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 Dear Georgia Child Care Professionals of Georgia: 

 
A few weeks ago I had the pleasure of surprising the finalists for the Georgia’s Pre-K Teacher of the Year award. 
They were thrilled, of course, to get the news, and I felt uplifted by their passion and enthusiasm. I’m happy to 
share their names and tell you about the selection process. I’m also very excited to announce two new awards that 
will recognize excellence and promote the professionalism of the entire early learning workforce in Georgia. All of 
these awards are privately funded through the Georgia Foundation for Early Care + Learning.  
 
You’ll recall that we select two Georgia’s Pre-K Teachers of the year, one from a public school and one from a pri-
vate program. From public schools, the finalists are: 

  Stephanie Curington from Kings Chapel Elementary in Houston County, 
  Teresa Swaim from West Jackson Elementary in Jackson County, and 
  Lisa West from Crisp County Pre-K in Crisp County. 

 
This year’s finalists from private programs are: 

  LaNita Carey from Jackson Creek Academy in Gwinnett County,  
  Shelley Hoster from 1st Creative Learning Center #2 in Gwinnett County, and  
  Marie Thebaud from Kiddie Kottage Academy in Cobb County. 
 

To celebrate the 20th anniversary of the DECAL Scholars program this year, DECAL and the Foundation are inaugu-
rating the DECAL Scholar of the Year award. The DECAL Scholars program offers scholarships and incentives to sup-
port child care professionals in continuing their education and obtaining credentials. We will recognize two DECAL 
Scholars of the Year, one who is attending a four-year college or university and one attending a technical college.  
 
We are also introducing this year the Early Childhood Educator of the Year program for professionals who teach 
younger children, from birth to age 3. A winner will be chosen from each of three divisions: 

  Infant Teacher (Birth to 18 months) 
  Toddler Teacher (15 months to 36 months) 
  Preschool Teacher (36 months to 48 months) 
 

All these awards recognize exceptionally high quality in classroom teaching and demonstrate the importance of 
early childhood educators in giving children a foundation for future academic success. These are not popularity 
contests. Winners receive cash awards and serve as ambassadors to help us promote excellence throughout the 
early care and education system. 
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In early September, finalists for Georgia’s Pre-K Teachers of the Year will participate in virtual interviews with a 
panel selected by DECAL. They will submit one week of completed lesson plans for our review, and they will send 
us videos of small-group and large-group instructions, which will be scored. The winners will be announced in late 
September or early October. Each winner receives $3,000 for her own use and $2,000 for a classroom makeover. 
The Foundation also provides the school with funds up to $2,500 for travel expenses and stipends for substitute 
teachers so that the Teacher of the Year can highlight best practices outside of their classroom and around the 
state.  
 
Candidates for DECAL Scholar of the Year must be currently participating in the DECAL Scholars program; work in 
a licensed program, an exempt Head Start or Department of Defense program, or a Georgia’s Pre-K public school 
program; have a minimum of two years’ attendance at a four-year college or university or one year at a technical 
college; and have a minimum GPA of 3.0. Winners receive $1,500 and $500 for a classroom makeover. They and 
their students will also have a virtual visit with Coy Bowles, lead guitarist for the Zac Brown Band, a member of 
the Georgia Foundation for Early Care + Learning Board of Directors, and author of several children’s books in-
cluding, What’s Behind the Little Red Door? Winners will be announced in July. 
 
Candidates for Early Childhood Educator of the Year must be credentialed lead teachers with a minimum of three 
years as a lead teacher; plan to continue as a lead teacher for at least a year; and work at a 2- or 3-star Quality 
Rated program that is in good standing with DECAL. The Early Childhood Educators of the Year will receive $3,000 
for personal use, $2,000 for a classroom makeover and up to $2,500 for travel expenses and stipends. 
Teachers may apply on the Foundation website, www.gaearlyed.org, from August 2 until September 3. Winners 
will be announced in December 2021.  
 
Because the Early Childhood Educator of the Year is a new program, we’ll be doing a lot of social media outreach 
to make sure we get a large pool of applicants. I hope you follow us on social media; and if you’ll share these 
posts when you see them, I will be very grateful.  
 
Thank you for all you do to support the continuous improvement of our early care and learning system in Geor-
gia. I truly appreciate your partnership. I hope you have plans for summer that will keep you cool! 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Amy M. Jacobs 
Commissioner 

http://www.gaearlyed.org
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Finalists Named for Georgia’s Pre-K Program 2021-2022  

Teachers of the Year 
 

In May 2021, Georgia’s six finalists for the GA Pre-K Program Teacher of the Year were announced with each receiv-
ing $500. The 2021-2022 finalists are LaNita Carey from Jackson Creek Academy in Lilburn; Stephanie Curington 
from Kings Chapel Elementary School in Perry; Shelley Hoster from 1st Creative Learning Academy #2 in Norcross; 
Teresa Swaim from West Jackson Elementary School in Hoschton; Marie Thebaud from Kiddie Kottage Academy in 
Austell; and Lisa West from Crisp County Pre-K in Cordele. 
 
Pre-K lead teachers who have taught as a lead teacher in a GA Pre-K classroom for a minimum of three years were 
invited to apply for Teacher of the Year. The application was posted on the DECAL website in February. Applicants 
must meet Georgia’s Pre-K credential and Professional Development System requirements and plan to continue as 
a lead teacher for the coming year.  They must also be employed by a GA Pre-K Program provider in good standing 
with all programs administered by DECAL (GA Pre-K, Child Care Services [CCS] Childcare and Parent Services [CAPS] 
and Nutrition Services.) 
 
This fall, the finalists will be interviewed and receive a classroom evaluation. DECAL will then select two winners in 
September, one from a public school system and another from a private child care learning center. The winners will 
receive a $3,000 check for themselves and $2,000 for a classroom makeover and supplies. Their schools will receive 
up to $2,500 to cover substitutes and travel expenses while the teacher is away.  
 
The winners will serve as ambassadors for Georgia’s Pre-K Program, attending meetings and conferences, making 
presentations, and modeling effective classroom practices.  

Planting Seeds for a Successful School Year 
The Inclusion and Behavior Support Unit at DECAL is committed to supporting childcare providers in creating and 

maintaining high-quality, inclusive environments for all of Georgia’s earliest learners. With the unique experiences 

that young children and their families have faced over the past year, we want to offer providers resources to ensure 

every classroom is an inclusive environment where all children can succeed. To do this, we are launching an out-

reach campaign entitled Planting SEEDS for a Successful School Year. This campaign will provide strategies and re-

sources in the form of tip sheets, webinars, provider testimonials, and a Facebook Live series that all focus on 

boosting social-emotional wellness and minimizing challenging child behaviors within your program. Social media 

outlets will be our main form of communicating these tools to the community, so be sure to follow DECAL on Face-

book and Instagram. Please take advantage of this opportunity to learn more about the Specialists in your area and 

hear our team touch on common issues in the classroom. We will be providing tips on how to implement various 

inclusive practices and ideas on how to embed social emotional supports throughout the learning day. The outreach 

campaign will also feature success stories from providers 

across Georgia, as well as information on how and when to 

reach out to us for support. Through a successful partnership 

with Georgia early childhood providers, we as an education 

community can address the needs of our children and build a 

strong foundation for a successful school year. For more infor-

mation about the free trainings and coaching support we pro-

vide, contact the SEEDS for Success Helpline at 1-(833) 354-

HELP, or email us at Inclusion@decal.ga.gov.  

mailto:Inclusion@decal.ga.gov


 

“When a flower doesn’t bloom, you fix the environment in which it grows, not the flower.”  

- Alexander den Heijer, Inspirational Speaker - 
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Congratulations to Central Georgia’s 
Newest  

Quality Rated Providers 
 

5 Star Scholars  First School of First Baptist  

A Step Above Preparatory Academy  Footprints to Scholars Learning Center  

LaKisha M. Adams  Yolanda Godwin  

Antioch AME Childcare & Development Center  Kids World Child Care and Learning Center  

Appletree Learning Center and Academy  KidzBiz Childcare Center  

Felicia L. Arnold  Kinder World Daycare and Learning Center  

Angel L. Bing  Lifeline Christian World Academy  

Kuataina J. Coleman  Little Castle Child Care  

Cornerstone Academy of Stonecrest  Linda F. Mosley  

Cornerstone Learning Center  Na-Na’s Day Care Center, Inc.  

Angaleque L. Crawford-Fowler  Cheryl J. Neal  

CUC Academy  Northwest Youth Power Early Learning Center #3  

Janice M. Davis  Oasis Daycare  

Decatur Adventist Learning Center Corp.  Playstation CCLC  

Emerging Leaders Learning Center  Prime Time Discovery - Diamond Lakes  

FACES Early Learning Academy  Prime Time Discovery - Richmond Hill  

Shirley A. Rakestraw  Saint Paul AME Christ School  

Bertha G. Stewart  The Highlander School  

                                                                                                                                                           
                                                                                                                                                                                             Ratings from 04/01/2021 - 06/30/2021                               

For the latest updates on Training and 

Events, please visit our website at 

https://leapccrr.org/events/. 

https://leapccrr.org/events/
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.dreamstime.com%2Fillustration%2Ftraining-development.html&psig=AOvVaw1zofuF3QJnHcg-ydTmKKP4&ust=1616780121709000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCNj23fL9y-8CFQAAAAAdAAAAABAD
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Planning for Summer Just Got a Whole Lot Easier! 
Positive youth development begins with the 5 C’s: Confidence - Character - Connection - Competence - 
Contribution. Youth need to practice these to become proficient. Try this activity to build Confidence and 
form Connections with your school age students! This is a great ice breaker and a “get to know you”        
activity. 
 
Activity directions: To set up the game, give each child a piece of paper, pen, and a piece of tape. Have 
the children write their name on the top of the paper. Tape the piece of paper on their backs. Have the  
children sit in two circles, an outer and inner. Have the children in the outer circle face the children in the 
inner circle. Everyone should be sitting across from a partner. Have the children sitting in the outer circle 
start the game. Give them one minute to tell their partner something positive about themselves 
(something they are good at, proud of, how they are a good friend etc.) At the end of the minute have their 
partner write one positive word about the speaker on the paper that is taped to their back. Have them 
switch roles and have the listener speak and repeat. When each partner has gone a round, have the outer 
circle move one seat to the left and the inner circle move one seat to the right.  Repeat the game. When 
everyone has been paired up with several partners have the kids take the papers off their backs and read to 
themselves all the positive words their peers had to say about them.  
 
For additional activities check out the Summer Activity Guide which is a suite of 150 Activities and     
Challenges divided into 5 units organized by four different age groups (5-9; 10-12; 13-15; 16-18). You can 
download the Summer Activity Guide at Summer Activity Guide - GSAN (afterschoolga.org) You can also 
access on-demand webinars to help implement summer learning. Getting to Know the New Summer    
Activity Guide  dives into the structure and elements of the activities for each age group so that partici-
pants feel comfortable facilitating every component of these lessons. Keeping Youth Engaged this Summer  
allows participants to learn more about effective positive youth development practices and how to use the 
new Summer Activity Guide to effectively engage with youth through different delivery models. 

Summer Resources for Parents 
During the summer months away from school, it’s crucial that children 
have access to healthy meals, safe environments, and books and            
educational opportunities so they can keep learning. 
 

Public and private partners across Georgia—including the Georgia Department of Education, Georgia       
Department of Early Care and Learning (DECAL), Georgia Family Connection Partnership, Georgia Partner-
ship for Excellence in Education, Georgia Public Library Service, Georgia Public Broadcasting, and Gover-
nor’s Office of Student Achievement—have come together to create an online toolkit with resources for 
summer reading, learning, safety, and meals. 
 
For more information, please visit georgiasummer.org.  
 
To connect with other Georgians this Summer, use the hashtag #SchoolsOutGA to share photos, videos, 
and stories that show how your family is incorporating these tools into your everyday life.  

 

https://www.afterschoolga.org/resources/summeractivityguide/
https://us02web.zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_LeOdkOuaR_qKb7RFpU5MOw
https://us02web.zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_LeOdkOuaR_qKb7RFpU5MOw
https://us02web.zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_9SQcvZ2QR2ud9PTNdYJMyQ

