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A special unit for assisting the mentally challenged children of Sion Municipal School was conceived by Each One Teach One in July 2002. There were about 30 children who were enrolled in the school at that time. I have been involved with this programme for about 8 months now. This is a brief overview of the issues and activities in this time period. 

While in general the issue with this wing of the school is that the children are especially neglected, there are several specific attendant problems that are to be addressed here:

1. Poor attendance – many children are irregular in coming to school. Parents are not convinced about the usefulness of the school. 

2. There are children with various degrees of mental retardation. They are all kept in the same room and put through the same programme. The mildly retarded children can possibly be integrated into mainstream with proper care.

3. There is no formal process for vocational training or rehabilitation of children that finish the school – at 18 years of age.

4. Medical care even for the severely retarded children is poor. Parents cannot afford medicines regularly, or are unaware of the benefit of following doctors orders.

5. Poor parent-teacher interaction so feedback between the two does not happen. 

In the past year, Each One Teach One has made good progress on several fronts. The organisation has had several social workers, college students and medical care experts participate to change the atmosphere in the school quite drastically. While this has been a year-round task with EOTO involved in one thing or the other throughout, the following have been prominent and require especial mention:

1. Cultural programme by the children – on two different occasions this year, EOTO organised group dances by the mentally challenged children. They received training from professionals, and confidently performed on stage in front of a large audience. It gave a lot of boost to their confidence, as evidenced by increased volunteering by at least a few children for singing or dancing in the class.

2. Picnics and outings – The children have been a number of outings – IMAX movie on Mt. Everest, visit to Nature Park, Jijamata Udyan etc. this past year. An important message to reinforce to them is that they can participate in activities of the world at large – a fact that they don’t realise since parents tend to keep them closeted at home fearing societal rejection.

3. Parent association – The parents have been encouraged to meet regularly as part of the activities of the Parents association. EOTO has arranged for social & health workers to attend these meetings and give lectures and conduct interactive sessions on hygiene, health care, acceptance and so on. The aim has been to help the parents identify the strengths and potentials of their special child. The parents have become vocal in expressing their concerns about their child, and have mentioned that they perceive changes for the better in their child since EOTO has been involved. 

4. Medical care – EOTO has had full health evaluations of the children done earlier. The prescribed medication is given out in monthly instalments to the parents, EOTO has partnered with a local medical shop for this. Hopefully this will ensure that medicines are not used regularly. The principal of the school has mentioned that regular medication has helped sustain normal behaviour in a few children at least. 

5. Computer training and handcrafts – EOTO sends six children to their computer centre regularly. They have an instructor over there that assists the children. Mostly they make drawings on the computer. Beautiful ones have been created. A few local college students have periodically stopped at the Sion school and helped the children make diyas and other small handicraft items. These were displayed at an exhibition in Mumbai organised by the NGO Concern India Foundation.

6. Vocational training school – The government rules do not allow the children to attend the school after they turn 18, irrespective of their needs or development. There is no formal process in place to rehabilitate these children either, so mostly they get left at home. EOTO has sent two boys that have now left the Sion school, to a vocational training institute in Chembur (Spastics Society). EOTO paid part of the fees for this. The boys have done well in the training. One will be writing the 10th std exam (Open School) at the end of the academic year. A third student, a girl, was also given the option of attending the vocational centre but could not since her parents were concerned about the long distance she has to travel alone to attend the school. She is talking to her teachers at Sion and also to EOTO about fulfilling her dream of becoming a teacher. 

Overall, while there is lot of room for further growth of the EOTO centre for mentally handicapped children at Sion municipal school, the first year has seen strides being made in several independent directions. The children are now happy to come to school thanks to all the innovations. The attendance has therefore improved. Thanks to the additional help provided, the teachers have managed to hold an advanced class teaching mathematics etc. to a few children. The outings arranged are for all the children that EOTO works with (underprivileged regular school-goers, mentally challenged, and EOTO alumni) so that the special needs children are no longer isolated from the larger community. The future will hopefully see a full-scale revamping of the mentally challenged wing at Sion municipal school, with formal programmes in place to help these children realise their dreams.

