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As a parent, one of your most important decisions involves choosing a child-care provider. 

You worry -- did you choose the right one? Is it a safe? Will your child be cared for properly while you are at work? 

These are tough questions for parents with healthy children. But what if your child's needs are beyond those offered in a traditional day-care setting? 

For parents such as Kristi Farmer -- whose 5-year-old son, Sean, requires around-the-clock medical care -- the choices are limited. 

But Caring Hearts Prescribed Pediatric Extended Care in Pensacola is offering the 25-year-old mother some relief. 

At the center, a trained staff of registered nurses and technicians provides care to special-needs children with respiratory or cardiac problems, 
birth defects or other severe ailments. 

"Sean started having seizures daily after his first immunizations," said Farmer, an accounts payable employee at the Haverty's in Pensacola. "I bring him here because the staff gives him the therapy he needs and it allows my family to continue working." 

Caring Hearts is not a traditional day-care center, said Barry Hudspeth, administrator. The center offers long- and short-term care to children who are referred by area hospitals -- particularly, from Sacred Heart Children Hospital. 
Ordinarily, Hudspeth said these children would not fit into what's considered a regular day-care setting. 

	

	Steve Myrick, a nurse, checks Antoinette Hinson’s heartbeat at Caring Hearts Pediatrics Extended Care Center. KarenaCawthon@PensacolaNewsJournal.com


"We have a three to one ratio of each caregiver for a child," Hudspeth said. 

Because of the complex nature of each child's condition, children ages 1 to 21 receive varying degrees of speech, physical and occupational therapies. 

At a rate of $160.05 a day, Medicaid covers the costs for nearly 80 percent of the children at Caring Hearts. 

This service is extremely important for area families, said Glenda Thomas, regional nursing director for Florida Children Medical Services. 

"It allows families to be more independent and affords parents the chance to work, even though they have children with special needs," Thomas said. 

To become eligible, the parents must be referred by the child's primary care physician. The case is then presented to a team of local professionals, the Children Multidesciplinary Team, for evaluation. 

"This group is composed of physicians, nurses and social workers from several programs in the area," Thomas said. After evaluation, the group makes a recommendation, which is based on the level of skilled care a child needs. 

For example, Thomas said children who need oxygen or tube feeding are among those who are granted Medicaid coverage. 

"If they are Medicaid-eligible, there are no other financial criteria," Thomas said. 

But not everyone qualifies. 

Scott Diloreto and his wife Melanie, an advisor at the University of West Florida, were denied Medicaid coverage for their 11-month-old daughter Macey, a heart patient. Shortly after she was born, Macey went into cardiac arrest. The Diloretos pay for Macey's care on their own. 

Her father said Macy's heart condition makes it necessary for her to be closely monitored. If she could not go to Caring Hearts, he or his wife would have to stay at home to care for her, or risk frequent hospital emergency visits -- because of her delicate condition. 

"We both work and because we had such a level of comfort knowing that a nurse is watching Macey eight hours a day, we wanted her to be here," Diloreto said. "They seem to take the extra time to care for her and work with her, because she is also developmentally delayed." 

Jessica Sargent's 2-month-old daughter Madelyn has spina bifida and is scheduled to undergo surgery to correct her spine. Sargent, 25, said her daughter would continue going to the center while she heals. 
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	D.J. Brooks plays in the baby room while nurse Eiko Skinner watches nearby.
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"The main thing for me is that it puts my mind at ease that she is watched by nurses," said Sargent, an employee in the radiology department at Sacred Heart Hospital. "It's so difficult to get a regular day care, because of the extra care she needs." 

Like many of the other parents, if Sargent didn't take her daughter to Caring Hearts, she'd probably have to reevaluate whether to work or change her work schedule. Unlike the Diloretos, her daughter is covered by Medicaid. 

One of 25 centers in the state, Caring Hearts is not unique to Florida, but is relatively new to Pensacola, Thomas said. 

"These kids are much too complex to be cared for in a day care —— short of institutionalizing them, they need this kind of care." 

	Details

	WHAT: Caring Hearts Prescribed Pediatric Extended Care.

WHERE: 9020 University Parkway.

HISTORY: Opened in 1999. One of 25 centers in the state supplying care to children with special needs.

WHEN: Its operating hours are 7:30 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. Monday through Friday.

CONTACT: Barry Hudspeth, 475-0555.

OTHER INFORMATION: Children Medical Services, Glenda Thomas, regional nursing director, 484-5040 or (800) 299-4700.
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	Macey Diloreto claps her hands for joy in the arms of Kenda Talley, a licensed practical nurse, in the baby room at Caring Hearts Pediatrics Extended Care Center.
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	Katie Weaver, a certified nursing assistant, holds Taniya Lewis in the toddler room at Caring Hearts Pediatrics Extended Care Center.
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