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Lose the learning labels, embrace the individual, say experts

GILLIAN KLAWANSKY

aster’s graduates, performing artists,
business owners - if the people behind these
sticcess stories had allowed themselves

to be defined by their learning difficulties, they may
never have rezched theirlimitless potential. That's
why discarding labels and supporting ourchildren is
soimportant when it comes to navigating barriers to
leaming.

“There's the yolng man wha at just 23 isa pilot
instructor, not bad when anxiety and apraxia were
marked difficulties; anotherwhao runs an upmarket game
lodge; & student who secured his actuarial candidacy
with 2 large corparate before he even finished matric;
the danceriho defies allwho say the hard-of-hearing
won't manage professional repertoires; the young girl
with profound dyslexia gradusting cum laude to teach;
the lad Whaose engineering work controls OR Tambo
sirspace Using software and management. The list goes
on." SosaysAlison Scott, the principal of remedial school
Bellavista, spezking of the countless Bellavista students
who goon to fly after matric.

“That's notta saythat the joumey through high school
has been easy," shesays. “Yet, with goals, support, an
ability tositwith being uncomfortable, self-carfidence,
strategies, and a deep knowledge of whoyou are and 2
heap of grit, you can't but succeed “That's why putting in
place the comedt support structures &s early as possibleis
soimportant.

“Learning difficulties or barriers to leaming are
impairments which create a barrier toa specfficfarm
of leaming but don't alter one’s intelligence " says
Johannesburg-based educational psychologist Lee-
Anne Lewis. Though they may nat leam in the same
wayorstthe same pace as their peers, these children
shouldn't feel limited ardefined by their barriers. With
the guidance of professionals, they learn how to process
information in altemative ways to achieve their full
potential. “The emotional well-being of children znd
adolescents with bariersto learning is also imperstive

for their current and future success,” Lewis says.

“Achild will achieve only as high aswe setour
expectations,” says |lzna Gerschlowitz, the author
of Saving my Sons - AJoumey withAutizm and the
faunding directorof The Star Academy for Autism and
Catch Up Kids, which catersforthe needs of students
with ADHD (Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder) or
leaming challenges.

“Sadly, students are largely defined
and boxed in by theirlabels. When &
child iz restricted bya lzbel and there
are no expectations - or the Wrong
expectations - it will be challenging
for that child to have the self-
confidence and motivation to
siceeed ” That's why seeing
beyond & child's lezming
challenges is soimportant -
both in the school and home
environment.

Scott echoes this thinking. At
Bellzvista, we hold at the very core
of ourview of the child that every
human being has the propensityfor
leaming and no limits can or should
be applied, intemally orexternally
she says. “Achild may have 2 diagnosis which powerfully
directs evidence-based imterventions, but no child has a
|abelthat suggests they are defined by that description”

That's why the schoal is careful about descriptions. For
example, Michael may live with dyslesiz, but he's not
dyslexic. Farmare impaortant than a child's diagnosisis
who the child actually is-a unigue individual. At school,
we don'tallowthatthe child references theirleaming
difficutty in anyfashion atherthan to de manstrate self-
awareness and a commitment to growth,” Seott says.

In an apen letteron Facebook, Nicola Date recenthy
spoke of her own lezrning challenges znd howthe
stpport of her parents, wha always encoraged her
individualism, helped her tareach her potential. For
Date, now & 32-year-old seniorcapywriter who has
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also built & successful arts and
entertainment career, being placed
in a “small class” at & mainstream
school in Grade 5 wasthe start of 2
significant decline.

“We were marginalised and not
given the same education asour
mare competent buddies,” she recalls. “Being in the
'smal| class' affected my education, social standing - |
was bullied -and my desire to leam. | spentthe rest of
myschool careerfeeling limited, stunted, and not good
enolgh toachieve. However, | found mysolace in art and
drama, and discovered my academic abilities in my later
University years.”

Bath Scott and Gerschlowitz argue against placing
children in *special® classes in 2 mainstream schoal
enviranment. *| wauld challenge the premise of
needing to separate children out based on theirleaming
differences as a start point” says Scott. “An inclusive
school e mvironme nt will adjust every structure it has
toafford every child belonging. ltwould be importa nt
forleaming difficulties, & it isforany paintof aur
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human differe nce, thet a culture of tolerance, empathy,
and genline inclusivityis cultivated sothat no child is
ostracised or made to feel less capable by the system ar
by their peers”

Gerschlowitz is a strong advocste for mainstream
schooling far children with leaming challenges. Az
soon & there's a child with & difference, ourschools tend
to highlight the deficit and referta remedial or ather
therapies,” she says. ‘Instezd, somuch could be achieved
if certain accommadations in the mainstream classroom
were made. If mainstream teachers are paired with the
camect special-education programme and receive the
necessary training, the student with & lzbel can succeed
in the mainstream classroom.”

Joshua Poyurs, 28, who recently attained his Master's
in research and dlinical psychology, managed to make
this transition. Poyurs was bom with brain deamage
on the right side of the brain. This affected movement
inthe left side of the body, mathematical ability, and
resulted in epile psy, speech disorders, dyspraxia -which
affects movement and co-ordination - and poor sensory
integration.

With years of inte nsive physiothe rzpy from the
age of three months, as well as occupational therapy
and speech therapy each day, Poyurs transitioned to
mainstream schoalingin Grade 2. With the support of
teachers and classmates, Poyurs began an academic path
and ultimately matriculsted with four distinctions.

Yet, it was his parents who played the biggest part
in his stccess. ‘Mydad taught me that knowledge is
invzluable, and that being on & mission to discover what
you don't knaw is exciting,” he says. “My mom is 2 hern
in my eyes. | don't know how she had the strength to do
whatshe did. She did physio with me, never gave up on
me, and wouldn't let my arwiety break me.

“I think a5 & kid when you're different like this, you
know it, but you don't understand it, you just feel
different. It can be disheartening when you start to
mainstream and realise how far behind you are. Butas
aparent, Yol can teach yaur child that there are na riles
aboutwhat you can become.”




