Visit to Shristi Special Academy
Date: September 25, 2004

Visit by: Rajeev Muralidhar, Kavita Shetty {Rajeev.Muralidhar@gmail.com, kavita.kavitashetty@gmail.com}
Background

Shristi Special Academy (http://www.shristi-special-academy.org) is a registered society with a governing committee (Regd. Under Karnataka Societies Act). It is a non-profit organisation, headed by a team of trained, qualified and experienced special educators who feel the need today is to provide quality services and well designed and structured intervention programmes to children with mental retardation, autism or any other intellectual impairment. They started off in 1995 with about 3 teachers and 4 children and have now grown to about 100 kids, and about 40 odd teachers, with various specialities. Most of the children are from lower middle class families from all social and religious backgrounds – Shristi is completely secular and has no restrictions whasoever. The school is completely non-residential right now, with the kids being transported to and from their homes by a bus. 
The Shristi Academy

We first went to the Shristi office in Basaveshvarnagar. This is their main administrative office, and they have about 25 children here in the ages of 1-5. We met with some of the specialist teachers there – this place conducts most of the consulation with specialist doctors from NIMHANS, St. John’s, Manipal hospital, etc. since the place is located within the city. Ms. Suchi and Ms. Sharon guided us around the place. Both have been with Shristi since its inception and are an exceptionally motivated lot and had so many stories to tell. Most of the kids here come in with severe disabilities – absence of any neck movement, hand-eye-legs coordination, ability to speak, lots more than I can remember. They also have a small physiotherapy section donated by HHH (a heart foundation in the US, I don’t know the details) which is used to help children with walking disabilities, etc. This programme is for children below the age of 5 years, with delayed development and psycho motor retardation. It gives specific emphasis on sensory motor training and is aimed at reducing deficits and atypical traits by training children in activities to promote development and learning of new skills which might not occur by itself or naturally due to developmental delay. It was quite heart rending to see such small children suffering from so many unheard-of ailments, and yet awe-inspiring to see this small bunch of teachers trying to make a difference to these kids.
Their bigger school is about 15 km away in a place called Channenhalli. We went with two of the teachers and it was quite a ride on Magadi road. But once we left the city limits, and approached the Shristi campus, it was greenery on all sides. The Shristi school is located on a donated 2 acre farm. A large part of the area is being used for cultivation, growing vegetables, etc. But all this was later…the first thing that greeted us as soon as we entered was this amazing bunch of children of all ages, who immediately recognised their favorite teachers and came running to the car greeting us. It was quite amazing. They ran by the car till we parked, held our hands while we got out & led us into the building. 
Pre-vocational and Vocational Training

The mentally challenged are between one and three percent of the population. However, as intellectual impairment is an invisible handicap, it is generaxlly not recognized and little is known about it. Further, a majority of existing institutions have stipulations for admission such as refusing services for children who are not toilet trained or individuals with severe retardation and seizure disorders. Very few institutions have programmes such as vocational training for those over 16 years, this implies that many individuals who are mentally challenged do not get opportunities to realize their potential and generally live lives of neglect. Shristi tries to help by identifying skills of such children, nurture them and help them grow these skills into a vocation by which they can try to lead a normal life. They also have tie ups with some of the regular schools where they can send children who have recovered.

The pre-vocational programme is targeted at individuals in the age between 12-16 years focussing on functional academics, pre requisites necessary for vocational transition, communication and life survival skills.

The Shristi building itself has been divided into different sections. The biggest section has been divided into separate areas for pre-vocational training, vocational training, work areas for stiching, embriodery, screen printing, candle-making, making stationary kits, and what-have-you. Here too, the kids greeted us enthusiastically and were all over the place, reciting poems, singing, some dancing energetically…Ms. Meena showed us around here – there are about 44 teachers in all, including those specialised in early intervention, vocational training, autism, junior teachers who help out and learn at the same time, and some other staff to help out. The kids get picked up in a school bus, just like any normal school children and get to the school by 9 AM. By this time, a nutritious breakfast awaits them, there is a very convenient kitchen where they cook fresh nutritious food every day – breakfast, milk, lunch, and snacks before the kids leave at around 3 PM. Every week, there is special food (sweets, etc.), cakes for birthdays to make them feel special, special food during festivities (Shristi is completely secular and they celebrate all festivals, Hindu, Christian, and others too). Ms. Meena then showed us some of the extraordinary handicrafts these children make – jute fabrics like bags, purses, wallets, scented candles, glass paintings, screen printed paper bags, stationery (HP has ordered a whole bunch of these), and even organic heavy-duty cleaners for corporations (IBM has placed order for these). There is a sheltered employment program for some of the kids as they reach adulthood; some of them are sent outside to work, while others can continue to work within Shristi and make money out of the profit they get from sales of their handicrafts. Ms. Meena was saying that they prefer some of the girls there to continue working in the sheltered program due to increased cases and fear of abuse, this was extremely distressing to hear. They are in dire need of motorised sewing machines, she says, since these kids have picked up the skills so well, they can really produce so much more if there were better machines. It apparently takes anywhere between 3-5 years before the teachers realise the special skills each child is capable of – I was really surprised to learn of this. Shristi is enabling economic independence by giving 15 mentally challenged individuals who have achieved trade mastery a stipend.

Autism

The intervention programme offers system and routine for individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder and children with Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disorder. A combination of therapeutic approaches is provided to manage the multi symptomatic presentation of inattention, overactivity and impulsivity along with other clinical symptoms.

Ms. Suchi took us around the special section for autistic children. It was lunch time and most kids were having their grub. Lunch was again a very well balanced nutritious meal, and most kids seemed to enjoy themselves. Ms. Suchi was telling us that a lot of these kids when they come into Shristi cannot manage to even swallow food that is thrust into their mouth, now, within a year or so, they eat by themselves without fussing, even loving the sweet paysam made on the day. We met Bopanna, a wonderfully sweet kid who came into Shristi sometime ago (see the Shristi web site profiles). Whenever his parents shared a joke and laughed out aloud, Bopanna would scream as if in agony. His parents naturally wondered why, but did not see the need to pursue the matter. When Bopanna developed a pain in the ear, they took him to Manipal for a check up and realized that something was amiss. The doctor told the parents that Bopanna’s brain had not developed. When his parents got him to Shristi, he used to bite his hands, tear his shirt when he had bouts of violence. Bopanna has grown into an artist. We saw some of the amazing artwork he has done, including paintings on glass, ceramic paintings, awards he has won. He came by after lunch, and with a shy sweet radiant smile that simply melted our hearts, shook our hands and asked for our names. 
Balwadi-Chiguru

This is a new program specially designed for schooling and basic education for rural children. This has just been started off and Shristi has a few kids from the local villages coming in during the day. More details forthcoming…
We all then went for lunch to the dining room, a nice large area a corner of which is being used for physiotherapy with donated equipment. Dining tables, chairs & a sofa set has also been donations. We were all treated to a sumptuous meal with Ms. Meena Jain, Ms. Suchi, Ms. Sharon, Mr. Deepak Baliga and his father who are regular visitors to Shristi (Deepak is also their accountant and manages their funds, etc.). Over lunch we talked about the current state of funding, and Deepak told me that almost every month, they have a deficit of over Rs. 1,00,000 (1 lac). There are some regular donors, fees from some children (the families really economically weak do not pay any fees), and there is some profit from corporate sales that Shristi makes where they take the kids to some of the corporate offices and sell their handicrafts, but this is not enough. Ms. Meena was saying that this month, they barely managed to pay the salaries to the teachers only around the 10th of the month. They need some sort of regular monthly inflow of cash that can help maintain their monthly expenditure.
Soon, it was time to leave. We went back to the classrooms, to say good bye to the kids. They went away with Ms. Meena and came running to us with gifts to remember them by. How could we forget them…
As I stood outside gazing at the green fields around me, the children waving good bye to us, I couldn’t help marvel at these kids trying to etch out a living, and the small group of dedicated individuals who were trying to help make a difference these hundred odd kids and contrast it with the extravagant inconsequentialities my own daily life held. I knew I would come back here more often…
