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Introduction and Background
We met Suchita in the morning at Sadhana (The product outlet center of Shristi). We also met a couple of children who were excited to meet us and exchanged pleasantries. One of them wanted us to stay with them for longer. All kids enthusiastically shook hands. We discussed Shristi and its beginning over a cup of tea. Shristi’s rehabilitation center has 4 main disciplines – Cerebal palsy, Children with multiple disabilities, Autism and mental retardation. The organization has grown from 3-15 children in the first year to about 150 kids. In addition, 30 children from different villages come to the pre-school early intervention center. Shristi lays emphasis on early intervention for prevention and identification of mental disabilities at an early age.

The organization has two physiotherapists, two occupational therapists, Speech and language experts, special educators for Mental retardation, Autism, cerebal palsy and multiple disabilities. Shristi is the only organization in the city that has a specific program that’s goal oriented for the severely disabled. It’s the respite care program, Prayathna. The same team also manages the community based programs with visits to homes every week.
When a family contacts Shristi, the child is first assigned a social worker and a special educator. The child’s abilities are assessed to determine the particular stream the child should be in. for e.g. if the child is found to be autistic, the child is sent to ‘Prakruthi’, the Autism unit. Mental retardation is a global difficulty in all areas and is characterized by a lower than normal IQ level (below 90-110). We then discussed about what IQ meant and if it can change. 

The child does not immediately start attending full time school at Shristi. In the initial stages the visits might only be for an hour. Over time the child builds patience and task analysis skills to stay at the school for longer. Suchita explained how folding a bed sheet can be broken into multiple tasks. The child gradually learns each stage of the task to finally be able to fold the bed sheet on her/his own.

We then discussed aspects about mainstreaming children from Shrsiti to regular schools. The principal of ASM high school is on the board of Shristi and is very co-operative in mainstreaming children from Shristi in ASM high school. For most purposes, ASM high school functions as an inclusive school. It’s located 3-5 kms from the ISCON temple in Bangalore. Shristi still follows up with every child who is mainstreamed and gets regular feedback from ASM high school. We discussed SSA and its implications for children with mental disabilities. It was evident that it would be a herculean task to get every school to behave like ASM high school. Suchita did mention that there was a Government order in the state of Karnataka for the exemption of the third language for children with learning disabilities. The disability would have to be certified by NIMHANS. There is also an option of attending the National open school, where there are provisions such as three years time to finish SSLC is provided for children with mental disabilities. Shristi does focus on school readiness activities for children to be mainstreamed.
Sadhana

Shristi also strives to create opportunities for its alumni through job orientation courses, computer training after SSLC etc. The parents also liaison with the school and give feedback biannually. Recently 4 children were placed in the Shell petrol pump through an organization called ‘Enable India’. Many alumni have also been placed in gift shops, automobile spare shops, as receptionist etc. 
Sadhana was mainly established to create a presence for Shristi in the heart of the city. It’s the product outlet center of the organization. It provides for sheltered employment through a tailoring unit, phenol making unit, paper bag making unit etc. The same streams exist in the main center as well. The children who come here live close to this center. Some of them travel on their own and this aspect gives them confidence as well. In the case of young kids who need to attend school at the main center, travel is not an issue. The Shristi bus goes to many places around Bangalore. There have been instances where parents move closer to Shristi specifically to enroll the kids in the school. Shristi also has no problems in recommending known organizations in areas accessible and closer to families.

There have been no known instances of discrimination by employers so far. There are also government schemes that can support small scale industries that are inclusive. The team could consist of members with disabilities and those who are normal. The NABARD government schemes can be availed for such purposes. Shristi is also now actively encouraging parents to create co-operatives. A women’s empowerment organization, AWAKE has come forward to support such co-operatives.
In the Sadhana outlet, there are 12 children. The children get paid after the training phase gets over. The vocational streams generate about Rs. 75,000 per month. About Rs. 10-12K goes towards salaries and stiphends for children. Almost rest of the amount goes for raw materials, amenities etc. Kids involved with very low intensive jobs like picking up trash in the book making unit etc. get paid Rs. 150-Rs.200. We went around the Sadhana outlet. The paper bag making unit had three children working actively on making the bags. There was also the tailoring and sewing unit. We later went through the products that Sadhana housed. There was a multi-purpose soap solution, candles and other beautiful handcrafted items. There were also samples of the books and files that Shristi makes.  There have been regular orders for these files and books from companies so far. This has helped the streams reach a delicate balance of self-sufficiency.
Shristi Main Campus

We all got into Shristi’s Tata sumo and the drive to the main campus took at least an hour.  The campus has two sections, the old building which also houses the lunch/dinner hall and the new building that houses the other units of Shristi. We took a look around the main office and after a brief discussion set out to visit different units.
Vocational Training Unit

There is a spacious hall allocated for the streams. We took a look around covering different streams (see photos). The children were working on the book making unit. A major order had come in and they wanted to clear a stipulated no. of books. There were supervisors working in tandem with the kids. Certain aspects like cutting the edges of the book using a machine were done by the supervisors. Notebook making has multiple stages and each of them is evident in the photos we took. We also got introduced to a volunteer whose grandson was with Shristi. She diligently volunteers every day and moved close to this main campus along with her grandson.

Other units
We then visited the various other units within Shristi. The primary section is akin to mental development level of primary class children. Ability based learning is a norm in this unit. The respite care unit also exists and is for the more severely disabled. This unit was a bit loud, but the kids were all affectionate and easy to interact with nevertheless.  We then visited the early intervention unit, where children with different ailments – mental retardation, cerebal palsy etc. are identified quite early in their development.  In the Autism unit we interacted with Pushpa and also have a few videos we recorded here. We spoke to pushpa about why she chose to teach at Shristi and also about Autism in general. We had an interesting experience in communicating with one of the children there. Shristi discovered that he could communicate by writing by accident. Since, then they have been honing this skill of his. In the autism unit, there is a constant effort to work on assisted communication. We later had lunch and then took off to visit the various other units. The physiotherapy unit had tasks tailor made for each student. The daily schedule for each student is custom made by a discussion within all co-ordinators/special educators. The way a child recognizes her/his daily schedule in itself is a progressive task. Starting with pictures, the schedule depiction moves to words. The physiotherapy unit also has specific activities for children with multiple disabilities. Children with multiple disabilities have to be given attention in a different manner than how children with each particular disability would be treated. There are many reasons for this, one amongst which is the reason for multiple disabilities at a young age – where one disability might influence the other. We later met with the children in ‘Chiguru’ which is the community outreach program. In this unit, children from the community attend normal pre-school. In the initial stages there was trepidation in the community based on Shristi’s background. Later it was explained that chiguru would function as a normal play school and would only be in the interest of the community and children. This effort in some sense does try to fight the stigma associated with mental illness. We also visited the occupational therapy and speech labs. In the speech labs children are paired with one child at a fairly better stage of speech and the other still in the initial stages. We also have a video clipping of activities at the occupational therapy unit. The occupational therapy unit can be critical in helping the child learn basic skills such as eating and toilet training. Suchita explained how in US or other resource rich centers, a full time occupational therapist would work on just the eating skills alone.
Rosie’s demise
Once we came back to the office room, we expressed our condolences for Rosie’s demise and enquired on what happened. Shristi has a lot of respect and admiration for Rosie’s contribution. She will be a big loss to the organization. Nevertheless, they are trying hard to keep things moving with the help of Raji and Murthy. They have taken up aspects of Rosie’s work for now.
Inclusive school
We discussed aspects of an inclusive school and buddy programs (classmates helping their friends). Shristi’s founders/educators have worked with regular or conventional schools in creating orientation programs. Six day programs that emphasized ability based learning, oral exams; multiple choice questions etc. were discussed. Suchita mentioned how children with disabilities are more adept at remembering snippets of information rather than in writing long essay type answers. At this point of time, Shristi’s focus is on a stable day care centre. In the future Shristi has many goals. A residential setup and an inclusive school are some of these goals. Once a new common school is set up, we can avail of schemes such as SSA to cover the expenses and get government recognition. Affiliation to CBSE or other such boards would require at least 5 acres of land for the school. We also discussed aspects about mainstreaming and similarities with inclusive schooling in such cases.
Intervention in government structures
We discussed Shristi’s experience in replicating or sharing learning with government based institutions. There has not been much success in this aspect yet. But, there is a constant effort to try and replicate the model of Shristi wherever possible. Government hospitals and institutions function as remand homes only. In most cases there are serious human rights abuses. Even proper clothing is not provided. There are no special educators or specialist treatment accorded. The aayahs are the only known support staff. Shristi did try conducting workshops and orientation sessions for government staff, but that did not go too far.

Current Requirements
The proposal for a prosthetic center has been shelved. This is mainly because the specialist they had identified is no longer available. The experience with APD (government institution) was also not very encouraging. Shristi does see a need for a swimming pool. They currently need to take the kids to a different school and access is not dependable. The swimming pool plays a vital role promoting motor skills and is very much part of the rehabilitation plan. There is also a need for a dispensary unit. Currently Shristi functions only as a school and does not provide much medical support. Depending on the background of the families, Shristi would support very expensive drugs for certain ailments. For 25 children from BPL (below poverty line) families, Shristi supports expensive medicine like anti-epileptic drugs. While, the budget provided was only for the building that would house the dispensary, the requirements are much larger. The dispensary would function as a consultation clinic for various specialists – neurologists, psychologists etc. These services would be free or at very subsidized fees. Each specialist would be available once every week. It would also function as a daily day care and emergency clinic for the children. It will have a resident general physician to treat any non-specialist ailments. The medical support and consultations would be an integral part of treatment and holistic child care. Many times the special educator and the doctor need to communicate well enough to track the child’s progress and tailor plans accordingly. This would also function as a free clinic to the neighboring community. The PHC in the region is not known to be functioning well. Plans to tie up with pharmacies can also be made. A simple lab has also been proposed to help parents get all services at one place. The cost and overhead of travel for parents can be reduced by providing integrated services.
