Trees 

Light Up
  

     Thank you to our 
local, Walmart, for 
donating three beautiful 
pre-lit Christmas trees. 
They made our halls 
look jolly! The children 
and families loved 
being greeting by them 
as they entered the 
building and walked 
down the halls to class.
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HSV Knights of Columbus Presents
Sir Knight Walter Free with the Hot Springs Village Knights of 

Columbus presents CEO, Brett Chancellor, with a $5,800 dollar check. 
The HSV Knights of Columbus has been a long-time friend and supporter 
of First Step. Their support, along with other community partners, not 
only validates the important work that we do but also encourages us to 
continue to promote the independence and integration of all people with 
disabilities into the communities in which they live.

Thank you, HSV Knights of Columbus, for your continued support 
of our mission!     

The Hot Springs Village Woodworkers 

WOW! This was the response of the children when the 
teachers showed them the handcrafted wooden cars and 
trucks. Every child loves cars and trucks, so right to play 
they went. Thank you, HSV Woodworkers, for sharing 
you craftsmanship and for your continued support of our 
program!!

Thankful for our Local Physicians
In appreciation, the Hot Springs program office staff made 

their annual visit to our local physicians offices bearing holiday 
poinsettias and cookie trays for all! We value our partnership 
with our local physicians and look forward to another 
year of working with them to provide quality 
developmental and therapeutic services to their patients.

 Gifts from Local Church
  

   Every year, Second Baptist Church provides gifts to 
each child and adult receiving services at the First Step 
in Malvern.  As one can imagine, the children are always 
overly excited to open their presents and see what is inside. 
Thank you, Second Baptist, for your continued support of 
our program!

Pictured are staff from the Hot Springs Pediatrics Clinic, CHI St 
Vincent Pediatrics, and CHI St. Vincent Primary Care - Hot Springs-70 
West graciously receiving our good cheer!
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   Employee Spotlights cont’d 

Congratulations to these employees on their 
milestone anniversaries and achievements~ 

Because~ 
In Memory of ~ 

 Helen Cooper 

Brett & Allison Chancellor

HOT SPRINGS 
July  August  September  
Cone, Sharon  10 yr Puett, Virginia 15 yr Erickson, Linda 20 yr 
Guest, Michael 5 yr Woodford, Pamela 10 yr Bishop, Ashley 5 yr 
Ledbetter, Chelsea 5 yr Rice, Mary 10 yr Aings, Lashanda 15 yr 
Parham, Brandi 5 yr Patterson, Kathy 20 yr De leo, Cambri 5 yr 
Navarro, Rebecca 5 yr Berry, Kayla 5 yr Green, Rosie 15 yr 
Avant, Carol 5 yr Allen, Danah 25 yr 

White, Pat 25 yr 
Butler, Carol 25 yr 
Jackson Julie 20 yr 

MALVERN 
July  August  
Kirksey, Kara 15 yr Hardin, Aerah 15 yr 
George, Joseph 5 yr Newburn, Janice 15 yr 
FORDYCE 
July  August  September  
Keys, Jolantha 15 yr Abbott, Stephanie 20 yr Walker, Debra 15 yr 
Jordan, Marquita 5 yr Smith, Karen 5 yr 
Letbetter, Carla   5 yr Lamb, Shanna 5 yr 
HAMBURG 
August 
Mays, Irma 5 yr 

Celebrating 20 Years of Service 
By Jackie Swan, CIO  

     On September 14, 1998, Gayle Erickson began her journey at First Step. Since 
the beginning, Gayle’s dedication and commitment to providing quality referral and 
intake services to families, seeking developmental and therapeutic services for their 
child, have glistened. As the first point of contact, Gayle recognized early the 
unique opportunity that had been bestowed upon her to forge a trusting bond with 
the fami-lies. She is highly respected and loved by the families, as she gives each 
family her full attention and gentle guidance.  

    Her unique ability in working with the families in a professional, yet compassion-
ate, manner while at the same time reassuring the families that First Step is here to 
help them, help their child reach their fullest potential is flawless. She takes pride in 
the small role she plays in helping families deal with their fears and uncertainties 
surrounding their child’s disability. And, from time to time, her heart is warmed by 
a call or a visit from a previous family seek-
ing her advice and reassurance.    

    Gayle is the very heart of First Step. She is passionate about helping 
all individuals with developmental disabilities reach their highest level 
of independence and integration into the community. Thank you, Gayle, 
for your dedication and commitment to the families of First Step—past 
and present! 

"I am most fortunate to be part of 
our First Step family. Being here 
makes me thankful for the many 

blessings in my life!"  
~Gayle Erickson 

First Step extends a heartfelt 

‘Thank you’  to all staff for 
your years of dedication and 

commitment to serving indi-

viduals with disabilities!  

Congratulations, Gayle  (left), on 
celebrating two milestones in Sep-
tember—turning 60 and reaching 
your 20 year milestone anniver-
sary.     

First Step’s Own Susan Smoke 
Retires

After 42 years of service, Susan Smoke is hanging up 
her hat and is moving on to retirement. On December 20, 
2019, First Step staff, family, and friends gathered to wish 
her best of luck in her retiring years.

As one might imagine, Susan carried many hats at First 
Step over the years. She drove vans, worked in the class-
rooms, answered phones, served as bookkeeper, planned 
outings, billed for services, reconciled bank accounts and 
much more. But according to Linda Kemp, former COO 
and friend, “Susan’s main personal goal was to make sure 
that all of the individuals we served had what they needed 
to make their lives better (excerpt, Dec. 2016 newsletter, 
pg. 4).” And better lives the individuals experienced thanks 
to Susan’s never ending dedication and commitment.

Susan will be missed by all of the families, individuals, 
and staff who had the pleasure of calling her friend.

Happy Retirement!!

Even Santa, dropped by to wish Susan well on her 
way. Pictured is Susan proudly posing with Santa along 

side her grandchildren.
Congratulations to these employees on their 
milestone anniversaries and achievements~ 

Because~  
In Recognition of ~ 

Blake & Kathy Patterson 

Eudox & Becky Patterson 

October was National Physical Therapy Month  
First Step Inc is fortunate to have a great group of physical 
therapists and physical therapy assistants working with our 

consumers and would like to express gratitude for their 
dedication and commitment to providing quality physical 

therapy services to our consumers center-wide.  

Hot Springs:  Leanna Aho, Kathleen Casey, Lynn Miller, Carol 
Richardson, Terri Shaffett, and Sandi Sturdivant 
Malvern: Brooke Dedman and Carol Holcomb 
Glenwood:  Toy Adams 
Fordyce:  Jennifer Brown 
Hamburg:  Sam Allen and Hannah Christmas 

Thank you!  

Congratulations Sky!  
     Sky Kells began working for the First Step in 2008 as a recep-
tionist in the Adult Development Program. Over the years, Sky has 
become a valuable member of the receptionist team at the Adult 
Center in Hot Springs. Sky is among eight other Adult Consumers 
that work as a receptionist at our Hot Springs ADDT locations 
through the Supported Employment program at First Step. Over 
Sky’s 10 year career he has become a true ambassador to those who 
visit First Step’s ADDT program in Hot Springs. Sky, we look for-
ward to seeing your big smile and encountering your caring heart 
for many more years to come.  

HOT SPRINGS MALVERN 

October November 
Bridgett Under-
wood, 20 yrs 

Sky Kells, 10 yrs        Russell Hughes, 5 yrs 

Doris Beitzel, 20 yrs Lisa Ashburn, 25 yrs FORDYCE 
Christopher Jones, 5 yrs April Hunt, 15 yrs November 
Penny Jenkins, 15 yrs Michael Erwin, 15 yrs Mary Cathey, 20 yrs 
Stephanie Christie, 5 yrs William Gray, 10 yrs  December  
David Lewis, 5 yrs Tori Rollins, 5 yrs 
Kelly Fuller, 5 yrs 
Stacy White, 5 yrs 
Amy Slater, 5 yrs 
Stephanie Kellar, 20 yrs 

Lights on—Thanks to Stefanie!  
     

     Stefanie Kellar is truly a Jack (or Jill) of 
all trades! She pays the bills that keep our 
lights and water on as well as the numer-
ous other bills that come in. Just think of 
all your household bills and multiply them 
by 10, now think about having multiple 
households to keep straight – Hot Springs, 
Malvern, Glenwood, Fordyce, Hamburg!  
Printing checks, taking them to be signed, 
and reconciling bills so that receipts match 
– can’t you just see the stacks of paper!  

Thank you, Stefanie, for 20 years of 
helping us run smoothly! 

Pictured right 
are Terri Shaffett 

receiving her 
15 year pin, and 
Penny McClard 
receiving her 10 

year pin.

Picture left 
are Tammy 
Crutchfield 

and W. Carol 
Holcomb 

from Malvern 
receiving their 

10 year pins.

   Employee Spotlights 

Pictured right  are Terri 
Shaffett receiving her 
15 year pin, and Penny 
McClard receiving her 
10 year pin. 

First Step’s Own Susan Smoke Retires 
     After 42 years of service, Susan Smoke is hanging up her 
hat and is moving on to retirement. On December 20, 2019, 
First Step staff, family, and friends gathered to wish her best 
of luck in her retiring years.     

     As one might imagine, Susan carried many hats at First 
Step over the years.  She drove vans, worked in the class-
rooms, answered phones, served as bookkeeper, planned out-
ings, billed for services, reconciled bank accounts and much 
more. But according to Linda Kemp, former COO and friend, 
“Susan’s main personal goal was to make sure that all of the 
individuals we served had what they needed to make their 
lives better (excerpt, Dec. 2016 newsletter, pg. 4).” And bet-
ter lives the individuals experienced thanks to Susan’s never 
ending dedication and commitment.     

     Susan will be missed by all of the families, individuals, 
and staff who had the pleasure of calling her friend.   

Happy Retirement!! 
Even Santa, dropped by to wish Susan well 

on her way. Pictured is Susan proudly posing 
with Santa along side her grandchildren.    

Pictures left are Tammy 
Crutchfield and W. Carol 
Holcomb from Malvern 
receiving their 10 year pins. 

HOT SPRINGS GLENWOOD 
October October  
Nancy Lowes, 15 yrs Helene Sweeney, 5 yrs 
Terri Shaffett, 15 yrs December 
Deborah Triplett, 5 yrs Melissa Jones, 10 yrs 
Nancy Hartley, 5 yrs Gracie Moore, 5 yrs 
Dudley Martin, 5 yrs FORDYCE 
Frances Conway, 5 yrs October  
November  Lee Litzsey, 5 yrs 

November 
Tina Russell, 15 yrs 
MALVERN 
November 
Carol Holcomb, 10 yrs. 

Loretta Blevins, 10 yrs. 
Julia Capps, 20 yrs 
December 
Teresa Copeland, 5 yrs 
Karen Wiseman, 5 yrs 
Phyllis Duvall, 5 yrs 

Congratulations to these employees on their 
milestone anniversaries and achievements~ 
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A Thankful Mom  
My 5 year old son, Eli Brizendine (pictured right), has been a student at 

First Step for just about a year now. He has always has been an extremely 
joyful child, but a little reserved around kids his age. Since starting at First 
Step, he has truly blossomed! He has gained so much confidence with all the 
positivity he’s surrounded by in class and with his therapists. He has made 
amazing strides with his developmental delay. A lot people couldn’t make 
out what Eli was trying to say before and now he can hold conversations 
with most people, and he sure loves talking to everyone! His physical and 
occupational delays are improving greatly as well. Our family is truly 
thankful for the loving environment and care provided to our boy by all of 
the staff at First Step, and can’t wait to see more great things happen for him 
in the next year!

~Kati Brizendine, Eli’s mom

A Grandmother’s Love  

My grandson was 18 months old when he began therapy at First Step. He had 
been diagnosed with cerebral palsy due to premature birth. At this point he was 
at a 0 month level, his right hand was atrophied and he basically had little or no 
movement. He has been receiving therapy for almost a year and has dramatically 
improved. He can move all of his limbs, he can roll over, lift his head and hold 
it up. He is vocal now and tries to communicate, he is socially active and loves 
attention! He can reach for us now when he wants cuddles! I cannot sing the 
praises enough for the therapists and teachers at First Step. He is now at the level 
of a 7 or 8 month old. They showed us ways to help him at home and they even 
helped us get special equipment for him, and most of all Rhys loves them! He is 
always smiling and laughing with them! I do not hesitate to leave him with them 
because I know he is loved there. First Step has the most friendly, caring and 
loving staff you could wish for. We also have a three year old grandson receiving 
services and he has shown great improvement too. Our granddaughter, who is five 
years old now, attended First Step for three years and just blossomed with their 
help and is no longer in need of any special services.

~Nancy Hazelwood, Grandparent

A Blessed Mom
First Step has been a blessing for our family. When our son, Jaxyn, 

was diagnosed with autism it felt like the world stood still. We had so 
many unanswered questions and felt helpless like we would never be 
able to communicate with or understand our son. The teachers and 
therapist at First Step have helped develop Jaxyn so much in the last 
two and a half years. He went from not speaking whatsoever to saying 
a few words here and there. His communications are still complicated 
but they are so much better than before he started at First Step. We 
are so grateful for the patient, kind, and loving people First Step put 
into Jaxyn’s life and we will be forever appreciative of the leaps and 
bounds they’ve helped him achieve. Thank You!

                                               ~Andrea Bolden, Jaxyn’s mom

Families Share

Photo provided by Nancy Hazelwood, proud
grandmother of Rory, Maddox, and Rhys.
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Hot Springs Center News
Hot Springs classrooms 

celebrated the holidays 
by enjoying a traditional 
Thanksgiving feast and 

spreading good tidings to all!!

We didn’t forget!  

Even with the holiday break 
getting closer, the children did 

not forget to start each day with 
saying the Pledge of Allegiance 

to the American Flag.

To share some holiday cheer, the children in classrooms DT 4, 5, & 6 wrote 
letters to children spending their Christmas in Arkansas Children’s Hospital.

All the children enjoyed riding 
along in First Step’s Annual 

Christmas parade.

Malvern Fire 
Department Visits

 
In October, the Malvern Fire 

Department (pictured left) visited 
the Malvern center preschool to help 
the children learn about fire safety 
and community helpers. Classroom 
DT 9 presented a very nice poster to 
the firemen to thank them for their 
services.

Malvern Center News

Hot Springs Center News 

Malvern Center News 

To share some holiday cheer, the children in classrooms DT 
4, 5, & 6 wrote letters to children spending their Christmas in 

Arkansas Children’s Hospital.  

Hot Springs classrooms celebrated 
the holidays by enjoying a tradition-
al Thanksgiving feast and spreading 
good tidings to all!!  

Malvern Fire Department Visits 
     In October, the Malvern Fire Depart-
ment (pictured right) visited the Malvern 
center preschool to help the children learn 
about fire safety and community helpers. 
Classroom DT 9 presented a very nice 
poster to the firemen to thank them for 
their services.   

All the children enjoyed 
riding along in First 

Step’s Annual Christ-
mas parade (right).  

We didn’t forget! 

Even with the holiday break getting 
closer, the children did not forget to 
start each day with saying the Pledge 
of Allegiance to the American Flag 
(pictured left).  
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Biloxi Here We Come!
 

     The Malvern On Our Own adults went on vacation to the beach at Biloxi, MS. They went on a dolphin cruise 
where they saw several dolphins right by the boat. They spent hours shell hunting on the beach, eating amazing food, and 
shopping till they dropped! This was the first time many of them had seen the ocean/beach and the added excitement of 
dolphins made this a trip one they will never forget!

Glenwood First Step is full of Spirit and joy as we bring the year to an 
end. It has been an eventful quarter. We attended many celebrations and 
placed again in our Community Christmas parade, with staff decorating 
their own All-Terrain Vehicles. We had three entries. Thank you to all 
the staff that made the event special for our small community. Latasha 
McKamie and her two elves, Charlene Manley, Brenda Helms, Cheryl 
Hatton, Pattie Driggers, Tricia Howell, and Bethany Porter, and her little 
helper all showed up at the parade with lights galore.

Glenwood Center News

We celebrated back in 
October with our annual 
Fall Festival and pumpkin 
patch, and each kiddo was 
proud to wag around their 
pumpkin and show them 
off, sparing new words and 
vocabulary; Jack-o-lantern 
is a huge word to most of 
our blooming pint-size 
chatterboxes. We kicked 
off the Spirit of First Step 
that week.

We even won the best Halloween Booth at the 2019 Chamber of Commerce 
Trunk or Treat. And we kept it rolling through November.

In November, we decorated mini-chocolate pies with parents to inspire 
parents to let their little ones help in the kitchen. Studies have shown kids 
that are more involved in household routines are more adjusted to handle 
the work-place in later years. Our Adult program said goodbye to Mrs. Tori 
Long but said hello to Mrs. Rinda Pinkerton. Mrs. Pinkerton is no stranger
to Adult service as she began working with home health and waiver in 2004. She is married and has two boys and one girl, 
and is a true advocate for folks with disabilities. We are proud to have her as part of our First Step of Glenwood Family. 

We will be seeing the Grinch later and ending the year with our annual class Christmas Parties. 
It’s always the busiest, but joyous time of year.
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_______________________ 

407 Carson Street 

Hot Springs, AR 71901 

501-624-6468

1625 S. Main 

Malvern, AR 72104 

501-337-7622

1717 Industrial Drive 

Fordyce, AR 71742 

870-352-7975

167 South Spur Eight 

Glenwood, AR 71943 

870-336-3622

Like our Facebook page, FirstStep Arkansas or 
visit our website, www.firststeparkansas.com 
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Follow us on Instagram 

LOOKING FOR A CAREER CHANGE? 
Come join our team! 

First Step Home & Community Based Services Department 
has immediate openings for direct care workers.  

Previous experience is preferred.  
Excellent hours and pay!  All shifts are available! 

Candidates must be able to successfully pass a drug screen and 
criminal background check.  

For more information, please come in and complete an application in 
our Human Resources Department at  105 Winona St. in Hot Springs 

or contact Brooke at (501) 622-4064. 

407 Carson Street
Hot Springs, AR 71901
501-624-6468

1625 S. Main
Malvern, AR 72104
501-337-7622

1717 Industrial Drive
Fordyce, AR 71742
870-352-7975

167 South Spur Eight
Glenwood, AR 71943
870-356-3622
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