A flame of hope
still flickers for
these little ones

BY SONAL MANCHANDA

NEW DELHIL, Oct 14: Laugh-
ing and jumping, singing and
clapping, they seem to be relax-
ing after & hard day at school,
However, the teachers who are
as much a part of this fun-filling
exercise as are the children,
explain that play is as important
a part of leaming at this school,
as are acndemics.

‘Open Door', a special schoel
for autistic children, is one of its
kind in the country. Not strange,
considering the fact that the Na-
tional Instiation of Mentally
Handicapped (NIMH), does not
even fecognise ‘autism' as a
disorder.

The school, which is run by
Action for Autism, is exclusive-
Iy for autistic children, a litle-
known and even less understood
disorder. Explaining the disease,

3 Baroah, the force behind
the organisation, says thal aut-
L is a recently undersiood
disability. ‘“Identified as a ‘self-
focused' neurological disorder,

autism, affects a person’s ability
to communicate, socialise and
think in a cohesive manner. It
can also affect the speech and
sensory-motor  development.’”
she said,

This mcans that there are dif-
ferent levels in growth of the dif-
ferent aspects. "*A child may be
a whiz at maths, his physical gro-
wih may be perfectly alright, but
he may not be able to cross. the
road. The social skills, like
communication, are especially
affected,"" she clarifies.

As a consequence, the child
necds a structured educational en-
vironment and a set routine. Al
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MAKING MUSIC: Stadents of
Open Door trying their hand at
| . the harmonium.

ers o monitor seven children,
| which according to Memy is a
necessity, as cach child is at a
different emotional, educational
| and social level.

[ Tamara Cohen, working on a
project on ‘Research and Aware-
ness of Autism in India’ and
volunteering for *Action for Aut-
jism’, points out that all special
¢ schools abroad also have a high
child-teacher ratio. HWM!
she feels that a lot aeeds to be
done for autism in India. **As
part of my research, [ visited four
the metros. N.:l-w did 1 meet
95 families ) had autistic
children, but hundreds of
psychiatrists and many of them
felt that autism is a ‘westem
disorder’ not found in India."’

self-help skills so that they arc
« able o realise their full potential.




