V-Excel Educational Trust – A Report ‘09

Our goals this year were establishment of the three relatively new services (Counseling & Assessment, Early Intervention, Vocational Training) and quality upgradation of existing key services (Special School, Remedial Intervention, Learning Disabilities Center, Rural Outreach Program, Teacher Training). Keeping this in view, our main focus areas thus comprised of - (a) resource development, (b) student enrichment and (c) parent empowerment. 

Resource Development – We had a unique in-service program, rendered by Dr. Lakshmi and Michael beautifully blending one’s personal awareness and growth, with the organization’s vision and mission. A wonderful synergistic cross-functional working structure has emerged that puts the child first and at the center, with various services and therapies designed to fit themselves to the child’s specific needs. We are now imbibing the curative education philosophy for our children and have thus introduced eurythmy, form drawing, movement etc. which are integral to Anthroposophy and Waldorf principles. 

Student Enrichment - Experiential learning is an effective technique for all of us and our children are no exception. In fact, with the restricted verbal communication and cognitive abilities, these children benefit immensely from any exposure, may it be in terms of field trips or event participation, or even festival celebrations. We have therefore implemented many such occasions as potent teaching media for a number of skills including motor (gross and fine), functional independence, behavioural, emotional, social and the like. 

Parent Empowerment - Rather than viewing themselves as being forced into a difficult life, we highlighted the fact educators and parents need to understand special children from the ‘root’. They give us an opportunity to ‘learn’ valuable lessons, making us advance spiritually and live life at a more ‘conscious’ level. Effectively, this approach helped parents take away some psychological stress and enjoy their wards as ‘children’. Counseling and home based programs further boosted their confidence in dealing with their children in different settings.

Partners: Without them, we would not be able scale greater heights!  

· May and Stanley Smith Charitable Trust (MSSC) Trust has been valuable in lending general operational support and helping us in capacity building. We were able to establish new services and consolidate existing ones.
· ASHA for Education has been our partner in sponsoring disadvantaged children with Autism, Mental Retardation and other developmental disabilities, making it possible for them to get appropriate education
· Wachovia Securities proactively stepped forward to help us ease out some of our staff honorarium component.    
· I-flex solutions extended support for our crucial teacher training program.
· Britannia Industries Limited has been sponsoring over 3000 biscuits every quarter for our rural project, motivating children and their parents to avail of the much needed special services for their holistic development.
Brief report on a few children sponsored by ASHA
Affrin is a child in the Autism spectrum. She was a non-verbal child and was barely able to communicate. Today, with a lot of movement therapy, her verbal skills have improved and she has a number of words in her vocabulary. She is also able to communicate her needs through verbalization, to an extent where she can emote and convey her happiness or sadness. From being a child with minimal writing skill, she is now in a position to write independently, thanks to occupational therapy.
Kevin is child with mild mental retardation. He is a very obese child with a number of physiological issues. He was a shy boy who had no socialization skill and avoided any peer interaction. Today with motivation from his teachers and exposure to a number of participative activities, Kevin has gained immense confidence. He intermingles and actually enjoys playing his ‘role’, when he meets challenges and is left to himself to bring out his best.  
Namratha has been with us for nearly four years. She has been non verbal and very much in the Autism spectrum. Movement in the form of eurythmy and rigourously following of school rhythm has helped her substantially to verbalize, talk full sentences, sing songs and share what she feels. She earlier had behavioural issues which have also reduced over the last year, bringing about social appropriateness in her behaviour.
Tasneem has had a lot of motor coordination and eye-hand coordination problems. She was lost in her behaviour and is now more ‘present’ and aware of her surroundings. We are not focusing too much on her academics at this stage but movements with copper rods and bamboo sticks has helped improve her coordination to a great extent. She, in fact, can independently cut vegetables and pack them herself, which is a significant improvement in her self-help skills. 

Keshaav is a child with Cerebral Palsy who could not hold himself upright or walk steadily. He had low sitting tolerance and was isolated by choice, not wanting to be part of any group. With our focus on stories, songs, play as a route to enhance participation for kindergarten children, Keshaav is comfortable in group setting as well. He is able to climb independently, walk well and it seems that he has found a ‘purpose’ in being in school.

Balaji was an extremely unsettled child who just could not be made to sit and kept running around. With partcipative activities and movement therapy, he sits in a group and at times participates by will. His running about aimlessly has reduced drastically. He is prescribed a systematic rhythm of eat-play-sleep as far as possible and this has helped him to a great extent.
Kalimuthu is a kindergarten child with Autism. He had a lot of emotional disturbance issues. He was prone to crying and throwing tantrums for reasons not traceable or known to people around him. But now with increase participation in activities, foot massage, play, and movement therapy he has increased awareness and is able to relate to what is happening around him. 
Mazeen is a Grade I child who is learning academics through form drawing, a method in which alphabets are taught through various forms depicting those specific letters. He also has been doing clay work and other play activities which have improved his overall coordination and fine motor control. He has also started connecting much more with those around him and participates actively.
Key changes in our methodology of working with special children

We are presently following Waldorf principles (a child-centric education system, initiated by Rudolf Steiner, following child’s natural growth and development pattern) and have begun imbibing basic anthroposophy concepts (a balanced blend of scientific-spiritual approach that calls for deep inner work of understanding our children). The overall impact is seen to be very positive and influences the core of the child and his/her caregivers. The ensuing paragraphs will give you a glimpse of the approach.
The basic premise of Anthroposophy is that each of our children are not just the body with a disability but a body, soul and spirit - and when these three are not in harmony they produce dis- ease. So we begin at a physical level where each child (and actually each human being) needs to be extremely comfortable at - his body level and in all the processes that take place in it (digestion, excretion and sleep). Only when this comfort sets in, the etheric forces of the body can be utilised for higher functions of thinking and memory. Therefore, when the child does not move, balance, and has not been ‘touched’ or has a disturbed life sense, then he does not speak, listen to and has a problem with knowing a boundary between himself and the other, manifesting social variance and inappropriateness on various counts. In Anthroposophic terms, if the lower senses were not fully developed, the higher senses would be at risk. 
Hence changing some elements of the children’s biorhythm and making sure that children eat, sleep, play, listen to stories, sing, and work with their hands ensure that children are more ready to read and write. Engaging the ‘will’ of a child and as he grows, inculcating the ‘feeling’ level of all things taught makes the conceptual teaching more digestible and easily assimilated. So today, we have a Centre where special needs are being taken care of, but very few of the typical methods are being employed to reach and harbour the children. Group teaching has taken on a new meaning where children just imitate the ‘loving adult’ and teachers and children are all busy stitching or painting where no one is directing and no one is telling. The children move their bodies, the large and the fine muscles, and that eventually allows for speech, a higher order skill, to flow. Movement therapy in the form of eurythmy, use of eco-friendly material such as bamboo sticks, natural material such as copper rods etc. have brought about changes far beyond our expectations. 
The children sponsored by ASHA too have been beneficiaries of the above methods and we are happy to share with you that your support has reaped healthy fruits of progress. We hope to see your partnership continue so that many more children can gain from these profound learning methods and rich experiences.    
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