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I work at Carmen B. Pingree A Center For Children With Autism. As its primary function is a school for children with autism, I am a part-time assistant in my elementary classroom of Kindergarten through 3rd Grade. I've worked there for three months and I've seen how vital this facility is to each child. As nothing is free in this world, this facility requires funding to function correctly which comes from private and government organizations.


Carmen B. Pingree is ran through a not-for-profit organization called Valley Mental Health (VMH). It uses many funds through the government and many employees within VMH have seen their programs and budgets cut frequently. This organization needs money because it is responsible for hiring staff, payroll, and providing funding for the programs of this center. 


Our staff consists of professionals with experience in the field of autism, such as the Unit Director, Elementary/Secondary Program Manager, and Preschool Manager. In each classroom there consists of one autism specialist per class room, a full-time assistant, and several part time assistants. There is also a Speech and Language Therapist, Social Worker, and Clinical Director/Child Psychiatrist skilled with autistic clients. Also, we have an office staff and transportation team. Part-time assistants also help the transportation team monitor the children on the buses to ensure safety. 


The center provides this staff on full-day schooling Monday through Thursday for preschool and elementary/secondary grades, and half-day schooling on Fridays for elementary and secondary grades. Also we have half-day schooling on Monday through Thursday in the summer for all grades including preschool. It offers a free transportation system using buses to pick children up at specified locations throughout Salt Lake County when parents are unable to bring their children to the center. 


When payroll enters the mix of everything, it can be quite confusing The employees at Carmen B. Pingree, use a program called CMS (Client Management System) to enter our time sheets. In CMS we enter in our time with certain codes. For example, K18 means working with children in the classroom. When the employees use the code K19, we enter in what the child worked on their 45 minute (30 for preschool) session and how they did during the session, especially their attending level, into the OMR (Online Medical Records) data base. Since all employees are so very lucky, we are becoming required to use this lengthy process to enter in our time. This code is used to bill Medicare directly for families that use Medicare to assist in paying for tuition and other fees. It allows our center to earn more funding through Medicaid because we are submitting a progress report daily into the child's medical record. 


Here at Carmen B. Pingree, we use multiple funding providers to provide the following services. Preschool is publicly funded through the State Division of Mental Health. This provides the evaluation, assessment, and day treatment services for the child and family. Elementary and Secondary School Programs are private pay organizations where families are assessed fees based on their IRS information which determines their ability to pay. We also host an Expanding Horizons Early Childhood Program (privately funded) that teaches children both with and without special needs from 18 months to five years old. It teaches children through Developmentally Appropriate Practices and promotes acceptance, understanding, empathy and respect for differences these developing children have. For children awaiting acceptance into preschool, we host a clinic that is free for those with Medicaid (government healthcare for low-income families), otherwise it is privately funded. There are also individual fees, insurance, and other third party billing that is done for mental health services provided for the child. Families with a low-income may use government aid, like Medicaid, or scholarships to help pay their tuition and fees.  


How does each service run their individual classroom? Each classroom specialist and their full-time assistant holds semi-annual meetings with the child's parents and assessment tests for the child to create a Treatment Care Plan, which consists of goals for the child which may include areas such as attending, compliance, specific behaviors, language, cognition, social skills, fine motor, gross motor, integration, self-help skills,  and contact goals. Most students in the Autism Program begin with the Pingree Center’s core management programs, which include Attending, Following Directions, and Imitation. We develop language skills through constant verbal communication to the children, and encouraging them to speak, sign, or use other communication aides to develop these skills. We also constantly document when a child displays any physical aggressions, and when they follow directions


Carmen B. Pingree's programs are taught using a 5-Step approach. The first step is prompting them and modeling what task the student need to do. Next, the second step is prompting them with a partial model. The third step uses only prompts to encourage the task required of the child. Next, The fourth step uses a partial prompt with no modeling. Finally, the fifth step uses neither prompt or modeling because the task is completed independently. Usually we start at the fifth step and lower the steps as the child needs. In order to pass off each step the child must obtain an overall percentage of 80 or above in completing the trial twice, or receives 100 percent. They preform tasks receptively (pointing) or expressively (verbally or showing the action). These tasks are done simply with talking identifying pictures, colors, numbers, and letters. We also teach reading, writing, mathematics, and social skills. We provide services for children who need help with toileting and other self-help skills.


Our Attending program is important in keeping children on task, encouraging them to follow directions, helping them to learn to look at those they have their attention on, and, of course, ensuring they are learning the material. The core attending program teaches the children, step-by-step, to keep their feet down, their hands down, and looking at the speaker, until you only need to speak their name to attend. Then they turn to the attending program incorporated through every session where just their name is spoken until they learn to stay on task for given intervals throughout the entire session. 


Other services at Carmen B. Pingree relating to children and families affected with autism  contains a Language Specialist and a Social Worker or Psychologist. The Language Specialist helps these children develop their language skills so they can communicate with the world around them whether verbally, using sign language, or other picture or computer devices. The Social Worker allows families to handle the stress and pressures of life for the children and families. They offer therapy through individual or family counseling, sibling groups, parent training conferences, general talks, and resource lists. This helps families deal with issues, grow family bonds, and gain an understanding in having a child with autism.


In order to understand why these programs are necessary in helping these children with autism, you must understand what autism is. Autism, or autistic spectrum disorder, is a Pervasive Developmental Disorder. This means autism is typically detected early in life when deficiencies in communication abilities, social skills, and imaginative play first appear. Autistic children do not communicate well with or understand others, may be mute, are self-absorbed, and typically score in the mentally handicapped range of intellectual performance. Signs usually develop before the child is three and doctors encourage screening as early as 18 months old. Early signs of autism can be: smiling late, no babbling or pointing by 12 months, no single words by 16 months, child doesn't turn to look at parents when their name is called, and being less likely to form attachments to blankets or stuffed animals and preferring hard items such as keys, action figures, and flashlights.


There is no known cause for autism. However research has linked it to genetics, only there are dozens of genetic factors developing this disorder. With all of the research going into discovering how autism develops, researchers believe they are getting very close through neuroimaging, immune studies, and genetic studies. Autism researchers' future dreams contain discovering the ultimate cause of autism, improving treatments, and possible prevention of autism.


I've seen the benefits our facility provides children and their families. The children that learn to read who previously didn't know a single letter of the alphabet. The children that learned to use the restroom on their own without accidents. I've seen the happiness in the faces of the children as they are excited to learn new things and are actually excited to see their teachers. I've seen the difference our facility makes in the lives of the children and their families. Carmen B. Pingree needs government funding for those who cannot afford to pay on their own to produce the miracles we see every day. 
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