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Welcome 

 

Thank you for partnering with Stepping Stones Educational Therapy Center for your child’s education. 
We specialize in quality education that strives to maximize the growth of each child. Parents, teachers, 

therapists, and support staff make up a team that is dedicated to helping each child bloom. 
Classrooms are staffed by highly qualified teachers, many of whom possess college degrees, and all 

undergo regular staff development training as mandated by Bright from the Start and other 
accrediting agencies. Stepping Stones is accredited by Cognia and the Georgia Accreditation 

Commission. 
 
The Georgia Bright from the Start program serves preschoolers with and without special needs from 
six weeks of age through four. The Academy at Stepping Stones serves special needs students ages five 
through fourteen. The Fountain-Dixon Upper School serves students ages fourteen to sixteen. The 
building is open from 7:00 am to 5:30 pm with the school day beginning at 8:00 am and ending at 3:10 
pm. 
 
School runs from August to May: a detailed calendar may be found in the main office, or on the school's 
website: www.steppingstonesschool.org. 

 
Prior to attendance, a completed admissions packet, which includes fees, immunizations, birth certificate, and 
medical plan (if applicable) must be on file with the front office. 
 

Misson and Beliefs 
 
Mission Statement 

 
Stepping Stones Educational Therapy Center's mission is dedicated to laying an educational, emotional, and 

social foundation for each child who is enrolled in our program to reach their maximum potential and meet 
the challenges of life, for life. We believe that all children can learn given the right conditions, the appropriate 
stimulus, and sufficient time. To that end, we strive to maximize the potential of young children with 

disabilities and create awareness and acceptance between children with and without disabilities. 
 

The School 
 

Stepping Stones is a nonprofit private school serving special needs students ages 6 weeks old to 14 years old. 
Inclusion classes in the pre-school and Bright from the Start Pre-K serve special needs and typically developing 
children. This affords an opportunity for our youngest children to develop empathy and compassion and 
exposes our special needs students to children meeting expected milestones. 

Located about an hour south of Atlanta, GA, Stepping Stones serves students from six weeks of age to sixteen 
years, from nine surrounding counties. Stepping Stones hosts two distinctive programs: a reverse inclusion 

preschool (which includes a Georgia DECAL Lottery Funded Pre-K) and the Academy at Stepping Stones. 
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Our reverse inclusion preschool is the only one of its kind in middle Georgia: students of all abilities work side 

by side to help promote inclusion and empathy while promoting scaffolding and early intervention. The 
Academy at Stepping Stones serves neurodivergent and impaired students ages 5 though 16. 

Stepping Stones utilizes the Unique Learning System as the primary curriculum in the Academy. The preschool 
follows the Georgia DECAL GELDS and “Investigator Club” curricula.  

Stepping Stones currently serves students from nine area counties: Spalding, Lamar, Butts, Upson, Pike, 
Monroe, Henry, Clayton, and Jasper counties, and hosts students with 39 different diagnoses and needs. 

This handbook has been prepared for your information: it is for school-related use only. Information, names, 
and contract information herein are exclusively for school-related uses. Use for any other purpose requires 

written permission from the Head of School. We ask that you retain it for reference throughout the year. It is 
important for both you and your child(ren) to be familiar with the policies and procedures of the school. 

Please take time to read this information thoroughly and discuss it with your student. Your cooperation and 
support at home are essential in fostering a positive school experience. 
 

Stepping Stones Educational Therapy Center admits students of any race, color, national or ethnic origin, to all 

rights, privileges, programs, and activities generally accorded or made available to students at the school. It 

does not discriminate based on color, race, national or ethnic origin in the administration of its educational 

policies, admission policies, athletics and other school-administered programs.  

Notice of Nondiscrimination Policy  

Stepping Stones Educational Therapy Center admits students of any race, color, national or ethnic origin, to all rights, 

privileges, programs, and activities generally accorded or made available to students at the school. It does not 

discriminate based on color, race, national or ethnic origin in the administration of its educational policies, admission 

policies, athletics and other school-administered programs.  
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Trustees, Administration, Faculty and Staff 
 
2025-2026 Board of Trustees 
 
Chad Baker, Vice Chair 

Cresta Barber 

Steve Brown, Treasurer 

Harry Burkhalter, Advisory Board and GaSSO Chair 

Sandra Burkhalter, Secretary 

Billy Hancock 

Danielle Hancock 

Robert Hayden 

Erin Mulder, Head of School, Ex-Officio  

Bekah Stewart 

Kerri Suiter 

Jessica Traylor 

Leigh Ann Williams, Chair 

 
Administration Team 

 
Erin Mulder, Head of School e.mulder@steppingstonesschool.org 

Brittany Hayes, Program Director b.hayes@steppingstonesschool.org  

Deena Davis, Office Manager d.davis@steppingstonesschool.org 

Jennifer Holmes, Nurse j.holmes@steppingstonesschool.org 

 

Faculty and Staff 
 

Preschool Faculty 
 
Teresa Chambers  

Katie Gunnels 

Skye Gunter 

Abby Lindsey 

Emily O’Dell 
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Shawna Pippin-Ingham 

Grayci Simpson 

Tiffany Simpson 

Hannah Smith 

Zoe Smith 

Leah Stigura 

 
Academy Faculty  
 
Brianna Bush 

Ann Clark 

Marlene Hay 

Mary Catherine McLean 

Stephanie McMillan  

Madison Moore 

Tiffany Pruitt 

Bonnie Rathert 

Alyssa Santos 

 

Support Faculty 

 
Karen Betsill, Director of Nutrition 

Tara Jones, Art Teacher 

Katina Madden, Resource Teacher 

Madison Smith, Music Therapist 
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Policies and Procedures 

 

Payments 
 

Enrollment and registration fees are non-refundable. 
Tuition is pro-rated and divided into ten (10) equal payments, beginning in August and ending in June. Parents 

may elect to pay tuition in quarterly, bi-annual, or annual installments. Incidental billing and tuition payments 
are billed through FACTS. 

 
Tuition is due on the first of each month. A late fee of $25.00 will be assessed if the invoice is not 
paid within 10 days of the due date. 
 
Tuition 
 
Stepping Stones is supported by tuition, fees, and gifts. Tuition covers approximately 70% of the school’s 
operating expenses, thus on time payments and full tuition payments are critical to the school’s functioning. 
Payments of tuition must be made on the due date announced on the enrollment contract signed by parents 
each school year.  

 
The school does not accept partial payment unless the Head of School provides a written waiver. Tuition is 
NOT discounted for days missed due to any reason. Any extenuating circumstances regarding late payment 
must be made known to the Head of School.  
 
No records of any kind will be released on behalf of any student whose account is in arrears.  
 
Attendance 
 

Regular, full day attendance is critical in the progression of a child’s learning process. It is 
paramount that students arrive to school daily on time, with absences reserved for medical needs 

or family emergencies. 
 

If your student will be absent, please contact the classroom teacher or the office as soon as 
possible. 

 
Absences of two consecutive days or more will require a doctor’s note explaining the prolonged 

absence.  

 
Academy student absences in excess of 10 days that are not medical in nature will be reviewed 

and can be grounds from dismissal from the school.  
 

If your student arrives after 8:05 am, please escort your child into the building and sign them in 
with the office.  
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If a preschool child is absent for one consecutive week without prior notice, the child will be 

considered withdrawn.  
 

Parents taking students off campus during the school day for whatever reason must sign the student 
out in the office. An administrator will collect your student and bring them to the office for early 

dismissal.  
 

Any person, other than custodial parents, picking up a student from school will need to first show the 

office a copy of their driver’s license.  

Withdrawal and Dismissal 
 

If a student is withdrawn from school, the school requires two weeks' notice, along with requisite withdrawal 

paperwork. Records will not be released until all tuition and fees are paid in full. 
 

Stepping Stones reserves the right to revoke, withdraw, and/or not seek renewal of student contracts 

at any time. The school reserves the right to dismiss a student during the school year for justifiable 
causes (i.e. medical, behavioral, academic, or financial). A student is dismissed from Stepping Stones 
when the student’s continued enrollment is deemed not in the best interest of the student or the school, 
or if the student’s behavior has become unduly disruptive to the school’s educational environment. 
Involvement in any abuse or harassment may be cause for dismissal. The decision to dismiss a student is 
made solely by the Head of School. There is no refund of tuition. 

 
Communication and FACTS 

 

The school’s primary form of communication is through FACTS Student Information Systems. FACTS is 
used to send emails and texts to families at a school level. Teachers also communicate via FACTS and 

their email system and will send weekly updates to their classes. Please be sure to check your email daily 
to ensure you are up to date on school communications.  

 

Some classes utilize a private classroom Facebook page and the Remind app to further communicate 
with parents: please refer to your homeroom teacher’s curriculum night packet for further information.  

 
Teachers will return parent emails within one business day; teachers do not share their personal 

communication information with their students or families. Teachers will not communicate with 
families via text messaging or other personal communication and social media platforms.  

 
Discipline and Behavior 

When discipline is necessary it will be appropriate to the child and the situation. At no time, will cruel or 
unusual punishment be used – not even at the request of parents. Positive examples by teachers will be 

given as well as behavior modification techniques, time out, isolation within the classroom, and removal 
from class with supervision and parent notification. 
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If a child becomes so aggressive that teachers or other children are harmed, the parents will be called in 
for a conference to develop behavior management strategies.  
 
The Program Director is responsible for behavior plans and assisting with appropriate consequences, if 

necessary. The Head of School administers suspensions and expulsions.  
 
Biting 
 
If a child bites two times, the parents will be called in to conference and help create a behavior plan to curtail 

this behavior. 

 

A behavior plan will be constructed by the parents, classroom teacher, administrator, and therapists 
working with the child. 

 

The behavior plan will be followed both at home and at school for two weeks. If after that period, the 
child continues to bite the parent will be asked to pick the child up and set up an appointment with 

the administration to determine further action. 

 

This policy applies to the entire school, regardless of age or class.  
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The School Day 
 
Arrival and Dismissal 
 
Morning carpool begins at 7:40 am. If you plan to walk your child to class, please park your car in a designated 
parking space, so that parents who are dropping off wheelchair-bound and limited mobility students can drop-

off at the front door. 
 

Afternoon carpool begins at 3:10 pm. Cars may line up in the designated spaces in front of the building.  
 

Stepping Stones staff will oversee carpool and make the best attempt to have students picked up by the 
appropriate person. Once the student is inside the car, the driver takes responsibility for the student wearing 

seat belts, car seats, and other safety features. Drivers who need to assist students with buckling or strapping 
in of car seats need to move to the designated location and not block the carpool line.  

 

The Academic Day 
 

The school day begins at 8:00 am and ends at 3:10 pm. Students need to be either in homeroom or in 
the Burkhalter Bistro by 8:00 am each day. 

Meals 

Breakfast, lunch and an afternoon snack are provided at a cost of $50.00 per month. 

 

Monthly menus are posted on the front entrance information board and sent home weekly in the 
online newsletter. Exceptions can be made only where allergies and special diets prescribed by doctors 
apply. Children will be encouraged but not required to eat all foods. 

 

When sending meals and snacks, please pack your student healthy, nutritious meals and snacks, 
keeping sodas to a minimum.  

 

If your student is not able to drink milk, the state requires Stepping Stones to have a doctor’s note on 

file. 

 

Breakfast is served from 7:40 am until 8:05 am 

Preschool lunch begins at 10:55 am 

Academy Lunch begins at 11:30 am 

Upper School lunch begins at 12:15 pm 
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Bottles and Feeding for Infants and Toddlers 

 

Infants and toddlers who are bottle fed must have an infant feeding plan on file. Bottles must be 
labeled each day with the child's full name and date. 

 

Stepping Stones is a nut-free school: no nuts, or derivatives thereof, are permitted in 
the school. 

 
Rotunda Round Up  
 
Stepping Stones Before School Rotunda Round Up is an early drop-off opportunity that is provided as a 
courtesy to all families. Students may be dropped off in the rotunda beginning at 7:00am. 
 
After School 
 
After school begins at 3:45 pm and is billed at a rate of $10 per day. After school includes opportunities 
to nurture children through various forms of indoor play, outdoor play, snacks, and crafts.  
After school is available until 5:30pm, Monday through Friday. Students picked up after 5:30pm will 

be assessed a late fee of $25.00 for the first five minutes and $1.00 per minute thereafter .  
 
Children are signed in by the ASP staff at the beginning of after school. Parents and guardians must sign 
their child out prior to leaving ASP for the day. Students are supervised by four after school personnel.  
 
Students who have difficulties in ASP will be respectfully worked with to create a resolution to help 
redirect behavior. After two verbal warnings to correct a behavior, parents will be notified so that a 

behavior plan may be created. If a student continues to have difficulties after school, they will be 
dismissed from the program. 

  
If a child becomes ill or is injured during the after- school program, the parent/guardian will be 

contacted immediately. If the parent cannot be reached our staff will adhere to the emergency 
contact information on your child's registration form. Please notify us immediately if changes occur 

in addresses, phone numbers or emergency contacts for your family. Should we not be able to 
reach anyone, we will call 911 for transport to the appropriate hospital. Photo ID will be required. 

 
When a child is released, the authorized person must sign the child out on our sign out sheet. No 

one will be released to anyone that is not on the registration form as to who may pick your child up 

from Stepping Stones After School. 
 

Continual late pick up will result in loss of use of the after school program.  
 

The Stepping Stones After School Program is not, nor required to be, licensed by the Bright from 
the Start. Any or all questions may be directed to the Stepping Stones Head of School. 
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Field Trips 

When field trips are planned, Stepping Stones will obtain a written authorization form before a child can 
participate in the field trip. 

 

Because of state regulations, all students in the preschool, PK4, and Academy programs will need to be 

transported to and from field trips by a parent or other family member over the age of 18. Parents need 
to stay with their child on field trips. 

Illness 

In the interest of everyone’s well-being, only children free of illness will be allowed at school. 
Students must be fever free for 24 hours, without the aid of medication, before they can return to 
school. If a child has symptoms of illness such as elevated temperature, rash, common cold, 
vomiting, or diarrhea, parents need to keep them at home. 

Parents will be called to pick up their child due to illness if one or more of the following are observed at 
school: 

• A fever of 100.4 degrees or higher. ￼ 
• A continuous cough and/or mucus that is not clear. 

• Two loose stools in 30 minutes. 

• A rash that is spreading, itchy, or not going away after a period of observation. 
• Suspicion of pink eye. 

• Vomiting 
The school nurse will advise parents on when their child may return to school. 

 

Please refer to the Bright From the Start’s “Common Infectious Illness” chart, included at the end of 
this document for more information.  

 

No person shall be allowed into the center that knowingly has or presents symptoms of any 
contagious disease. Anyone suspected of communicable diseases shall be reported to the local health 
department and not be allowed into the school without proper written medical authorization. 

 

Parents will be notified in writing in the event a student is exposed to a notifiable 
communicative disease. 

 

Seizure Protocol 
 
Any student who has a history of seizures is REQUIRED to complete a seizure plan of action 

with the school nurse. Students who do not have a history of seizures and present with a 
seizure while at school will follow the standard operating procedure of calling 911.  
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Medication 

Any school administered medication must be submitted to the school nurse, along with a school 
administration form. Medications must be in their original container, labeled with the child’s name, the 

name of the prescribing physician, dated, and indicate the prescribing dosage. No medication will be 
given without this form. You will be notified immediately if any adverse reaction takes place, and it will 
be noted on the medical administration form. 

 
Bright From the Start only allows the school to administer ANY medication to preschool and PK4 
students for fourteen consecutive days at a time. If a child requires long term medication, a 
physician will need to provide a written statement accompanied by their signature. 
 
All medications must be held in the nurse s station, except for Epi-pen or rescue inhalers as 
appropriate for the student.  
 

No medications, including over the counter medications or vitamins may be sent in a diaper bag, 
backpack or lunchbox. 

 
Head Lice Policy 

 
To decrease the duration of outbreaks, students with lice will be removed from class and sent home 

for treatment. Students may return to school once the lice have been treated, and the student no 
longer has active lice. Proof of treatment and a head check with the nurse is required prior to return 

to school. 

School Related Injuries and Safety Procedures 
 

All staff are trained in First Aid, Stop the Bleed, and CPR, and the school employs a full-time nurse to assist 
with all medical needs, illnesses, and injuries. In the event of an emergency, 911 will be called and the school 

will immediately notify the parents. If emergency vehicle transport is needed, an ambulance will be called, and 
an administrator will accompany the child to the hospital and remain at the hospital until the family arrives. 

Spalding Regional Medical Center is the closest emergency facility to the school. 

For minor injuries and incidents, an Incident Report will be sent home. The report will explain how 
the accident happened, what treatment was given, and be signed by a staff member. A copy will be 

kept on file in the Nurse’s office for future reference. 

 
Outdoor activities are provided daily; therefore, send hats, coats, sunscreen, insect repellent 

when needed. 

 
When water activities are planned parents will be notified. If the activity involves water 

more than 2 feet deep written authorization forms will be obtained before the child can 
participate in the activity. 
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Severe Weather and School Closures 

In case of severe weather, decisions will most likely coincide with the Spalding County School System, 
however, conditions for the schools entire serving area will be taken into consideration before a final decision 
is made. Parents will be notified of closures via FACTS email, texts, and social media outlets.  

Emergency weather plans are located at the school’s main entrance, by the office. The information 
includes procedures for fire and tornado routes, as well as other emergent situations. 

In the event Stepping Stones has a physical plant problem such as power failure that affects the 

ability to control the climate of the building, prepare meals, or adequately care for students, parents 
will be notified, and a post will be placed on social media. If the parents cannot be reached, the 

student’s emergency contact will be notified. Stepping Stones will not provide private 
transportation. 

 
Curriculum 

 
Preschool and PK4 use GELDS and Investigator Adaptative Curriculum as its primary curricular scope and 

sequencing, as well as other supplemental materials.  
 

Academy uses the Unique Adaptive Curriculum and iXL as its primary curricular programing.  
Upper School uses Unique, iXL, and vocational curricular for its programming.  

Stepping Stones utilizes GELDS and Investigator Adaptive Curriculum as its driving curricular scope and 
sequence for the Preschool and Pre-K classes. Stepping Stones utilizes the Unique Curriculum for its Academy 

classes. Students also participate in regularly scheduled Life Skills, music, and SEL classes. 

Assessments 
 

Students are assessed utilizing both summative and formative assessments, as is developmentally 
appropriate, throughout the course of the school year in order to ensure student progress in aspects of 

educational growth and development. 

 
Summative assessments are administered as appropriate for each developmental and academic milestone, 

including Developmental Checklists for preschool, Work Sampling and portfolios for PK4, and Unique 
benchmarks for Academy. Summaries of progress are sent home quarterly with opportunities for parent 

conferencing in both the fall and spring semesters.  
 
Preschool and PK4 Dress Code  

 
Infants and not yet potty-trained children must be provided with disposable diapers, wipes, and diaper cream. 
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Bright From the Start requires that preschool and PK4children wear complete sets of clothing that 

are comfortable and easily cleaned. Closed toe shoes are required at all times. 

Be sure to bring extra labeled clothing for your child for times when the fun spills on them or an 
accident occurs. 

Academy and Upper School Dress Code 

Students should be dressed in comfortable clothing that meets the need of the child and allows for 

freedom of movement when playing outdoors and interacting in the classroom. Prohibited clothing 
that is not curated for comfort of movement, thus are specifically prohibited includes: miniskirts 

(shorter than fingertip length), short shorts (at least to fingertips), tank tops, leather or leather-like 
material, and clothing with holes in it. 

Please provide the student’s teacher with an extra change of clothing in case it is needed during the 
school day. 

Upper School Dress Code Parent and Student Expectations  

The mission of the Fountain-Dixon Upper School is to prepare Stepping Stones students for the lives 

they will lead the day after they leave the school. FDU offers two tracks of programming: a vocational 
heavy, independent academic track and a personal care, functional academic track. To ensure 

students receive the level of education appropriate to them, parents will be asked to be involved in 
occasional outings, parent education, transition planning, and school meetings. Students should 

expect to have some homework and assignments to complete outside of the school day, as is 
appropriate for each child’s individualized, differentiated, course of study. If FDU parents and 

students are unable to maintain a minimal level of commitment to the program, they will be 
dismissed.  

Questions and Concerns 

All questions and concerns regarding day-to-day student activities should be first directed to the child's 
classroom teacher. The Head of School and Program Director are also available to answer any questions 
and concerns one may have about any aspect of Stepping Stones. If, however, a parent has a concern 
that needs further investigation, please schedule a conference to discuss your concerns. If you have 
comments about anything going on at Stepping Stones, please leave them in the comment/payment 
box in the office. 
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