Capital Connection
The Campaign for Emerald Coast Learning Center
“Reaching Kids, Supporting Families”

From Our Co-Founders
It is hard to believe that 6 years have passed since we were
writing to you about building our current facility on the
campus of Northwest Florida State College (NWFSC). That
facility changed the game for ECAC. It gave us the ability
to help more children, it gave our students space that was
designed specifically to meet their needs, and it gave us a
true community on the college campus.
And our facility continues to be perfect for ECAC. However,
the funny thing we have learned about children is that they
just keep growing! We have found ourselves in a rather
unique position in the last few years, since we now are
serving both young children on the autism spectrum, as
well as older teens and young adults. As you can imagine,
the needs of these two populations of students have really
started to diverge!
To meet the needs of our older students, in 2019 we
partnered with NWFSC, along with the generous support
of Destin Charity Wine Auction Foundation (DCWAF), to
develop a Transition to Work (TTW) Program through the
Florida Department of Education. This program has given
our students the most incredible opportunities to learn
invaluable job skills right here on campus - skills that we
hope will develop into gainful employment in the future
both on-campus and off.
However, as TTW has started to grow and develop, we have
realized the logistical needs of our TTW students in our
building are different from what our younger one-to-one
ABA Therapy students need day-in and day-out. Our littles
need play areas and smaller therapy rooms. Our older TTW
students need larger educational classrooms, vocational
training facilities and social/recreational space. Which
brings us to our newest adventure…a Capital Campaign
for a new building, connected to our current facility, which
meets both the educational and vocational needs of our
student population. We are excited to call this new facility
Emerald Coast Learning Center (ECLC).
Our goal has always been “reaching kids, supporting
families”, and we are committed to growing with our
students and families and meeting their ongoing needs.
We want all of our students to have the opportunity to
be in a safe, loving environment that fosters their unique
abilities and gives them plenty of opportunities for a
bright, productive future. We are excited for you to read
more about this project and hope that you will partner
with us to make this facility a reality. Thank you for your
continued support of our mission!
-- Staci and Heidi
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Heidi Blalock, CFA and Staci Berryman, BCBA

The expansion of Emerald Coast Autism
Center is an absolute must! It will allow
more children to receive services and
provide vital education and life skills
necessary to transition those children into
productive adult members of society.”
-- Mayor Dan Henkel, City of Niceville

Our Mission
The mission of Emerald Coast Autism Center
(ECAC), a non-profit school and therapy center
serving Okaloosa and surrounding counties, is
to improve the lives of individuals with autism
and related unique abilities, and their families,
by providing effective treatment and education
options from early childhood into adulthood.

The Campaign
Our goal for this campaign is to expand our facilities
to allow us to meet the specific needs of all of our
students. It is our plan to divide our student population
out into two groups: our current ECAC facility will house
our younger students who are receiving one-to-one
ABA Therapy; and our new facility, called Emerald Coast
Learning Center (ECLC), will house students who are
following an academic or vocational track.

overcome severe problem behaviors and acquire the
ability to function independently. Now with our TTW
Program, we are watching teens and young adults take
the next step of learning job skills in order to acquire
gainful employment. These programs give our students
hope and opportunities for a productive future. The
skills they learn change not only the course of these
student’s lives, but also those of their families.

ECAC has grown from five students to 80 students since
our inception in 2009. We are thrilled to be helping so
many children and their families.

In order to continue to grow with our students, their
families and the autism community, we are building
a 20,000 square foot facility adjacent to our existing
building on the NWFSC Niceville, Florida campus.

With an incidence rate of 1 in 44, we continue to witness
more and more families desperately seeking quality
services for their children and teens with autism.
We have seen our unique approach of combining a
one-to-one student-to-therapist ratio with high quality
Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) therapy transform the
lives of so many students and their families. We have
watched children say their first words, learn to read,

We are launching a $5.8 million fundraising campaign to
help achieve this goal.
With your help, we will be able to fulfill a long-term
commitment to families of children, teens and young
adults with autism on the Emerald Coast to help them
reach their highest potential.
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Autism currently affects 1 in 44 children in
the US.

WHAT IS AUTISM?
Autism is a developmental disorder that affects
a child’s ability to communicate, understand
language, socialize with others and function within
the community.

Emerald Coast Autism Center (ECAC) is a 501(c)
(3) non-profit organization dedicated to educating
and improving the lives of young children with
autism. ECAC was founded in 2009 to fill a
tremendous void that existed in our community
with respect to the education and treatment of
young children with autism.
The rise in autism of epidemic proportions has left
schools, both public and private alike, ill-equipped
to teach these amazing children. And likewise, it
has left parents unable to find effective education
options for their children during the critical early
years. ECAC was created as a therapy-based, yearround private school and therapy center that serves
the needs of these children and their families.

The motto of ECAC is

“Reaching Kids, Supporting Families”.
Our approach is two-fold: provide the
highest caliber Applied Behavior Analysis
(ABA) therapy-based school for children
with autism in our community and provide
support for the families of these children.

Children on the autism spectrum can learn, but they
learn differently. The services at ECAC differ from
all other schools in the area because instructors use
the principles of ABA in all educational activities.
The goal of ABA is to find a way of motivating a
child to speak and learn using a number of different
strategies and positive reinforcement techniques.
The primary objective is to increase language
skills, socialization and functional behaviors, while
decreasing inappropriate behaviors that interfere
with learning.
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Boys are four times more likely to be
diagnosed with autism than girls.
Autism is the fastest growing serious
developmental disability in the US.
More than half of young adults with autism
had neither a job nor educational plans
during the first two years after high school.
1 in 4 young adults with autism are
completely isolated - meaning he or she has
not spoken with or seen friends in a year.

Using ABA as our foundation, we implement a one-toone student-to-therapist ratio for the vast majority
of our students. This individualized attention ensures
that our students progress as quickly as they are able.
Students receive one-to-one therapy and teaching
services, as well as one-to-one shadowed instruction in
a classroom environment with other students of similar
cognitive, verbal and behavioral levels. Students divide
their time between classroom activities and individual
tutoring sessions, as determined by the student’s needs.

Our one-to-one student-to-therapist ratio
is critical to the success of our children, and
combined with intensive ABA therapy, is the
crux of the ECAC program.

All new hires at ECAC are required to hold a minimum of
a bachelor’s degree. Additionally, many of our staff are in
their coursework to become certified behavior analysts.
In the field of ABA therapy, there are different levels of
credentialing, which require varying levels of education
and experience. A Board Certified Behavior Analyst
(BCBA) is the highest level of qualification and requires
a master’s degree, with a Board Certified Assistant
Behavior Analyst (BCaBA) and Registered Behavior
Technician (RBT) as the next two levels of certification.
Among our 70 staff members, we are proud to employ 10
BCBAs, 5 BCaBAs, and 50 RBTs. We have 15 employees
with a master’s level degree, three certified teachers,
one Clinical Nurse and 3 Certified Nurse Assistants.
All new therapists participate in a four to six week inhouse training program, in order to ensure consistency
in teaching methods.
Furthermore, we offer both Speech and Occupational
therapy on-site, through partnerships with local
providers.
ECAC currently serves 80 students in its full- and parttime programs.
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Transition to Work Program
In 2019, we launched our Transition to Work (TTW) Program.
TTW is a program we developed through the Florida
Department of Education, in partnership with Northwest
Florida State College (NWFSC).
This program allows students between the ages of 17 and 22 to
reduce the number of hours they spend in the traditional ECAC
program to 15 hours per week, but to augment those hours
with job training at NWFSC for 10+ hours per week. NWFSC
partners with ECAC as the “jobsite” for the TTW program. This
partnership is remarkable in that there are an endless number
of opportunities available for jobs throughout the campus, and
ECAC’s physical location on campus makes it very convenient
for our students.
The TTW program offers our students the opportunity to spend
five years developing onsite job skills before they formally
“age out” of the educational system in terms of programs and
funding at age 22. Students with autism generally require
much more time and training to develop new skills than
neurotypical students. For some, five years will suffice, but
for others they will need more time to master job skills. As
our students eventually graduate from TTW, it is our plan to
continue a path for them at ECAC where they can remain in our
job training program, so they are given an opportunity to thrive
without the pressure of a strict age 22 deadline.
Even neurotypical students often are not ready for the job
force at this age, and for students with autism, it is that much
harder. We want to give individuals with autism both the
grace and the opportunity to achieve success in their own
timeframe, not one dictated by the educational system.

The Transition to Work students are
eager to work and we are delighted to
be able to provide a safe and supportive
work environment. Watching them gain
confidence and develop new skills is a
reward in and of itself.”
-- Christi Moore
Central Receiving & Mail Supervisor
Northwest Florida State College

Since getting our students out on campus, we have seen tremendous progress and the students
absolutely love TTW!
We have four active job sites on campus:
Receiving Department (mail sorting and campus vehicle washing)
Athletic Department (facility cleaning and organizing)
Culinary Arts Program/Kay Litke Culinary Arts Greenhouse (planting, harvesting and maintenance)
Mattie Kelly Arts Center (ushering at performances)
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We are continually working on developing new job sites
on campus, to give our TTW students more options
in terms of employment. Not only have our students
developed new skills, but they have also been given
the opportunity to try new things and find out what
jobs they enjoy. We believe that everyone, regardless
of developmental level, should have the ability to
choose a job that makes him or her happy and provides
fulfillment.
Our students have learned to get out of their comfort
zone and start a new adventure on campus. Their
routine changes, they are forced to work in new
settings, they take instruction from new people, and
they interact with the campus community. All these
things are enormous steps for our students who tend to
be very rigid in their behavior and activities.
A bonus to the program is the relationship these
students have developed with their “supervisors” at
their jobs on campus. The NWFSC employees who work
with our students are amazing. They look forward to
our students coming to work. Several have described
it as the high point of their week! They are patient and
kind, while still expecting the students to fulfill their
job requirements. We always have ECAC therapists/
job coaches with our students, but we slowly transfer
instructional control to the jobsite supervisors as well. It
is our goal for these students to gain job skills that could
be utilized for future employment both on campus, as
well as generalized to jobs out in the community.

We truly believe this program will not only produce
positive results on the job skills front but will also have
significant social and mental health benefits to our
students by providing them with a sense of worth and
belonging.
Our mission has always been to meet the needs of
all our students where they are, so that they have
an opportunity to reach their highest potential. We
believe the launch of TTW has truly emphasized our
commitment to our mission. It is the needs of our
students and their families that drives our change.
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The Need
The development of the TTW program was the first
step in helping change the mindset of our students,
their families and, most importantly, the community,
to understand that our students are fully capable of
learning the skills necessary to maintain jobs! We
believe that providing a path for all our students,
regardless of developmental level, is the way that both
ECAC and the local autism community will reach its
fullest potential.
The biggest barrier we face in achieving this goal is
providing a physical space that is designed specifically
to give individuals with autism the opportunity to learn
and practice job skills in a safe and accommodating
environment. Each of our students will follow a path
unique to his or her abilities and we want to ensure that
we have the infrastructure to accommodate these paths.

ECAC Students by Location

As we have started to orchestrate the students moving
into TTW, it has highlighted the desperate need for a
space that is designed specifically for these students.
Obviously, TTW students are older and physically larger
than the younger ECAC student population who are
receiving 1:1 ABA therapy. Their interests, curriculum
and social activities are completely different. For
example, our playground will not suffice as recreation
for our older students alongside their much younger
ECAC peers. Not to mention the physical juxtaposition
of 2-year-old students alongside 22-year-old students
at school. Additionally, the focus of our TTW and postTTW students is on learning vocational skills in-house
so that they can generalize skills to a jobsite. What they
need is a place where they can learn and practice these
skills at ECAC, so that they are equipped when the time
comes to perform these tasks at the actual jobsite. It is
critical to set-up our students for success!
Our current facility was designed primarily for direct
1:1 ABA therapy, with just a few larger classrooms to
accommodate the upward progression of our students.
What we need to accommodate our current and
future student population is physical space designed
for specific job-related skills, such as a commercial
kitchen, a laundry facility, and other skills that are
applicable to our students for future employment.
Additionally, we need several large classrooms for
expansion of academics, functional academics, as
well as pre-vocational training. We believe that by
dividing our space between 1:1 ABA therapy space for
our younger students and a vocational and educational
center for our older students we will meet our fullest
potential in serving the autism community.
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ECAC Growth

ECAC Students by Age

ECAC Students by Military Families

Capital Campaign Committee
Steering Committee
Arriell Anderson
Lauren Cooper
Elizabeth Corriveau
Bambi Denais
Andrea Farrell
Mark Gauthier
Jeremy Holcomb
Brandi Mareno
Lisa Pitell
Randy Ritter
Gayle Vann
Melissa Watson
Tracy Wood
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My daughter Madalyn has been with Emerald
Coast Autism Center for a decade. We moved to
this area specifically for the program at ECAC
and were in pure crisis dealing with aggression
due to lack of resources. Through ECAC’s
commitment to Madalyn, their hard work, and
dedication Madalyn regained her self control
and happiness. ECAC gave me my daughter back
and saved her life. Now Madalyn is 18 years old
and is in the Transition to Work Program. This
new building and all it has to offer our children is
imperative for their growth and success. It will
give them the opportunity to have a full life with
purpose - maintaining jobs, learning self help
skills, and so much more. We know this will not
happen without the support and donations from
our amazing community. Thank you for being a
part of my child’s journey and giving her a chance
of living a quality life. Without your support we
would be lost, and these resources are everything
to our families. Thank you for all your support and
for caring about our children. If you ever need
confirmation of the exceptional quality of ECAC’s
vision and mission, I encourage you to come visit
our children. They are so special and have so
much promise. Thank you from the bottom of my
heart. Our family is beyond grateful!”
-- Arriell Anderson
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ECAC Supports our Military Families
Located near both Eglin Air Force Base and Hurlburt
Field, ECAC serves many military families. Currently,
approximately 45% of our students are children
of active or retired military families. While autism
puts an emotional, financial and physical strain on
all families, the challenges are greatly magnified
for military families. These families must manage
lengthy parent deployments and often struggle
to find quality services for their children during
frequent reassignments. Consistent with our mission
to improve the lives of children and families facing
autism, we are honored to work with our military
families who sacrifice so much for our country.

OUR PARTNERSHIPS

Northwest Florida State College and Emerald
Coast Autism Center have had a long and mutually
beneficial relationship. We truly appreciate having
the center on our Niceville campus and the kids
participate in many areas of the college. We benefit
from the Transition to Work program by students
helping in our Receiving Department, Kay Litke
Culinary Arts Greenhouse, and Mattie Kelly Art
Center. ECAC also collaborates with our Teacher
Education Program and our School of Nursing. Our
employees and students love them! We look forward
to expanding our partnership even more and are
extremely happy to help them succeed.”
-- Randall White, Vice President of Business
Operations and Finance/Chief Financial Officer,
Northwest Florida State College

ECAC is so grateful for our partnership with Northwest
Florida State College (NWFSC). We are thankful to
have our home on the campus and to be part of the
NWFSC community.
With our launch of the Transition to Work program, our
students now have the ability to practice job skills right
here on campus. The NWFSC staff have welcomed our
students into their daily routine at the job sites and
are helping them practice job skills with the hope of
acquiring gainful employment in the future.
We are excited to expand our facilities on campus and
appreciate the opportunity to continue our partnership
with NWFSC as we grow.

All of us at DCWAF are amazed at the number of
children and families Emerald Coast Autism Center
has impacted in the short time they have been
operating. We are delighted to play a part in this
latest expansion, as we know the positive difference
they will make in the lives of so many children.”
-- John Russell, President, Destin Charity Wine
Auction Foundation

Destin Charity Wine Auction Foundation connects
wine enthusiasts to raise money benefiting children
in need in Northwest Florida Founded in 2005, Destin
Charity Wine Auction Foundation (DCWAF) has donated
$23 Million to Northwest Florida charities through
hosting world class wine and culinary events. These
funds have impacted the lives of over 100,000 youth.
DCWAF has been recognized as one of the Nation’s ‘Top
10 Charity Wine Auction in the U.S.’ by Wine Spectator
Magazine for the last eight consecutive years.
Our community is fortunate to have such an amazing
philanthropic organization that is dedicated to helping
local children’s charities. ECAC has had the privilege
of partnering with DCWAF as a beneficiary charity
since 2010.
DCWAF was the foundational benefactor of our
existing facility, and we are thankful for their ongoing
support of our Capital Campaign for the new Emerald
Coast Learning Center facility.
We are so grateful for the generosity of DCWAF and
all the patrons who support the foundation. Their
commitment has impacted the lives of so many
families with autism in the community and we could
not achieve this goal without their support.
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$1,000,000 | 2 GIFTS

Capital Campaign Goal:

$500,000 | 2 GIFTS

$5.8 Million

$250,000 | 4 GIFTS

You Can Help Us

$50,000 | 10 GIFTS

$100,000 | 4 GIFTS

Connect Every Learner
With A Bright Future

$25,000 | 20 GIFTS
$10,000 | 20 GIFTS
$5,000 | 30 GIFTS
>$1,000
MANY GIFTS

WAYS TO DONATE
Via CHECK made out to:
Emerald Coast Autism Center
80 College Blvd. E.
Niceville, FL 32578
ONLINE via PayPal by visiting
ecautismcenter.org
TEXT ECAC to 76278

For more information, please contact:

Heidi Blalock, CFA
Chief Executive Officer | Treasurer
heidiblalock@ecautismcenter.org

Tel: 850.279.3000
Fax: 850.389.2269

ecautismcenter.org

80 College Blvd. E. Niceville, FL 32578

A copy of the official registration and financial information may be obtained from the Division of Consumer Services by calling toll-free
(800-435-7352) within the State. Registration does not imply endorsement, approval, or recommendation by the State.

