Moving stories from an educator

Gitanjali Sarangan talks about a disabled girl who walked in to a warm welcome at a regular school

by Shyama Krishaa Kumar

Bangalore: Truaned inclas-
sieal dance and muse, Gitan-
Jali Sarangan, founder of an
arts based leaming [\KTI
centre, bebeves art is the best
way to learn and teach,

At Snehadbara Founda-
tion, which she started to-
wards the end of 2012, dif-
ferenthv-abled chddren and
adults approach learning
through muitiple disci-
plines.

Gitanjali nasrates a recent
incgdent that changed her
understanding of indusion.

Umaima, 18 years old,
goes 1o Snehadhara. Gitan-
jaili took her to agovernment
schoal in Putennhalli where
she works with Class 7 chil-
dren,

Umaima was clad in her
usual salwar kameez and
burkha as they walked in. 1
was dressed in jeans and a
short kurta. Surely, she
looked more commanding,”
Gitanjali narrates,

“As we entered, o dass of
36 children stood up watch-
ing Umaima and greeted] her,
*Good afternoon, ma'am.”
Now for her, thiswas reason
enough to flash a lovely
smile,” recalls Gitanjali,

Shehoped Umaima would
not start talking the way she
wsually does. But she was

Gitanjali (right) helps children learn through art at Snehadhara Foundation, Bannerghatta Roa

standing confidently facing
the chiss and nodding along
to what Gitangli was say-
ing

During class, Gitan jali ex-
plasned to the students that
though Umaima looks 20,
she is mentally not that ma-
ture, She also let them know
that if they were uncomfort-
able with Umaima's pres-
ence, she woukdn't brieg her
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along the next time.

At this point, a young boy
stood up and said, “But
ma'am, | dont know Hindi,
so this could mean I'm dis-
abled when it comes to Hin-
di. It doesnt mean [ should
just sit at home.”

Gitanjali was moved.
“Tears rolled down my eyes,”
she sovs Gitanjali. “This was
what 1 would want to call
inchusion.”

That is alsothe rensca she
believes the children teach
educstors, and not the other
wiy around,

“Inclusion is as much
about special needs kids
reaching their potential as
nbout normal kads reaching
their compassion potential,”
she realised, Challenges Last

vear, for Teacher’s Day, the
foundation bekl adscussion
on what it would mean to
challenge themselves as edu-
Caors.

“We can never say that
we've oracked it Every meth-
odology we come up with
falls short because every day
is & new day when it comes
to tenching andlcaming with
these chikdren,” she says.

Gitanjali's credentials
speak of diverse skills. She
holds a master’s degree in
biochemistry, and has done
a French course from Alli-
ance Francaise and taught
the language at Jyoti Nivas
College, Bangaloce. She con-
tinues to use French as atoal
to help children work
through keaming difficulties.

She is trained in classical
dance and Carnatic well as
Hindustani musc,

The Snchadhara centre,
located on Bannerghatta
Road, now works with 35
chidren of vanous ages.

“I've observed that leam-
ing is mast effective when it
takes place in an organic
manner, and ot is the most
uninhibited form of leaming
there is” says Gitanjali.

The centre uses all forms
of art, from dance to music
to theatre to cooking to help
children achieve specific
goaks, which could be acquir-
ing life or motor skills.

Gitanjal wants educators
to be equal stakeholders in
the process, “To that end,
every Priday, weletthe chil-
dren stay over at the centre,
s0 we can be more involved
in their Bves and learn from
them as they learn from us,”
she says. Snehadhara islook-
ing at partners to diversify
the experiences of dis-
abled children and
their families.
(Snehadhara can
be contacted on
80514 88598).



