imetime, somewhere, somehou
£ shall find that which we seek.
e fhaf_l speak, yes, and sing tog,
i God intended we should speak
ud sing.

—Helen Keller

hat is it like to be a
special child? The
term special, itself
has various conno-
tations and over
the years a num-
ber of general
terms have been
used to refer to
these children —
‘exceptional,’
‘disabled’, ‘handi-

apped’ and ‘dysfunctional’.
hey need skilled intervention
nd special care because of their
shysical, psychological or cogni-
fve disorders. One such condi-
jan, about which there is as yet
yo acceptable comprehensive
heory is autism. It was first
{escribed as a dis-
inet disorder in 1943
i Leo Kanner.

Most  therapists,
however, agree that
ihe central characte-
ristic of autism i5 a
cognitive-language
handicap’. The con-
(roversial frigid
muother theory pro-
pounded by Brunop
Bethlehem, which
created waves in the
19605, is no longer
held. Lack of aware-
ness about  autism
stems from the fact
that its  diagnosis
staried only a decade
ago. Prior 1o that, this
condition was almost
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make il easien

between the
autistic child

down and the two

to-other human
In any case,

for him to respond
beings (oo,

ance the barriers
educator and the
have been broken
have develop

it is noi 50 difficult

Training dal alltiStin;' Ciapport s ot o At

child

IE is difficult for parents to conie Lo [erms with the fact that they hav
child. But with wider research, autism is being better

a ‘special’
understood and you are no longer alone in dealing1
By Ganga Subramaniam

stach as speed
rtualistic bel
al to find out

h echolalia or their
\aviour. It is essenti
what the child likes

most and proceed accordingly.
Many therapists have discovered
that autistic children usually res-

ma Jain,
vistial

in order 10

vith such childre) ihese children.

Special School,
stimuli in the form of pup-
pets or pictures can also be used

pond favourably 1o music. Purni-
who teaches at Tamana

points out that

communicate with
Imitation is ano-

ther technigue that is used at the
Enabling Centre, Often the autis-

tic is asked
others are
help

make them

to imitate what the
foing and this can
less repetitive.

Ahighly debatable aspect redat-
iraining of autistic

ed o the

them. Therefore, they are forced
0 pressurise these -children to
do as they say.

Aut does that justify the use of
such techniques? Merry Barua
points out that there are facilities
1o train autistic children who
need special attention. One of
the schools which has effectively
balaniced the training of autistic
children as well as other special
children is the Enabling Centre,
which is funded by the Ministry
of Human Resource Develop-
ment. There is usually one speci
al educator for every five childr-
en but this number varies with
the severity of the child's condi-
tion. Says Deepa Jain, the
school's principal. "The activit-
ips are devised in such a way that
the teachers spend adequate
ime with autistic children.”
Speaking aboul how they deal
with hyper active children. she
says that a halance is maintained
hetween “making the child sit
and allowing him lo pace
around”. They try to occupy the
children with some activity so
that their restlessness decreases,

Musm therapists agree that

medication should not be used
in order to curb their reslies-
gness.  Medicines have side-
effects and may not always pro-
Auce the desired result.
Educators should take care
that they do not become averbea-
ring and impose their views
which may have @ negative
impact. This is often done uncon:
sciously by parents who desire 1o
make the children respond in
the manner they wanl them to.
What is needed is a more sensi-
tive and humane approach 1o
these children.
Though there has been &
- ol L

ermnmittsrt O
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various factors. The
rarity of the condi-
tion could be one of
the factors. Accord-
ingE to a recent estima-
te by Jepanese scho-
lars, 10 in 10,000
children are autistic.
Another reason for
the  difficulty could
be that on the surface
autistic children look normal
and it is only after the child is
three years old, that parents reali
s that e or she s ot cominiiinl
cating o woll as ather childien

ot e, A oo lingor it la
have beee-. SRRy ST

autistic children, with the result
that autism is often confused
with other forms of menial retar-
datlon, This s the reason why
Whivilin Prasadd, @ odinical payihio
logglnt i wpreicind f'ilhlrr-hrl
emmphasises thet poed for a difle
rititlal  dlagnosls,  She  says
atitdam should be differentiated
from  related  syndromes  like
developmental aphasia, where a
specific area in the brain (related
to language) is affected.

50, how does one distinguish
an autistic child from children
with other disorders? The first
thing one can look out for in
these children is the absolute
Inck of communication and soci-
alisation, They relate more to
objects than human beings. Ano-
ther characteristic Is that, unlike
her childien, those who are
utlstic rarely engage 0 any

rn of  imaginative  pretend

y. 1t hins been notloed thal
¢ have n pathological attach:
i b the same surroundings,

the sameness of their environ-
ment is threatened, they react
with either severe anger or
pnerianil withdrawal
Maoroover, most autistic children
e extreimiely sensitive 1o soungd
SEPAP SRRSO HNEUEge 1S
also characterised by repetition.
Yameena Rizvi, a special educa-
tor working al the Sarmswatl Puri
Nursery School, polated out tha
these chilldion cannot lntegrate
e mssages thiy Erl anel res
poned secordingly. Another dis
et fewiure that oneg can notioe
in autlste children s restless
ness and a limited attention
span. Some of these children
have a tendency to get violem
and may even be ‘self
destructive.

Wilh early intervention,

the process of training an autis-
tic child can be much easier.
While there are special schools
which train these children, it is
important for parents to ensure
full cooperation in the training
e, One parent who almost
slinggle Limnileilly hmunlu e b
auatle ey e Magry Naraa, The
Initial  phase of paln,  wisniish

her decision to travel to the USin
order to train herself adequately
to teach her son, Neeraj, Al Sozie
ard Barry Kaufmann's l'lrlhnn
Iowtitute, Merry was introduced
tn thie pistlon pliblasan b gl aston,
attide towards Neeraj,

After returning to India, she
started an intensive and indivi-
dualised training pro me.
One of the frst things to build on
was interaction and communica-
tlon with her son by developing
iyi-contact. "For training pur-
poses, | hod a separate room in
the house where | would spend
hoiirs with him,” she recalls, In
ofider 1o establish eve-contact
with Neera), she would position
hersell at o lower level so that it
would be easier for him 1o focus
on her,

Different special  educators
have their individual methods of
developing and improving com-
munication with autistic
children. At the Saraswati Puri
School, one of the methods used
is to pair an autistic child with an
outgoing child. Indu Kaura, the
school's principal, says, "This
kind of peer teasing has worked
wonders for them.” The idea is to
entinbilish trust with the children
widd ke them more sociable.

Merry Barua with her son Neeraj: "Eye contact in autistic children is the edaslest to improve "

any therapist
that autistic ¢
rllm:md favou

[ep—— BEwrEY I =

ave discovered
ildren usually

rably to music.
L e ey ——

that is used at the Enabling Centre

fixed programme that the special
schools follow. Each special edu
cator has an individual program-
me based on his perception o
the child's requirements and sen
sitivity to specific lhmj;s. !

For instance, In order (o eda
blish eye contact with the child
specialist sometimes take an
object in their hands and move &
walst upwards, tll it reaches
close to eye level. The result is
that the autistic child, who has
been following the object close
ly, finally meets the eye of th:
teacher. This process has to b2
repeated a number of times to be
effective. A different method &
used by Radhika Alkazi, who Res
recently started the Alternathe
Society for the Handicapped
(ASTHA). She makes the autistc
child stand in front of a big mi--
ror so that he can respond 1o hs

children Is whether special edu-
cators in schools should resort 1o
force or pressure In order to
tackle restless and over-active
autistie children, Marry Barua
51 yh‘rlu thint as Tar as possi
ble physical pressure should not
be Hed on the child in order
to make him at in one place. She
says "Coercive technlguos  do
not help ot all and may only crea
e further belhavioural o
blems." However, teachers ol

clal schoals adimdt that soine

s thisy do apply prossures on
the children, I;}ww coiild b in
the form of tying thelr hands o
legs or locking them “ﬁj I »
room. These tactics are delond
ed with the argument e 0
awtistic children are allowed o
wander around whenever hey
feel like, other special childeen in
these schools could ger distract-

a case of "delayed dew
ment”. Some children ma
normal initially and may e
later on, There is still an ami
lack of awareness regardin
nature of autism, even an
doctors and special educaty
teacher at one of the sp
schools admits that thers |
clear understanding of al
chilldren, Radhika Alkazl p
oul that not many people’l
!h:t Mnli[ls:rh' children

ey e Rl RsATL)
they can excel in other |
w -{ sl qllilll'lt!“'ﬂ"m_

srbon. 15ty wre bl
develop thelr Interests,

would probably show |
signs of improvement.
Though it may be a very
time before we have &
school only for autistic ch
steps need be taken to affer
clalised course on autism [o)
cial educators. This would
long way in improving
knowledge of how 1o train |
tic children. With new thi
about autism emerging, it |
vitable that more modern
nigues and methods will al
introduced. The silver Hind
the cloud for parents of m
children is the fact that th
auilsm Is considered a lify
(mipalrment, there have
rire cases of complete reg
S0 for, no such case has
reportisd in india. But thery
e cases where autistic ¢
e have shown great sig
lmprovedrnent, What is in
ant s that parents as Wi
teachers should adopt a |
attitude and not despalr ow



