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PART ONE


The Purpose Of This Book


•    Especially for the Parents of children with Autism.


•    To give them hope by showing them how they can achieve success for their child.


•    The Special Education Needs Team.


•    Profiles of the Children, proven examples using eight boys and girls of varying ages.


•    Inspectorate recognition and Educators at the top of their field. Regarded as Outstanding and Inspirational.


•    Use of different names to protect the privacy of the children and the teachers.


How We Achieved This Success


•    Positive Thinking.


•    Excellent Special Education Needs Department and how it functioned.


•    Used the word ‘Complicated’ for our Autistic children. Reasons for this.


•    Education Plan i.e. details of timetable, subjects, learning plans etc.


•    How to teach the 3R’s step by step (for Parents to help their children at home). A support system.


•    Difficult behaviours and how to deal with them.


•    Banding - where a child fits in and why. Curriculum Plan for each Band. Information re successes.


•    All our children were called ‘ Complicated’ if in the Spectrum. Dyslexic children were called dyslexic, a friendly word so no problem. Autism word, a big problem so not used in the School. Complicated is another friendly word to describe a sometimes difficult challenge but possible to overcome to a high degree.


•    How we ran the School and how the Complicated children fitted in, with their own particular timetables, some or total integration into a class, some 1:1 with a specialist teacher for each child.


•    Music Therapy and its great value.


•    Child studies of a selection of boys and girls and ages. Bands, achievements and future successes, the 3 most outstanding. And roles of teachers. School trips, day and residential in UK and Europe.


•    The value of skiing for Complicated learners can be quite amazing. Dry-slope and on snow, skis and snowboards.


•    Confidence Building and Drama of enormous value to children’s development.


•    The values of the School, what we expected of the children e.g. mutual respect, social graces, kindness etc.


•    Different cultures and religions, respect for all, warmth, friendliness, welcoming.


•    How the Parents can help their children i.e. with homework, working with the school, following the School Education Plan.




INTRODUCTION


To begin with I’d like to tell you a story, a very special true story about a very caring and happy preparatory school that welcomed primary age children with Autism. A School that helped Parents of Autistic children get through the maze, remain strong and see their children make huge progress and reach great heights, happy, successful and fulfilled with great potential for the future.


But in this School the word ‘Autism’ was never mentioned. We called our children ‘Complicated learners’ which we felt was a far more suitable name which the children, Parents and teachers felt very comfortable with.


I consider the word ‘Autism’ to be a medical term and ‘Complicated learner’ the educational one, which was the term we used in our School at all times.


During my many years in teaching I have seen just how difficult it is for Parents who have been told that their child has Autism. So many were completely and utterly devastated, frightened for the future, not knowing what to do or how they could help their child. Some Parents became so traumatised that they went into complete denial, but could find the word ‘Complicated’ much easier to handle, a nice friendly word which could give them hope. Further support in the form of what we had been doing for years proved that they need not despair, that there was a way through, as we worked as a team, Parent and teachers, a perfect and highly successful bond which the children loved to see and thrived on the security it gave them.


Autism can be a cruel and in some cases a debilitating condition but can have a very happy and successful outcome as we all discovered.


The Headmistress began her Special Education Needs Department in her small preparatory school in the English countryside in 1983. Her priority was ‘The Individual Child’, that each child was an important member of the School and his or her particular needs were closely assessed and catered for. Her School was international, multi-cultural, with mutual respect for all and all religions. Mutual respect was the main consideration with a very broadminded warm approach.


As the Special Education Needs Department developed and each individual child’s needs were being catered for, it became apparent that a number of the children had what could be described as ‘Complicated Needs’ which included Dyslexia and what I was very concerned about, ‘Autism’, mainly borderline category but with clear autistic behaviours. I also accepted children into the School who were clearly ‘More Complicated learners’, who needed additional 1:1 learning support.


As I had been fascinated by Autism in young children since I was a student in 1964, I began a research programme of my own in 1983 which has continued to the present time. As the programme for our Complicated learners developed it became more and more exciting for me to see these children thriving, making huge progress, and achieving great success later at age 11 and 13 when they were seeking places at schools of their choice with tough entrance examinations.


I had always felt very strongly about using labels for children with the exception of Dyslexia which was what I regarded as a friendly word and not distressing for the Parents. Progress was rapid and they could feel at ease and did not need to worry that it would hinder their child’s development. Our dyslexic children were successful in competitive entrance examinations just as the children who were not dyslexic. So the name ‘Dyslexia’ we used as a friendly word. However, the word ‘Autism’ was definitely not. It was a very threatening word and distressing for the Parents, so I decided not to use the word in the School and included the autistic children into the Complicated category which the Parents found easier to deal with and far less distressing. Complicated just meant that their individual learning programme would be slightly different. But as many of the children had 1:1 teaching and small group teaching, it was part of the school day. Their needs were just different. We were all individuals with individual needs of our own. Nothing out of the ordinary. One big team as it were with mutual respect, warmth and understanding for one another. This worked very well and the children thrived on their individual programmes. All of our children were of equal importance and were praised for their strengths and encouraged to overcome their weaknesses no matter how difficult that was for the Staff at times. It was not always sweetness and light. We had some very tough times to deal with but we got there in the end working as a team with the Parents, who were very brave and positive. Positive thinking was the answer. I am a firm believer in Positive Thinking, not allowing a negative thought anywhere near. We were going to overcome all the difficulties by maintaining a sunny attitude and plenty of happy encouragement which the children thrived on. The children were taught to be positive too, not to be too sad if they had less than a successful day, that tomorrow would be much better. It worked well and we had a school of very contented, happy, fulfilled, adventurous, brave little people who were developing empathy, the social graces and kindness towards each other. Perfect, that was exactly what we were aiming for. An all-inclusive school with happy adults and happy children. The ‘Individual Child’ for me is what education is all about and those who learn in a different way I find particularly fascinating.


The children in the Autistic Spectrum are absolutely fascinating from an Educator’s point of view. Each and every one learns so differently from the next. During nearly all of my teaching career and as a Head of my own School there were many bright little Complicated children with high I.Q.’s. The secret is how to access that great potential for the future and help it to develop to the dizzy heights. We have had great success helping these children to reach their true potential and well beyond in many cases. With brave Parents feeling their hope is coming to fruition and that they don’t need to be so utterly frightened and so in despair any more is so very reassuring. The sun will shine brightly, perhaps not to the same extent as they had hoped in some cases but very close to it. There is a way through the maze to the sunshine. We proved that over a twenty year period year after year.


I am writing this book using different names for all the teachers and children to protect their privacy.


I will be outlining all the ways we worked to help the children to achieve success and as far as we could academically and socially. But we could not have succeeded without the magnificent support of the Parents. They were a very valued part of the School and helped us a great deal. I admired them and truly appreciate their community spirit and positivity. They became teachers themselves when they helped their children with their homework in a similar way as we worked at School, so the children had continuity in their learning at School and then at home, once again as one big team. In this way the Parents were gaining confidence and a great deal of hope that their child was going to be fine in the future, perhaps a little different in some ways but being different is good and shows potential ability.


Another intention for writing this book is to help you the Parents to be happy helping your child to succeed in life and for you and your family not to be daunted or worried but excited that you were going to overcome this potentially troublesome condition. I am going to do this by example, showing you how we succeeded and what you can do to achieve the same.


We achieved success by working as a Team which consisted of myself, my mother, my sister and the rest of my Special Education Needs Team. My mother, the Junior Department SEN Maths Specialist has been my inspiration in teaching since I was a child seeing her in action as a Junior School Headteacher and subsequently when she joined my own school in 1978. She was gifted at teaching Maths and English and was perfect for our Junior Complicated children. My sister, also a Junior SEN Specialist, joined the School a year later in 1979, so all three of us put our ideas together and worked for the next twenty years to achieve our aims. Three ladies from the same family who had a great love of teaching Primary School children. A mother and her two daughters who spent twenty years together teaching autistic children with amazing results. It has been the most wonderful journey for us all, very special indeed.
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