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Eastern European Children Enchanting
Hands waving in the air, the 20 or so children in the small classroom could hardly contain their curiosity and the questions came tumbling forth:  What do American children do after school?  What kind of sports do they play?  Do they have homework?  What subjects do they study in school?  Sitting two to a desk, they were asking their first American visitors about a country they had never seen.  They were children of Moldova, a small country next to the Black Sea and Russia, and their country was once part of the Soviet Union.  Before 1989, it would have been very difficult for an American to travel here.  It dawned on me as I stood before these children that this new republic was once the “enemy” from which I hid under my classroom desk during those long-ago air raid drills. 

I was visiting Moldova and Romania as part of the ANCOR Study Tour to learn more about the emerging services for people with developmental disabilities.  As part of the tour, we visited an after-school center in Tudoara, where these children enthralled us with their vibrancy.  The center was started two years ago by Speranta, a non-governmental agency (NGO) in cooperation with an American agency, Keystone Human Services, of Pennsylvania.  Speranta, which means “hope” in Moldovan, now operates several such centers throughout Moldova, has a parent support group and sends educator/counselors into schools throughout much of Moldova.  Lucia Gavrilita, the director, has two children with a rare metabolic disorder, and faced with only an institution as a treatment option, decided to start an agency providing services in the community.  Today, Lucia has just been appointed the Vice Minister for Family and Children’s Services , and is hoping to repeat the success of Speranta throughout Moldova.  
In Romania, we were the guests of Motivation Romania, an NGO is that has had the assistance of another American agency, Mosaic.  Motivation Romania also has a center for children, in-school educators and a wheelchair factory.  They manufacture over 60 wheelchairs a month and nearly all of their employees are also in wheelchairs.  Motivation Romania has a beautiful summer camp in the mountains, fully accessible.  I could just imagine the children enjoying the large campfire or doing crafts in the large, airy common building.  During my time in Romania, I stayed at a group home for children, 8 children lived there with several live-in staff.  Again, the children were so excited to welcome their American visitors and very curious about us.  Always respectful, they had a hard time containing their excitement when we first arrived.  They quickly became accustomed to us and mornings and evenings with them were spent getting to know more about each other.
Sadly, we also visited some less pleasant settings.  Many children do not have these opportunities and live in large “placement centers” or institutions.  One institution in Romania had over 50 teen-agers living there.  Visiting them was a haunting experience: the teens lived and slept in two large rooms, one for boys and one for girls.  Each bed was pushed against another bed with no privacy.  At night there is 3 staff on for the entire institution; during the day they go to school in the institution.  Once they reach adulthood, if their parents do not bring them home, they go either to a mental institution or a nursing home.  We also saw a boarding school for children with cerebral palsy and an institution for boys in Moldova.  

It is the hope of all of us who visited that Motivation Romania and Speranta will be able to continue to provide more and more services until, one day soon, there will be no institutions left in either of these countries.
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