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Exploring her inner strengths...
Friday, May 22, 2008, 12:00 {15T] i

Nivedita Choudhari meets indrani Basu, a teacher and mother, who was E
inspired to start a school for autistic children after her own children were
diagnased with the disorder

Peaple with autism have said that the world, to them, is & mass of peopla, places and
evants which they struggle to maka sense of, and which can cause them considerable ¢
ansdety. In particular, understanding and relating to other people and taking part in every |
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Kosata in e form of Indrani Basw, 8 mother of two boys

—

Basu's journey bagan in Y888 when her &lder son was diagnosed with autism at the age
af 14, Prior 1o tha diagnosis, he was in a manstream school but he sufferad from stress
and struggled to cope owing to his lack of social skills, The disgnosis at NIMHANS, 1
Bangalora, led Basu to reaise that her younger son could also be autistic as he
extibited similar traits. Her fears proved frue when the four-year-cid was labelled
autislic.

Steeling harsall

Base a teacher of English and Geography, was at a loss intially, but she steeled |
harsel in the face of adversity and realised that she hed to do semething maanngiul for |
ter sons. Back then, most scheols for autistic people in india were in a fMedgling state |
and she iried hard ta find someone who could explain to her the behavioural patters

and communication difficulties of autistic people, She saw light after attending &
workshop organised by Merry Baruah of Action foe Autism. Baruah provided the

answers 10 her questions, prompting her o move to Delhi and re-train as a teacher of
autistic people

Basu returned to Kolkata in 2002-03 and started working for 8 well-known organisation
devoted 1o the wellare of dsabled people. She also started the Autism Society of West
Bengal a5 a support group for parents of autistic children. Howewver, the demand for
more senvices far such people and the need to creale a better understanding of this
complex disorder forced her to quil her job and take on the autism society ful time
around five years aga.

Blasu is honeat with parenta who come to her seeking replies to their problems. She
does not keap them in the dark and betieves (hat & is right to paint the cormect pictura.
\Whareas many special schoois do not believe in imahing parants in the classroom,
st of the teachers in Basu's school are the mothers of the werds themseles They
train in how to deal with autistic people and then come back to leach. Their job is not to
et thair wards slip into oblivion but to keep them associated with sociaty. And alihcugh
autism cannot be cured, with appropriste, consistent and timely stervention, significant
progress can be made.

The learmers, totalling around 40, engage in & host of activities to keep themaabes
bussy. The most impartant thing the children learn ig o commuricate and they also pick
up pra-vocalonal skilts. Embrosdery, stitching, clay modelling and weaning classes are
hekd &t the school. Basu hopes the learnars, with some kuck and empathy from others,
will find work placemeants 8t NGOs and charity arganisations. She s hopelu that with
same support, some of them will find jobs in the open market while the rest will weark in
sheltered workshops.

Basu travels (o neighbouring countries such as Bangladesh 1o provide therapy and hold
warkshops. Sha has recenthy been chosen to receivs an award instituted in the USA —
the Heartspring Award for innovation and Creativity in Special Education. She is also
trying to set up & daycare cerdre for learners in Kolkata batween the ages of 12 and
18,

However, the project that is closest to Basu's heart currently i a horme that she wants
to set up far the kearners. |1 & nat uncomman to find care homes and housing with
support (also called Supported Living or Independent Living) in countries such as ine
UK. Ina Supported Living situation, 8 parsan hkas his own hore and support is put in
place to help him lve independently. This coud mean that such persons are suppored
for @ few hours a week, every day, ovarnight or 24 hours a day. The support i carefuly
planned 1o meet thir needs to le independantly. In india, sadly, such a concept is
relatively unknown.



