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BLESSINGS IN DISGUISE

Nada Barakat

If T had been asked what lies ahead for me in the future, I would have
probably imagined everything but the life I have now...

Anthony was born on April 23" 1991; a date that has pivoted my whole
existence and pushed me towards a path that I never even knew existed. After
the difficulties encountered during delivery and the health issues that followed,
it was quite apparent from the beginning that his development was unlike that
of other children; he was my second son after all and I could see that something
was definitely different about him. When I asked the pediatrician about the
proper course of action to take concerning his slow development, his answer
was very short and blunt: «Each one carries his own cross».

I am definitely ready to carry whatever weight God has sent me, but please
tell me what to do!! Am I supposed to just cross my arms and watch him grow in
a different manner without even trying to remediate or even to improve his
development? Am I supposed to put up with all his weaknesses and
inappropriate behavior without aiming to alleviate his suffering? Am I
supposed to put up with all his fussing and crying and noise making for the rest
of my life?? There was absolutely no one who seemed to be able to provide me
with any kind of information, none of the many doctors that I consulted seemed
to have any particular suggestion; after all, their main worry is his physical
wellbeing, not his development.

It just seemed to me then that I was the only person who had a child who is
developing at a different pace, I just had to take things in my own hands and
just rely on myself and my family.

A friend of ours mentioned a niece who had studied Special Education and
received training in Speech Therapy. We contacted her and she started coming
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to our house three times a week to work with Anthony. She had plenty of time
to answer my concerns: why do I teach this and not that? How do I teach him to
behave properly? How do I teach him to communicate? Why is this important
and not that?

I finally decided to go back to university myself and complete a Teaching
Diploma in Special Education.

Being in constant contact with professionals in the social field and seeing
Anthony progressing slowly but nicely assured me that we were on the right
track and mainly encouraged me to continue offering him all kinds of
stimulation and learning opportunities.

It has definitely not been easy; whether in finding the right school or the
suitable therapy or especially, when in a public place, in having to face ignorant
and inappropriate remarks from people: «Why did you bring him with you?
Does he understand? Do you have other children? Poor you! Youdon’t deserve
a child like him!»... And the list could go on and on...

People who were able to see the child and later the adolescent before the
disability are those who were the ones who were the most at ease with Anthony.
They understood that he wanted to enjoy life and play and laugh and dance like
any other child. No, he is not screaming because of his disability, he is just
trying to communicate a need; or his cup fell from the table not because he is
disabled, but because accidents do happen like with any other person. He just
needs more time to learn through methods adapted to his needs and capacities.

Upset with people’s perceptions? Well, my main concern is his wellbeing
rather than others’ opinions or whatever suits them. Once I see that he has the
right to enjoy whatever life has to offer, just like any other child, then I will try
to make all the adaptations and adjustments possible and make it come true,
instead of isolating him from others. He has the right as much as any other
child to be with us and to learn at his own pace. No, it was not easy at the
beginning but it was definitely worth persisting because he is a child too, and
just like any other child he can learn provided you offer him the right support
and assistance.

«He is a child too», is the title of the book I published in French in 2004,
«C’est un enfant lui aussi» a testimony of everything my family and I went
through with Anthony, whether with professionals, with other people, with



244 BLESSINGS IN DISGUISE

siblings, or with schools. I just could not sit and watch unfairness and
ignorance towards people with disabilities taking place without doing anything
about it. And it is certainly not by hiding an issue and keeping it a taboo that
one can face it appropriately.

The book was a great success and was translated to Arabic a year later (U )
SN Y $L.s. Meanwhile, the book proved to be an excellent therapy for me
because I have to admit, it is only then that I felt comfortable working as a
special educator after I graduated with the degree. I had spent my time doing all
kinds of voluntary work before that with many associations concerned with
disability.

I have been working for eight years now as a special educator and as a
preschool academic director in a regular school which integrates children with
special needs and also for a short period as a consultant in a special school. [ am
currently on the Executive Board of the Syndicate of Special Education
Teachers in Lebanon since 5 years.

Believing that the main obstacle for people with special needs is others’
negative views and preconceived ideas about disability, I have started a series of
children’s books entitled «Living with differences» (Y| & om 1), Each
book introduces a disability and aims at presenting a more realistic and positive
picture of the issue addressed. The first two books, one related to Intellectual
Disability and the other one about Autism, have both been selected as part of the
«Best Fiction Books for Children with Special Needs», a competition launched
by the Anna Lindh Foundation, through their Arab Children Literature
Program. The books are now available in libraries in four Arabic countries.
Moreover, | have supervised the writing of the third book of the series, related to
learning disability which will be out soon under the name of the Syndicate of
Special Education Teachers in Lebanon.

Being both a mother of a child with special needs and a special educator as
well, has really been a blessing in disguise. It has filled my life with a passionate
struggle, a sense of responsibility and compassion, a belief in justice for all. I
always receive calls from other parents asking for advice and information in an
area where so much is still lacking, so much has to be accomplished and so
many hindrances are to be overcome...

What kept me going? Well obviously, it has been my husband, my three
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children, my parents, my close friends, and definitely other parents of children
with special needs whom I came to call «comrades of combat». But deep down,
I have just been following my heart and being a mother protecting all of her
children...

I believe that only in darkness can you see the stars shining. And Anthony
has been the shining star guiding and illuminating my path... A real blessing in
disguise...



