New Possibilities for the Child With Cerebral Palsy
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Maysoon Zayid
I got 99 problems ... palsy is just one

Click here to watch the TEDTalk that inspired this post.

Maysoon Zayid was not supposed to walk, nor be the amazing and capable
person she is today. She beat the odds. Many children with cerebral palsy do
not. Can other children like her surpass what doctors and others believe
possible for them? The answer is a resounding yes—by harnessing the
remarkable powers of the brain to change itself for the better. How can that be
done?

Cerebral Palsy is an injury to the brain that interferes with the spontaneous
process of movement development in the child. It is easy to mistake the
child’s limitations to mean that the brain itself is limited in its capacity to learn
and that the current limitations define what is possible for the child in the
future.

Current brain research validates that the “impossible” can become possible for
many of these children. — Anat Baniel
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From 30 years of my colleagues and myself working with children with
cerebral palsy, | find that by providing their brain with abundant new
information, they become brilliant learners and the seemingly miraculous
begins happening, just like with Maysoon. Current brain research validates
that the “impossible” can become possible for many of these children as
Kassi’s story demonstrates:

| saw Kassi for the first time when she was three years old. She had suffered
brain damage at birth, which left her with severe cerebral palsy. The muscles
of her arms, legs, and belly were extremely tight (spastic), and there was very
little movement that she could do on her own. When her parents placed her in
a sitting position it was difficult to watch the great efforts Kassi made just to
keep herself from falling.

After several months of regular weekly sessions, Kassi had improved greatly.
She gained mobility and control in her arms, hands, and back. She sat up
comfortably and main-tained her balance easily. Her speech improved, she
was forming independent thoughts more frequently and learned to
communicate her desires more clearly.

But there was one thing that seemed out of reach no matter what we did.
Kassi's legs remained tight and held together all the time, as if bound by
invisible straps. When | moved her legs very slowly and gently | was able to
separate them and move them freely and independently. But the moment
Kassi tried to move her legs on her own, both her legs instantly became very
spastic.

| kept wondering: how come her brain is able to figure out how to organize
other movement so much better but not her legs?

One day, it suddenly dawned on me. Kassi did not have two legs. She had one
leg! In her brain her two legs were mapped as one because they always moved



together as one. She had never felt nor perceived the difference between her
right leg and her left leg. And a difference that is not perceived does not

exist. The brain didn’t have the information to recognize each of the legs
separately and thus could not learn to control their movements. Unitil it did, no
amount of exercising of her legs would make a difference.

It became clear that Kassi needed to somehow feel and recognize that she
had two legs. | got out my washable nontoxic markers, | tapped lightly on her
right knee, and when she looked in that direction | asked if she would like me
to draw a picture of a cat or a dog on that knee. Kassi said, “Dog.” |
proceeded to draw an image of a dog. | did this very slowly.

Kassi was transfixed, listening to my voice describing the process, watching
my drawing, and feeling the marker on her skin. | then put that leg down and
slowly lifted her left leg. | playfully said, “Oh, there is no dog or cat on this
knee!”

In that moment | could tell that for the first time Kassi realized there is another
one of those over there. There are two legs, not just one. We proceeded in a
variety of ways to have Kassi experience the difference between one leg and
the other. A few weeks later Kassi was able to stand up for the first time.

Six Ways to Enhance Your Child’s Ability to Perceive Differences and Reach
New Possibilities

. Know that your child has the most miraculous learning “machine” in the
universe—her brain—no matter her current limitations.

. Always start with your child where he is. Do not try to make him do what he
should, because if he could, he would.

. Make sure your child pays attention to what she feels as she moves. This
drives incredibly rapid formation of new connections and patterns in the brain.
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4. Go slow. Fast your child can only do what he already knows and for the child
with cerebral palsy, it makes it almost impossible to change for the better.

5. Reduce the force with which your child moves. The greater the effort, the less
she can perceive differences.

6. Be playful and have your child do things “wrong” in at least three different
ways creating differences on purpose.

Learn about these NeuroMovement principles.

Watch a video of our work with a child with cerebral palsy.

See the neuroscience research.

Read about Cerebral Palsy and the Anat Baniel Method.

Get free chapters from Anat Baniel’s book Kids Beyond Limits.

Ideas are not set in stone. When exposed to thoughtful people, they morph
and adapt into their most potent form. TEDWeekends will highlight some of
today’s most intriguing ideas and allow them to develop in real time through
your voice! Tweet #TEDWeekends to share your perspective or

email fedweekends@huffingtonpost.com to learn about future weekend’s
ideas to contribute as a writer.

Follow Anat Baniel on Twitter: www.twitter.com/anatbaniel
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