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by Cindi Baumgartner, LaSalle Intermediate Center

The Indiana Chapter of Learning Disabilities of America 
recently honored Cindi Baumgartner as Teacher of the Year. 
Cindi has taught Special Education for five years.  She cur-
rently teaches Learning Disabilities at LaSalle Intermediate 
Academy. One parent stated that Cindi’s “greatest strength is 
her ability to help her students manage their stress.” She “fo-
cuses on each student’s strengths, and “does significantly more 
than is required to see that her student’s needs are met.”

My position at LaSalle is truly student driven. My main goal is 
to see students succeed and be academically and socially ready 
to start high school.  I get to know my students as individu-
als rather than merely as someone with a label. In addition, 
students know that I do not accept their disability as an excuse 
for work not being completed. I set the bar high and expect 
my students to rise to the challenge. Another area I reinforce 
is that a student’s IEP levels the playing field, rather than 
creating a whole new ballgame.  I am a staunch supporter of 
my students and will be the first to advocate for them, but on 
the other hand, students realize that ultimately I cannot help 
them to be successful without students taking an active 
role in their own education process. 
I realized quickly that a technique that works for one 
student might in fact ONLY work for that student! The 
part of special education that I love is the detective 
work-that is trying to figure out what will work for a 
student. Several years ago I had a student whose behav-
ior was extremely problematic. When we sat down and 
worked out daily, weekly and monthly rewards, he an-
nounced he’d like his monthly reward to be lunch from 
McDonalds. With his success came my phrase “Never 
underestimate the power of a Happy Meal!” 
I incorporate a variety of non-traditional methods to 
help motivate students in my classroom. For example, 
I keep track of demerits (for missing assignments) and 
research paper scores from one quarter to the next and 
challenge students to decrease demerits and increase 
research scores by a certain percentage to obtain a re-
ward they agree on (last year it was pizza). I also have 
an exercise bike in my room for students who need to 

do something other than ‘sit’ while reading. This also works 
great for students who just need to expound some energy to be 
able to focus better.  After my first couple of years of teaching, 
it was evident that behaviors increased and work performance 
decreased during the third quarter. Thinking that perhaps it 
was due to the dreary Indiana weather, I brought some of the 
tropics in by decorating window shades and bulletin boards 
in a tropical theme and even playing ocean sounds on the CD 
player. 
This is my fifth year as a special education teacher. Prior to 
becoming a teacher I worked for eighteen years as a medical 
coder for a group of radiologists. I took a break from school to 
start my family, but soon realized I really wanted to get back 
to school and return to the education track. One of the first 
courses I had to take was an intro to Special Ed. class. I had, 
at that time, absolutely NO intention of working with special 
needs students, but after my first observation in a classroom, 
I was hooked! I loved the diverse make up of the students, 
and even more enjoyed seeing the special education teachers 
engaged in finding methods that worked for various students. 
Again, finding the right method or program for a student is 
like detective work! 

Teaching like a Detective

Cindi Baumgartner (center) with fellow LaSalle teacher JoAnn Amato (left) and parent 
Dory Lawrence (right) at  the Indiana Chapter of  Learning Disabilities of  America 
meeting in Indianapolis.



by Cyndi Smith, Editor

Teachers now have another way to renew their licenses 
and receive valuable training at the same time. The Indi-
ana Dept. of Education (IDOE) has information on their 
website about developing a Professional Growth Plan. 
Teachers will need to keep track of their PGP points 
(formerly CRUs).  The teacher’s principal needs to see 
documentation of how these points were accumulated 
and has to sign off on the form BEFORE the teacher 
sends in the renewal form with the required fee.  

With the rate of autism reaching epidemic levels (1 out 
of every 100-150 births, depending on your reference), 
many teachers are seeking more training about autism.  
SBCSC teachers can earn PGPs by taking online Autism 
Training Modules (AIM).  The National Professional 
Development Center on ASD along with OCALI in 
Ohio have developed “evidence-based” modules that 
demonstrate current strategies to help students with 
autism be successful in real life. All the examples, visu-
als, and videos in these modules will give staff practical 
approaches to use every day in the classroom.

The following is a sample of the module on “Transition-
ing” that talks about using “High Probability Requests” 
to decrease resistance:

Research has shown that an easy-hard sequence 
seems to decrease resistance to following through 

with difficult tasks, establishing “behavioral mo-
mentum” (Banda & Kunda, 2006). Recent research 
applied this intervention strategy to three transition 
times of a middle school student with autism (Banda 
& Kunda, 2006).

Transitions to the locker, to the schedule, and to 
emptying the backpack were targeted, as the student 
often ignored requests to complete these transitions 
or engaged in challenging behaviors during these 
times. The teacher identified several questions that 
the student could easily respond to, such as “Did you 
watch football yesterday?,” “How was your day?,” 
and “Who dropped you off at school today?” Sev-
eral of these requests for responses were given prior 
to asking the student to comply with the transition 
requests (“Please empty your backpack”). The over-
all transition time decreased and fewer prompts by 
adults were required during transitions. Presenting 
a series of high-probability requests (e.g., “Give me 
a thumbs-up,” “Say your name”) prior to request-
ing that an individual transition (a low-probability 
request) may be a beneficial strategy for individual 
with ASD during transition times.

For SBCSC staff to earn PGP credits for these mod-
ules, go to the Special Education Home Page.  Under 
the Programs tab, select Autism.  Follow the directions 
given to receive PGP credits that may be used toward 
license renewal.

by Tom Spencer, Editor

 President Obama recently signed into law a Con-
gressional bill that changes all references in federal 
law from mental retardation to intellectual disability, as 
well as references to a mentally retarded individual to 
“an individual with an intellectual disability.” Known as 
“Rosa’s Law,’ the new law was part of a long standing 
effort by disability advocates that began with the passage 
of a similar state law in Maryland. The Maryland law 
resulted in part from the efforts of the parents of Rosa 
Marcellino, a nine year old with Down Syndrome.
 The Congressional effort to pass legislation limiting 
restraint and seclusion in America’s schools has stalled 

and it is unlikely a bill will be passed before the end of 
the year. As reported in previous issues of The Special 
Edition, the legislation resulted from reports of hundreds 
of cases of abusive and sometime deadly use of restraint. 
Differences in the House and Senate bills brought about 
the impasse. A House version of the bill would have 
precluded restraint and seclusion from being included 
in a student’s IEP while a Senate bill allowed restraint 
and seclusion in the IEP when students demonstrated 
a two year history of behaviors that created the danger 
of serious bodily injury in school. Disability advocates 
hope that Congress will revisit the issue next year and 
reach a satisfactory compromise.

National News and Updates

Autism Training Modules Aid Teachers/License Renewals

Continued on page 3



by Tom Spencer, Editor

Tell us what’s happening in your classroom or school. 
Send us an update and we will include it in the next is-
sue of The Special Edition. All submissions for the next 
issue must be received by February 1, 2011. Send your 
updates to tspencer@sbcsc.k12.in.us 

 All Special Education teachers will soon receive 
training in Effective Goal Processes and Progress 
Monitoring. The additional training is required by the 
state. Further information on the training will be forth-
coming from building administrators.
 Bill Court, INTERN director, reports that The IN-
TERN Program is now on Facebook! You can find the 
latest on what is going on with the INTERN Program 
including the new “INTERN of the Month” awards on 
the INTERN Facebook page. You can access it by do-
ing a search for the INTERN Program South Bend once 
you log onto Facebook. Anyone 
interested in receiving a copy of the 
INTERN News newsletter as a PDF 
can send an email to intern@sbcsc.
k12.in.us
 Great Things are happening 
in the SNAP program at Darden 
Primary Center. The children in 
SNAP (Special Needs and Abilities 
Preschool) have made great strides 
thanks in part to the Handwriting 
Without Tears (HWT) curriculum 
for 3-5 year olds it serves. Class-
room teachers Tracy Greulich, Kathy 
Brzezinski and Kate Sullivan have 
seen wonderful progress through the 
use of fun, entertaining and educa-
tionally sound instructional methods 
to teach handwriting skills. 

 SNAP’s students have really taken to “Mat Man,” 
an engaging HWT character whose body is made of 
prewriting forms. By creating their own versions of Mat 
Man, students build their language proficiency, color and 
shape awareness; fine motor skills, letter and number 
recognition, counting abilities and social skills.
 “This fall we had a lot of fun adapting the basic of 
Mat Man to have each child create their own scarecrow. 
Each child had such a great time,” reports Brzezinski. 
 The accompanying photo shows SNAP Buddy Ste-
phen Linton standing in front of the “scarecrows” he and 
his classmates created. Each student spent approximately 
two weeks making each part of hi or her scarecrow based 
on Mat Man.
 “This exercise is a developmentally appropriate 
method of teaching handwriting and so many other es-
sential skills,” says Greulich. “The children have really 
taken to it, and we’re thrilled with the results.”

What’s Happening Around the Corporation?

SNAP Buddy Stephen Linton in front of the scarecrows he and his classmates 
created.

 Congress is considering the establishment of a na-
tional day to recognize parents of children with spe-
cial needs. The resolution is sponsored by Representative 
Dan Burton of Indiana. Congress is also considering 
legislation that would provide a 5 million dollar voucher 
program for military families who have children with 

special needs. If passed the program would begin in the 
2011-2012 school year and it would provide families up 
to $7,500.00 per year for school costs. The provision is 
part of a larger defense spending bill and will be con-
sidered when the new Congress convenes in January.

Continued from page 2
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AUTISM CORNER
By Cyndi Smith, SBCSC Autism Consultant

PRIMING
Due to anxiety and difficulty generalizing, many students with autism engage in repetitive behaviors, meltdowns, 
or even shut downs when they do not know what to expect at school.  Priming is probably the single strategy that is 
the most powerful in preventing meltdowns in a student with autism. Priming simply means “preparing a student for 
the expectations” for a given situation before he is put in that situation.  Considering a specific student’s needs, the 
following are situations when the student might benefit from priming:

1. Assignment directions – Going over all the expectations for an assignment, before the student picks up 
his pencil may prevent mistakes that could result in resistance (autistic students do not handle well any 
correction for mistakes).  Advance priming can be helpful with any new types of assignments, e.g., how to 
approach doing a word search – having him practice the strategy with adult assistance before the first time he 
is expected to do it in class.

2. Social expectations – When a student is known to have problems in a given setting, e.g., lunch, it helps to 
remind him of the behavioral/social expectations immediately before going to lunch.  A visual list might help 
too.

3. Schedule of the day – Some students want to know when they can do a specific thing.  When this activity is 
shown on his personal schedule or on the monthly calendar, it helps to reassure the student.

4. Transitions and Routines – Especially young students with autism often benefit from watching the class 
engage in and transition between activities, before he is expected to follow the routine.  If older students have 
difficulty following routines, staff may need to point out or list the specific aspects of a routine.

5. Field trips or other novel events -- Prior to a transition to a new location or novel activity, it may be helpful 
to prepare the individual for what to expect.  Knowing what to expect when the class goes to the pumpkin 
patch and what the sequence of events will be, can significantly reduce anxiety about the unknown field trip.  
Knowing what is expected during a fire drill (and maybe practicing the exit route the day before with a para) 
could greatly reduce anxiety for a kindergartner.   Another key priming event would be visiting a new school 
(before the other students are there) to acquaint the student with the building and possibly to walk through the 
building, following his class schedule.

6. Suggested options, if all does not go as planned – Meltdowns can often be avoided, if the teacher primes 
the student for what he can do when “things don’t go according to plan.”  Calming strategies can be practiced 
in advance, and seeking help from others can be role-played regularly for a student who needs it.

Priming is a procedure that allows individuals to preview an activity or event before it occurs so that it becomes more 
predictable   It may take extra thought on the teacher’s part to remember to prime in advance, but it is better than 
“correcting” the student after the fact (which often can lead to meltdowns or shut downs).  NOTE:  Remember to 
model or to use visuals with your verbal explanations to enhance the student’s memory/recall.  Also speak slowly and 
pause between steps, to allow for processing time.


