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INTRODUCTION

ThePromise is a UK registered charity, founded in 2003 to support children with disabilities in Russia. We successfully introduced an internationally acclaimed early intervention system called Portage into the Ryazan Baby home (orphanage), providing a model of good practice. Building on this initial project, ThePromise has expanded into Yelatma Orphanage for older children and is also working with families with disabled children in the Ryazan community, providing vital support to children who might otherwise be classified as beyond help.

BACKGROUND

Children in Russian Institutions

 There are 600,000 children without parental care in Russia with at least a third living in institutions.  This number is rising. 

 Many of these children are not orphans. Their parents may have been deprived of their parental rights for a variety of reasons, social and economic, or have simply been abandoned.
 Many able-bodied children who enter the orphanages at a young age develop special needs purely as a result of institutionalisation.
The Orphanage System

A child who enters the orphanage system at a young age faces the following future: 

 They will be cared for in a baby home until they are three years old (four if disabled). They are then assessed and are classified as either normal or “oligophrenic” which literally means “small-brained” i.e. they have a disability.

 Children classified as oligophrenic will receive only a minimum education and will subsequently be directed to manual jobs and denied basic rights such as to drive a car or to vote. 

 Some oligophrenics are further classified as “imbecile” or “idiot”.  These are the children with serious learning or physical disabilities.  They are deemed uneducable and are sent to where they receive no education and minimal therapy.  Conditions in these orphanages are very poor and they are closed to outsiders.

Implications for a Child’s Development

The lack of love and one-to-one interaction means that many children growing up in the orphanage system are unable to form attachments to others, to develop self-esteem and a sense of identity. This then hampers all aspects of their development and many will receive the label “oligophrenic” as a result of institutionalisation rather than any actual disability from birth.

The 1998 Human Rights Watch report states that “based on independent investigations… 30 to 60 percent of orphans diagnosed as oligophrenic may be wrongly ascribed…It is difficult to overstate the significance of this examination, which for some children is a matter of life or death.”

THEPROMISE’S WORK

ThePromise’s current work is focussed on the needs of disabled children in the Ryazan Oblast (a region approximately 200km south east of Moscow) but our vision is to encourage the replication of successful projects in other Russian regions that will be owned, managed and funded by local Russians and the Russian Authorities.

Yelatma Orphanage 
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Yelatma is a large traditional village with wooden cottages and horse drawn carts 200 km from Ryazan.  Within Yelatma is a state run orphanage which is closed to most outsiders. 47 severely disabled children aged four to eighteen live there, shut off from the outside world.  None of them attend school. The Director of the orphanage heard of ThePromise’s work in Ryazan Baby Home and invited us to bring Portage to his children in the orphanage.  This was a significant breakthrough for ThePromise as outsiders are not usually invited into closed orphanages.

Portage is a pre-school education system developed in the 1970s to support families caring for a young child with special needs and has been used successfully in countries across the world. Portage builds on abilities the child already has and teaches skills the child has yet to master. Initially the child's development is observed and recorded using a checklist across six areas: infant stimulation; social; language; self help; cognitive and motor development. A programme is then tailored to meet the requirements of the individual child and activities are designed to boost the child's development in those areas where help is needed - from very early motor skills to the more complex task of using language. It is designed to encourage the children to reach their potential and demonstrates that these children have so much more to offer if they are given a chance.
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Achievements to date

Prior to the introduction of Portage, the children stayed in bed all day and were offered no therapy or stimulation and no education. They received their basic needs of food, clothing and a weekly bath.  Following the introduction of Portage in May 2006, 31 children aged 4 to 15 now receive this highly effective therapy from a team of 10 Portage workers. Progress has been tremendous, and the home has gone from being a silent place with empty corridors to one of noise and laughter and movement as children who have been bed bound for many years can now get themselves out of bed and move around the home interacting with each other and the staff.  Many children who were only fed with a bottle in bed are now sitting up at tables feeding themselves more solid food and they are learning to play.  

One Portage worker said “We thought only young children would benefit from Portage but this programme produces amazing results for older children too.”

THEPROMISE’S VISION

All children at Yelatma orphanage will have access to stimulating play activities on a daily basis and will be cared for by people who understand their needs, likes and dislikes.  They will work with them to achieve their potential.

Who will benefit?

There are a number of children in Yelatma orphanage, aged 9-17, who predominantly have learning and/or behavioural difficulties.  For a number of reasons, they are not suited to the Portage programme.  12 of these children are mobile and three have lost their mobility due to the conditions they are living in and lack of stimulation. These children spend their days in a small room in the orphanage.  There is no stimulation for them and they spend their days sitting or lying on padded mats.  They are ‘guarded’ by an elderly woman who stops them physically harming themselves and makes sure they don’t escape.  Although there is a television constantly on in the room, it is always tuned to a channel showing Russian soap operas and this constant ‘white noise’ is unbearable for some of the children with sensory impairments.  There is no play equipment in the room and children tend to rock and moan as a form of self-stimulation.  Some are even tied up if they are a risk to themselves or others.

The huge success of our Portage programme with the bedbound children of Yelatma means that a number of children on our Portage programme are starting to walk unaided.  They will soon join these children and spend their days confined in this room.  If this happens, this will, of course, set back the progress they are making as a result of the work with Portage.

What will we do?

We will recruit and train two care workers to work with the mobile children and develop a programme of activities for each individual child.

We will send out a UK qualified Occupational Therapist (Tanya van Dalen), who has considerable experience working with children with behavioural difficulties, to assess the needs of each individual child and the resources and space available.  Working with our Volunteer Project Manager/physiotherapist (Jo Wooster), Tanya will put together a programme for the children and help to recruit two care workers from Yelatma.  The new workers will be trained and supported by Tanya for a whole year and ThePromise will provide all necessary equipment.  We will also refurbish the dayroom and reorganise the children’s dormitory so that a corner of it can be used for quiet daytime activities, like storytelling.


