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For thousands of Calgary children, access to a good education, sports opportuni-

ties and exposure to the arts are a normal part of daily life. But for kids with special 

needs, many of those opportunities are out of reach. Calgary photojournalist Chris-
tina Ryan has waged a near daily battle to bring down the barriers — both figurative 

and literal — to a richer life for her special-needs daughter, Emily. In a special series, 

Postmedia News shares Ryan’s personal story of raising a child with special needs 

and highlights programs working to expand opportunities for children with disabil-

ities, all while asking the question: How do we build a better city for all kids? A8-A9 
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C H R I S T I NA  RYA N    
A S  T O L D  T O  D O U G  H I N T Z

It is the simple things I treasure 
most about my daughter.

The hugs that I know one day she 
won’t be able to give anymore.

The time when she was eight — 
the only time — that she said my 
name: “Mom.”

The confi rmation from a nurse 
that her heart rate actually slowed 
as a result of me holding her close 
during one of our numerous hospi-
tal visits. It is the closest thing to “I 
love you” that I will ever receive.

My daughter’s name is Emily 
and she has Trisomy 21, an extra 
chromosome that causes Down 
syndrome.

Combined with a separate, un-
derlying neurological condition, 
it means our lives have often been 
challenging.

Emily does not talk, walk or feed 
herself, and su� ers from epilepsy, 
severe sleep apnea, low bone den-
sity and muscle tone, and hearing 
loss.

She has endured numerous sur-
geries and thousands of doctor 
visits — so many that her medi-
cal fi les cannot be contained on 
a single cart. And there are many 
more to come.

But these are not the things that 
defi ne her. She defi nes herself by 
the friends she surrounds herself 
with, by living life to the fullest and 
sharing the beauty she sees every-
day with others.

She teaches me patience, and 
I am always amazed how a child 
that cannot communicate with 
words can portray herself as sassy 
and strong, with a wicked sense of 
humour.

She is not di� erent, any more so 
than every child is unique in their 
own way. My child has the same 
feelings, the same hurts, the same 
pains, the same desires and happi-
ness. She can be as frustrating and 
stubborn as any teenager, but her 
boundless love has always made 
every struggle worthwhile.

And I don’t consider our lives 
remarkable. Our normal is what 
we live with every day, just as ev-
ery family has their own version 
of normal.

Like any parent, I committed 
to celebrating her triumphs and 
sharing in her battles. As I wage 
a near-constant fi ght for equality 
and fairness for my daughter, I ask 
for nothing more than the oppor-
tunity for her to enjoy the same op-
portunities as any other child — a 
good education, access to social 
and physical activities, and simple 
acceptance as the person she is.

She is just Emily — a teenager, a 
sister, a daughter, a friend and an 
amazing girl.

I was seven months pregnant when 
I fi rst got the news that all was not 
right with my unborn child.

At a time when many expectant 
parents are looking at ultrasounds, 
squinting to see the heartbeat or 
gender of their baby, I was sitting 
in a room at the Alberta Children’s 
Hospital with a group of doctors, 
sharing an intimate look at my ba-
by’s genetic makeup that showed 
an extra chromosome on her 21st 
gene.

I didn’t yet have a name for her, 
but I was faced with the reality that 

my little girl’s future would not be 
what I had envisioned.

I spent the next month and a 
half poring over books to arm my-
self with as much information as 
I could, to know what mental and 
physical symptoms to look for: 
Low muscle tone, developmental 
delays, heart defects, vision prob-
lems, hearing loss, twisted or mis-
shapen intestines, hypothyroidism 
and leukemia, and an increased 
susceptibility to infections.

Oddly, the one potential side ef-
fect that stuck out to me was thin 
or scarce hair. I hoped that my 
daughter would defy the odds and 
have nice hair.

I guess God was listening that 
day. Emily has wicked hair.

When she was born — like her 
elder sister she arrived on her due 
date — I searched for all the signs 
of medical complications. But all 
I saw were 10 perfect fi ngers and 
toes on my beautiful baby girl.

As she grew, she began learning 
her fi rst words, to crawl and to feed 
herself Cheerios.

But the neurological condition 
slowly began to rob her of those 
early strides.

I have come to accept that Em-
ily is never going to get a job, learn 
to drive, have children of her own 
or know the companionship of a 
signifi cant other.

Now, I worry about the day that 
her deteriorating condition robs 
her of the ability to eat or drink, 

and even the ability to breathe on 
her own.

The future is uncertain, so the 
present is all the more precious.

Every parent faces challenges 
while raising their children, but 
some are unique to parents of 
special-needs kids.

Looking back, I would have loved 
for someone to say “congratula-
tions” when Emily was born.

Instead, my friends were silent 
and a family member wished for 
a cure.

I joined a support group, but I 
found that too many of the other 
parents wanted to mourn for their 
child. I wanted to live with mine 
and give her the best life I could — 
one fi lled with love, friends, chal-

LIFE WITH
Calgary photojournalist Christina Ryan wakes her daughter Emily Pitchers, 16, who has numerous medical conditions including Down syndrome and 
epilepsy as well as developmental delays.   L E A H  H E N N E L 

Emily Pitchers, 16, adores her older sister, Lorcan, and they enrich each others lives.    C H R I S T I NA  RYA N

W I T H O U T  L I M I T S :  K I D S  W I T H  S P E C I A L  N E E D S

Watch Christina Ryan’s 

emotional story of 

raising a child with 

special needs in an 

exclusive video at 

calgaryherald.com. 

And, read the Herald 

Monday to Thurs-

day for stories about 

unique therapies 

available to children 

with special needs.

lenges, rewards and acceptance. 
There are so many obstacles.

We are still forced to endure 
stares from those unenlightened 
few who fail to understand the 
harm they are doing. Emily is 
acutely aware when she is being 
stared at and, like anyone, it makes 
her uncomfortable. Beyond just 
being generally rude, it robs her 
of the self confi dence that is such 
a beautiful part of her personality. 
She makes friends easily, and nei-
ther she nor I are particularly shy. 
We’d love to meet you.

There are other, practical things, 
like fi nding a daycare that will ac-
cept her. As many parents can at-
test, it is di�  cult enough to fi nd 
a place you trust with your child, 
but I think I was turned down by 
every daycare in Calgary except 
for one. That’s not normal, and it’s 
not right.

How shockingly inaccessible our 
city still is. Remember, taking a 
wheelchair shopping isn’t a choice 
or an option. It’s our normal.

The search for recreational ac-
tivities to enrich her life.

As she was growing up, I learned 
to avoid places with jungle gyms. It 
was heartbreaking to see her lift 
her legs with her hands to show me 
she wanted to run and participate 
with other kids.

But there are also the joys of dis-
covering the things she can do.

Emily takes great pride from 
such challenges as reaching out her 
arm to put on her jacket, turning o�  
a light switch, strumming a guitar, 
singing along to music and taking 
assisted walking steps. Feeling the 
wind in her hair while racing down 
a snow-covered hill on a toboggan. 
Laughing. Loving.

As with any challenge, the key is 
what you do to overcome.

Of course, sometimes I cry. At 
times they are tears of pain, a si-
lent pleading that nothing else be 
taken from a little person who has 
already had so much taken away 
from her. But more often they are 
tears of joy, for the beautiful girl 
my daughter has grown into, all 
the things she has achieved, the 
opportunities to reach her poten-
tial and the joy she brings to those 
around her.

I was elated when she was ac-
cepted to Emily Follensbee School 
for Grade 1, a school dedicated to 
meeting the needs of society’s most 
medically fragile children.

The school’s sta�  have a capac-
ity for love that I have never before 
seen, allowing Emily to be herself, 
to become fully her own person and 
to feel challenged and, most of all, 
accepted.

If that school was representative 
of society, what an amazing world 
we would be in — all inclusive, no 
separation, just acceptance.

She is now in the TASC program 
at Central Memorial High School, a 
special-education class that allows 
for integration with mainstream 
students.

For her 16th birthday this year, 
two girls from the school came 
to celebrate, the first “normal” 
friends to share in her party.

And, over the years, we discov-
ered that there exist a number of 
exceptional programs in Calgary 
dedicated to enhancing the lives of 
special-needs children. Emily Fol-
lensbee School is a fi ne example, 
including its sensory room that 
stimulates the children and in-
spires them to communicate and 
interact with their environment.

Watsu, a water therapy program, 
allows my daughter the opportu-
nity to dance, to know what it’s like 
to walk, to stretch, to move and be 
active out of her wheelchair.

JB Music’s program inspires her 
to sing, and we now do little duets 
together.

Whispering Equine gives her 
the opportunity to interact with 
horses, laughing while touching 
and feeding the animals that are 
drawn specifi cally to her.

These programs have been as im-
portant to our lives as soccer clubs, 
dance classes and music programs 
are to thousands of other Calgary 
families. Make no mistake, they 
are exceptional programs, but they 
shouldn’t be considered special — 
only as serving the various versions 
of normal family life.

Without these options, I and 
many other parents never would 
have known the children we know. 
We wouldn’t have discovered all 
these special things about our 
children that make them so ex-
ceptional.

The people involved in these pro-
grams are committed to ensuring 
that all children are given the op-
portunity to enjoy their lives to the 
fullest.

My hope is that one day, everyone 
will embrace that ideal as normal.
Postmedia News
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S H A N N O N  L E C L A I R

Nearly one Alberta child out of 
every 100 is classified as having 
special needs.

Numbers collected by Family 
Support for Children with Disabili-
ties, which provides resources and 
support to Alberta’s special-needs 
children, show they have 9,828 cli-
ents.

The numbers have steadily 
climbed since 2011, especially un-
der the autism spectrum category.

Alberta’s reputation as a leader 
in diagnosing and providing ser-
vices to individuals on the autistic 
spectrum, according to Alberta 
Human Services, attracts more 
families with autistic children to 
the province, resulting in the in-
creased numbers.  

Over the past decade, FSCD has 
collected statistics on its clients, 
from birth to age 18, under six 
broad categories: developmen-
tal conditions; physical/motor 
conditions (such as spina bifida); 

mental-health disorders; sensory 
impairments (such as hearing im-
paired); health conditions (such as 
cancer), and unconfirmed condi-
tions.

A more detailed analysis of Al-
bertans with disabilities, from 
birth to age 30, is expected to be 
released soon by the province’s 
Child and Youth Laboratory.

The analysis is part of the lab’s 
“longitudinal project,” which fo-
cuses on understanding the ex-
periences of Alberta children and 

youth as they develop, said Robyn 
Blackadar, president and CEO of 
the Alberta Centre for Child, Fam-
ily and Community Research.

“The focus is service use within 
and across ministries, as it is re-
lated to key indicators and to the 
passage of time,” she said. 

“Studying experiences over sev-
eral years of development adds a 
valuable level of richness to an al-
ready groundbreaking initiative, 
providing detailed insight into the 
factors that help to shape our chil-

dren and youth as they develop.”
As the special-needs communi-

ty continues to grow, the impor-
tance of therapies such as WATSU, 
equine therapy and music therapy, 
all of which help to enrich the lives 
of special-needs children while 
also developing communication 
and other skills, also increases. The 
therapies provide a chance for the 
kids to break free of some of the 
barriers they face in daily life, al-
lowing them to swim, dance, have 
fun and just be a kid.
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Alberta leads way, but more is needed
W I T H O U T  L I M I T S :  K I D S  W I T H  S P E C I A L  N E E D S

J E F F  DY E R
Executive director at Accessible 
Housing
“Homes are foundational. They are 
a base where kids grow, rest and 
dream. Calgary must create homes 
that are adaptable, safe and appro-
priate for growing children and their 
families to help empower and enable 
them instead of confining and isolat-
ing them. Let’s not build another 
accessible playground until every 
child has an appropriate home where 
they can thrive.”

M O N I C A  B U T T
Sister to an adult with special 
needs
“My brother Morgan, who is now 24, 
falls within Autism Spectrum Disor-
der. For my family it has always been 
the kindness that people show to-
ward my brother that stands out and 
makes Calgarians great. My brother 
loves when people talk with him, tell 
him jokes and show genuine happi-
ness to be around him. Accepting 
that children with disabilities behave 
and express themselves differently — 
and showing patience, courtesy and 
kindness to them — is the best thing 
any Calgarian can do!”

M AY O R  NA H E E D  N E N S H I 
“Calgary works best when it works 
for everyone; the success of our 
community is that everyone has 
the opportunity to lead a great life 
right here. That means that children 
with special needs have to have the 
ability to fully participate as citizens, 
whether through universal design in 
city buildings or universal inclusion in 
our thinking.”

A M I E  K I D D L E
Parent to Albert Jucker-Kiddle 
(pictured), 4, who has cerebral 
palsy, cortical visual impairment 
and epilepsy
“Calgary and Alberta have tremen-
dous supports for children with 
disabilities and their families, but they 
are uneven and a maze to navigate for 
families already overwhelmed by the 
many challenges their children’s spe-
cial needs present. At present, families 
access support through Human Ser-
vices, Alberta Health Services, Alberta 
Aids to Daily Living and the Ministry 
of Education, in addition to extended 
health insurance plans, community 
organizations and other supports.  A 
number of organizations try to help 
parents navigate this complex world, 
but I say rather than helping families 
to navigate this system, it is time to 
change the system in order to improve 
outcomes for children and families.”

A N G E L A  M O S C O
Mom to Evan (pictured), a Grade 
4 student with spinal muscular 
atrophy
Mosco believes making sidewalks, 
walkways and crosswalks more ac-
cessible for people in wheelchairs, 
like her son, would make Calgary a 
better place.  “It’s not possible for 
Evan to drive his power wheelchair to 
and from school himself because of 
the lack of consistency in the curbs. 
He wants to be an independent kid 
and go to and from school with his 
friends, but because of the curbs and 
safety issues, we have to drive him 
there and pick him up in our wheel-
chair accessible van.”
Annalise Klingbeil  
and Shannon LeClair

S H A R E  Y O U R  T H O U G H T S :  M A K I N G  C A L G A RY  B E T T E R  F O R  C H I L D R E N  W I T H  S P E C I A L  N E E D S

We asked parents, politicians, academics, and a range of community members one simple question: How can we make Calgary a better place for children with special needs? Read on to discover what 
others think and join the conversation with your own answer, via email at  ReaderContributions@calgaryherald.com  or on Twitter with the hashtag #yycSpecialNeeds

Albert KiddleMorgan and Monica Butt Naheed NenshiJeff Dyer Evan Mosco
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CANADIAN ART STRIKES CHORD
Musicians drive exhibit at Glenbow C1

A N NA L I S E  K L I N G B E I L

When Debbie Newman drives by 
a seven-storey, half-century-old 
hotel on the corner of Edmonton 
Trail and McKnight Boulevard, she 
thinks, “What a waste.”

Except for a handful of movie and 
television shoots, the once bustling 
building — it opened in 1966 as the 
Airliner Motor Hotel and later 
became the Quality Inn — has sat 
empty for more than three years 
as community members and the 
Calgary Drop-in and Rehab Centre 

fight over its future.
“What a waste, when I’ve got cli-

ents every day that are saying ... ‘I 
really need housing. I don’t want to 
stay in shelter forever,’ ” said New-
man, the executive director of the 
drop-in centre.

The centre bought the foreclosed 
hotel in May 2012 for $8 million 
and planned to transform the space 
into desperately needed abodes 
for homeless people in a city chal-
lenged by an alarming shortage of 
affordable housing.

Final ruling looms for 
hotel homeless plan
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Emma Francis, 12, who suffers from Rett Syndrome, relaxes in the pool with Watsu therapist 

Tanya Salwach. The therapy allows kids with disabilities “the freedom to move.” A4

W I T H O U T  L I M I T S :  K I D S  W I T H  S P E C I A L  N E E D S

Out of the wheelchair, dancing in the water

C H R I S T I NA  RYA N

A L I A  D H A R S S I

The economic downturn in Cal-
gary has been accompanied by the 
first dip in public transportation 
ridership in five years, forcing 
Calgary Transit to reduce the fre-
quency of buses on some routes 

that were busier during the boom, 
even as long-term plans for transit 
expansion remain in place.

Until recently, public tran-
sit ridership was surging, with 
110.27 million rides on Calgary’s 
buses and trains in 2014, up from 
82 million in 2005, according to 

estimates by Calgary Transit. 
But that all-time high dropped 
to 109.97 million trips in 2015, 
even though Calgary’s population 
grew to 1.18 million last year from  
1.15 million in 2014.

“As the ridership comes back, we 
don’t want to be behind the 8 ball,  

so the investments you see in new 
services like BRT and LRT are on 
track to catch the next wave of 
growth,” said Doug Morgan, direc-
tor of Calgary Transit. “Where we 
are making adjustments, though, 
is looking at our current service. 

BUS SERVICE CUT AMID DOWNTURN
Expansion plans still in place as ridership declines during daily commutes

S E E  T R A N S I T  O N  A2

S E E  D R O P - I N  C E N T R E  O N  A3
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A N NA L I S E  K L I N G B E I L

In the water, Emma Francis can 
dance.

The twelve-year-old experiences 
a freedom she can’t experience on 
land when she’s in a swimming 
pool with aquatic therapist Tanya 
Salwach.

Emma’s wheelchair is left in the 
change room. The warm water loos-
ens her stressed muscles. The sense 
of weightlessness allows Emma to 
unwind as Salwach moves, cradles, 
rocks and stretches Emma’s tiny, 
tense body.

“Emma is a water angel,” Salwach 
said of the young girl who has Rett 
Syndrome, a neurological disorder 
that almost exclusively affects girls.

“In the water, I’m able to dance 
with her. It’s the only time kids 
(such as Emma) have a chance to 
dance because they’re not bound 
by their wheelchairs.”

For one hour every week, Emma 
attends Watsu, a gentle form of 
body therapy that combines mus-
cle stretching and massage in 35 C 
water.

In the same way other children 
look forward to after-school activi-
ties such as soccer or music lessons, 
Emma loves donning her pink 
swimsuit and attending Watsu.

“It’s the one hour a week when 
Emma is totally relaxed,” said her 
mom, Pamela Francis. “She’s not 
fighting with her body. She’s not 
frustrated. She’s relaxed, she’s 
happy, she’s having fun.”

Emma isn’t the only one enjoying 
her Watsu therapy. Salwach smiles 
as she cradles Emma in the warm 
water and moves her body.

“In the water, I’m able to hold 
(children like Emma) and let them 
move, let them dance, let them be 
free and let them experience move-
ment that they can’t with gravity,” 
Salwach said. “The only place you 
can do that other than the moon 
is going to be in the water, where 
they are weightless and they have 
the freedom to move without pain 
and struggle.”

Being a Watsu practitioner is 
much more than just a job for Sal-
wach, who takes immense pride in 
her work with kids such as Emma.

“I couldn’t have children of my 
own and so I had to redefine ‘Mom,’ ” 
she said. “I had to redefine what 
that was for me, and when I hold 
these kids and know that I’m mak-
ing a one-hour difference in their 
life a week, it’s a way that I can fulfil 
that maternal instinct.”

Since she was a child, Salwach has 
been drawn to people with disabili-
ties.

“They’ve never intimidated me. 
I’ve never drawn back. I’ve never 
stared. I’ve just always wanted to 
get in there and help, and give them 
as much joy as I can,” she said.

Emma can’t walk unaided or talk, 
but she uses smiles and facial ex-
pressions to communicate.

Like most children with Rett 
Syndrome, Emma initially devel-
oped normally and met typical 
baby milestones. As an infant, she 
said words such as ham and mom, 
used her hands to pick up toys and 
scooted around on her backside.

But, as is typical with the disor-
der, Emma’s development started 
to regress before she turned two. 
Her father, a stay-at-home dad, 
watched helplessly as his toddler 

lost skills she had mastered, such 
as catching a ball.

“You don’t know what’s going on 
and it’s terrifying,” said Emma’s 
dad, David Francis.

“You’ve got this healthy little girl 
and, all of a sudden, things start to 
go sideways, some if it fairly quick-
ly,” he said. “She was starting to get 
a few words and then all of a sudden 
it was like a tap slowly being turned 
off. You could just see her abilities 
kind of going away and shrinking.”

Emma was diagnosed with Rett 
Syndrome when she was nearly 
two. Today, she is locked in a body 
that doesn’t work, but remains a 
social, smart and happy child.

“What most people don’t un-
derstand about Rett Syndrome is 
there’s nothing wrong with Emma’s 
mind,” said her mom.

“She’s a smart little girl. She’s in 
a body that won’t co-operate. The 
connections aren’t there, but she’s 
full of love and joy.”

Emma loves going to school at 
Emily Follensbee — a Calgary Board 
of Education school dedicated to 
students with special needs — and 
spending time with her parents and 
eight-year-old brother, Noah. 

She sits in a special trailer when 
her family goes on bike rides, and is 
pushed in a specialized stroller on 
visits to the park or mall.

“We don’t think of Emma as 
disabled,” said Pamela. “Emma is 
Emma. We don’t focus on the symp-
toms, we just focus on her abilities, 
what she can do, because she enjoys 
so much.”

In the years since she was diag-
nosed a decade ago, Emma has been 
exposed to a variety of therapies.

Today, weekly after-school Wat-
su, music therapy and conductive 
education sessions allow the tween 
a chance to experience a variety of 
activities like any kid her age, while 
improving her communication and 
physical abilities.

“(The therapies) are her extra-
curricular activities,” said Pamela. 
“She can’t play soccer, she can’t play 
baseball, she can’t go to swimming 
lessons but she can do all these 
things, and while she’s working 

hard and doing therapy she’s having 
the time of her life. She just loves it. 
It’s a key part of our life.”

Therapy also allows Emma a 
chance to see familiar faces and 
create friendships, something 
that doesn’t always come easily. 
“With her disability, it’s very dif-
ficult for her to make friends and 
to have friends ... She can’t go run-
ning around with them. She can’t 
talk with them, so sometimes their 
interest is short lived,” David said.

Emma especially enjoys her 
weekly water therapy session with 
Salwach.

Performing subtle manoeuvres 
on tense bodies in warm water 
brings joy to Salwach and, more 
importantly, the children she works 
with, such as Emma.

Salwach views Watsu as an hour-
long respite for children with spe-
cial needs, where achy limbs can 
feel free and young minds can re-
lax in a way they don’t outside the 
water.

“The aquatic therapy is incred-
ible for these kids,” Salwach said. 

“They don’t get that kind of free-
dom on land.”
AKlingbeil@postmedia.com
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‘IT LETS THEM BE FREE’
Water therapy allows children with disabilities to move, dance without gravity

Twelve-year-old Emma Francis, who suffers from Rett Syndrome, enjoys a “chance to dance” in the pool with her Watsu therapist Tanya Salwach.  P H O T O S :  C H R I S T I NA  RYA N

David and Pamela Francis push their daughter Emma Francis, 12, as their 
son Noah, 8, walks beside them. Emma loves spending time with her family. 

We asked parents, politicians, academics and a range of community members one simple 

question: How can we make a better Calgary for children with special needs? Read on to 

discover what others think and join the conversation with your own answer via email at 

ReaderContributions@calgaryherald.com or on Twitter with the hashtag #yycSpecialNeeds

Without Limits: Your Say

TA R I N  A R N D T, 
D EV E L O P M E N TA L  A I D E
We can give children with dis-
abilities a better Calgary by 
interacting with them like the 
child they are.

Inclusion, adaptability and 
acceptance does wonders for any 
child regardless of their cognitive 
or physical disability.

They are simply children, and 
that is a wonderful thing in itself!

We can make a better Calgary 
for children with special needs by 
creating, maintaining and valuing 
inclusive practices and oppor-
tunities for education and social 
participation.

As these children grow into 
adults, the same practices and 
opportunities should be upheld 
for employment.

Z E I NA  Z A H E D,  W H O S E 
S O N,  M A R K  SWA I DA N  I S 
A  S T U D E N T  AT  E M I LY 
F O L L E N S B E E  S C H O O L
I wish each mall, or any type of 
facility in Calgary, could have 
a special cart for special-needs 
kids that is suitable for each kid 
whatever his/her medical condi-
tion is, and to make this service 
accessible and convenient.

Adjust most playgrounds and 
wading pools to be convenient for 
special-needs kids.

I wish handicapped parking 
stalls could be more convenient 
in location, due to people being 
inconsiderate of the uniqueness 
of this stall.

Daycares inside leisure facili-
ties and recreation centres that 
have staff trained to care for 
special-needs kids.

Also, if the city of Calgary could 
have services around the city 
designed for special needs.

Lastly, fully wheelchair acces-
sible theatres, such as in Telus 
Spark, where once I took my kid 
but had to carry him down the 
stairs. 

E A S T E R  S E A L S  A L B E RTA
We can make a better Calgary 
for children with special needs 
by seeing the ‘ability’ versus the 
‘disability’ in children with dis-
abilities and special needs, and 
by ensuring that children with 
special needs have an opportunity 
to attend summer camp and other 
recreational and leisure activities.

We can make it better by 
increasing accessible housing and 
by increasing accessible trans-
portation. The costs for making a 
vehicle accessible can be upwards 
of $60,000 to $80,000 in addition 
to the cost of the vehicle.

Including children with special 
needs in the classroom would 
also go a long way toward mak-
ing things better for a child with 
special needs.

There should also be educa-
tion and services provided to 
all children, and adults, on how 
to interact with people who are 
living with a disability or special 
needs, and education on how to 
be understanding and compas-
sionate for everyone living in their 
community.

A N DY  H I T C H C O C K ,  FAT H E R 
T O  C A L E B,  W H O  I S  S I X 
A N D  WA S  B O R N  W I T H 
A  C O N D I T I O N  C A L L E D 
P O LY M I C R O GY R I A
As a parent to a child living with 
a disability, if every community 
had a playground equipped with 
special-needs swings, that would 
make a huge difference.

(My son) Caleb loves to swing 
but currently there is no option 
to do so outside with other chil-
dren that play at the playground.
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A common question from parents 
of students in Joi Weir’s junior-
high class is whether their child is 
making friends.

The answer is usually no.
The special-education teacher 

knows that’s not what parents want 
to hear, but in a school designed to 
meet the needs of society’s most 
medically fragile children, it is far 
more common for students to form 
bonds with nurses, educational as-
sistants, therapists and teachers, 
rather than their peers.

Which makes what Weir has wit-
nessed this school year between a 
few teenage girls even more spe-
cial. The teens like to leave their 
classroom with help from an aide 
and relax across the hall in a dark 
playroom equipped with special 
lights, sounds and a cushioned 
floor and walls. Inside the quiet 
room, the girls will lie near each 
other, crawl across one another, 
roll around and just share each 
other’s company.

“They like to hang out like junior-
high girls do,” Weir said. “It’s so 
great that they’re forming friend-
ships. It might not be friendships 
that we traditionally think of, but 
they’re forming bonds there.”

Weir is a teacher at Emily Fol-
lensbee School, where traditional 
assumptions about school are off 
the table. Many students can’t walk 
or talk. Instead of gangs of girls gos-
siping in corridors between classes, 
the hallways are lined with elabo-
rate wheelchairs. Aides push stu-
dents on specially designed trikes 
and bikes through the school’s 
sunny atrium to a swimming pool 
inside the building.

Classrooms contain changing 
tables and bright charts depicting 
the weather and days of the week.

Class sizes average eight stu-
dents and instead of math, science 
or social studies, students learn 
“maintenance of physical status” 
and daily living skills. The Calgary 
Board of Education school serves 
88 students — ranging in age from 
toddlers to teens — with multiple, 
complex learning needs, including 
cognitive and physical disabilities.

At the southwest school over-
looking the Elbow River, classes 
regularly venture into the sur-
rounding sprawling parkland to 
absorb nature.

But inside, a favourite hideaway 
for students and staff is the small, 
dark, windowless sensory room. 
The space includes an area with 
specialized light and sound equip-
ment, and an adjoining soft play-
room where Weir has delighted in 
watching friendships form.

The room inspires students to in-
teract with their environment and 
helps their personalities emerge. 
First developed in the 1970s in the 
Netherlands, a sensory room offers 
both stimulation and relaxation to 
children — and adults — with dis-
abilities by using lighting effects, 
tactile surfaces and sounds to ex-
cite the senses.

Teachers and aides learn quickly 
what part of the room each stu-
dent likes best by observing facial 
expressions and body language. 
Some kids are drawn to the fibre-
optic lights, others want to touch 
the bubble tube. Some students 
just want to hang out and snuggle, 
while others love the carpet that 
plays music.

Nick van Roijen, an 11-year-old 
who is blind and unable to walk or 
speak, is hoisted from a sling by 
two staff members and placed on 
a platform that gently shakes. As 
his body rocks back and forth, a 
smile spreads across the boy’s face.

Nearby, 13-year-old Cally Burt 
makes a beeline for a mirror on 
the wall, where she lingers, admir-
ing her reflection. Eventually, she 
turns her interest to a tall bubble 
tube that changes colours when 
she slaps buttons on a large por-
table box. When an educational as-
sistant wraps a handful of colourful 
fibre-optic lights around the girl’s 
arms, her contagious giggles break 
the room’s silence.

It’s a typical afternoon in the sen-
sory room.

Marion McDonald, an educa-
tional assistant at the school, has 
seen countless transformations of 
students in the magical space over 
more than a decade at the school.

“The kids that are tense and don’t 
relax anywhere else, relax (in the 
sensory room). Or, you can have kids 
that you don’t really get a reaction 
from them until you put them in the 
sensory room, and all of a sudden 
they’re looking around and aware, 
and you get a reaction,” she says.

That reaction — be it a giggle, a 
smile, eye contact or vocalization 
— is a treasured reward for the tire-

less work of McDonald and her col-
leagues.

Coping with the daily physical 
demands and mental stresses is 
part of the job description for the 
teachers, nurses and educational 
assistants at the school.

“It’s not for everybody. Either 
you love it here or you don’t. Either 
you can cope with it or you can’t,” 
McDonald says.

Children are sent home with 
letters regarding the death of a 
schoolmate several times a year — 
one mother counted 37 funeral no-
tices in the nine years her daughter 
attended the school.

“It’s really hard, but it’s part of 
working here,” Weir says.

McDonald remembers one boy 
who left school on a Friday with a 
note to his mom detailing what an 
amazing day he had. He didn’t wake 
up the next day.

“That one really bothered me. 
One day they’re here and the next 
day they’re gone,” she says.

Both Weir and McDonald main-
tain that despite those harsh reali-
ties facing the students, parents 
and staff who make up the Emily 

Follensbee family, working with 
these kids and the sense of com-
munity at the school brings im-
measurable rewards and joy.

Staff relish the time spent build-
ing relationships with students, 
something many longed for in 
previous teaching jobs in more 
traditional environments. And 
they marvel at the lessons students 
teach them.

Helping kids master a new skill 
— something as simple as keeping a 
spoon in a bowl instead of throwing 
it — even if it takes days or months, 
teaches staff to never give up. Be-
ing surrounded by students who’ve 
endured countless surgeries and 
hospital stays reminds staff not to 
complain about the little things. 
And observing girls admire their 
reflection in a mirror or find plea-
sure in just hanging out together 
shows staff that teenagers are teen-
agers, no matter what.

“I hate it when people say, ‘It 
must be hard,’” Weir says.

“These kids are not unhappy. 
They’re happy and this is a happy 
place, and all you have to do is walk 
in the door and you can see that.”
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SOLACE FOR 
THE SENSES
Pupils at Emily Follensbee School find comfort in ‘happy place’

Thirteen-year-old Cally Burt explores the sensory room, which includes a bubble tube. Class sizes at Emily  
Follensbee School average eight students and instead of math or science, children learn daily living skills. 

Cally Burt, 13, is a student at Emily Follensbee School, a school that has programs for children with multiple, complex learning needs. Cally explores the sensory room with Kaitlin Schellenberg, 
an educational assistant, which includes strands of fibre optic like lights that children can explore to help them communicate.  P H O T O S :  C H R I S T I NA  RYA N
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For more content related to 
this series, go to  
calgaryherald.com/ 
specialneeds

 ■ Watch a full-length 
documentary, Life with Emily, 
featuring Calgary photojour-
nalist Christina Ryan as she 
shares the joys and struggles 
of raising a child with special 
needs.

 ■ View four short videos on 
leading-edge therapies for 
children with special needs.

 ■ Read all the content from 
this five-part series, being 
published in print from March 
19 to March 24.

 ■ View exclusive photo  
galleries.

 ■ Share your thoughts and 
answer this question: How 
can we make a better Calgary 
for children with special 
needs?

M O R E 
A B O U T  T H I S 
S E R I E S

It’s not for  

everybody.  

Either you 

love it here  

or you don’t. 
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A pink-haired teenager painted 
two pictures on the side of her mas-
sive, living canvas. 

First, the girl drew a picture of a 
broken heart and a horse. Then, she 
used the paint to sketch a person 
and a full heart.

Tears welled in her eyes when it 
came time to share with her peers 
the artwork she had created on a 
horse on the final day of a weeks-
long therapy program. 

The girl said she was dealing with 
difficult issues at home and had 
arrived at the first session with a 
broken heart. But building a rela-
tionship with the animal had made 
her feel whole again.

In that moment, horse therapist 
Carrie Watson knew she had made 
the right decision. Quitting her 
teaching job in 2012 and moving to 
the country to follow her dreams 
of opening a specialized wellness 
business wasn’t an easy decision.

Leaving a secure profession she’d 
enjoyed for a decade to introduce 
Albertans to the little-known field 
of equine-assisted therapy was a 
risk, but one Watson strongly be-
lieved in. And when she heard from 
students, including the pink-haired 
girl who opened up during that fi-
nal exercise, Watson knew she was 
doing important work. She and her 
horses were changing lives.

For as long as Watson can remem-
ber, the native Calgarian has been 
drawn to horses. 

As a young girl, she belonged to 
a pony club and volunteered at the 
Fish Creek trail riding stable.

When she faced personal chal-
lenges as an adult, Watson found 
solace in the gentle giants she 
boarded on land 40 minutes from 
her city home. 

The times she felt physically sick, 
achy and miserable, she found her 
symptoms disappeared when she 
was with her horses. She credits 
time spent with the animals for her 
character and confidence.

Horses were Watson’s stress re-
lief and she wanted others to expe-
rience their healing powers.

“There’s just something about 
them. They’re soothing to the soul.”

She knew she wasn’t alone.
She had long taken pleasure from 

watching her cousin, Jenny, who 
has multiple disabilities, benefit 
from contact with horses and felt a 
growing desire to give other people 
with special needs the same oppor-
tunity.

After quitting her teaching job, 
Watson embarked on a year-long 
training and certification process 
with Equine Facilitated Wellness 
Canada. Armed with dual certifica-
tion (both as an equine professional 
and an equine facilitated learning 
professional) Watson opened Whis-
pering Equine in 2013 on land near 
De Winton, just south of Calgary.

Watson and her team of 12 ani-
mals work with a range of clients 
with such varied afflictions as de-
pression, anxiety, eating disorders, 
post-traumatic stress, ADHD and 
developmental disabilities, and 
those who’ve suffered sexual, phys-
ical or emotional abuse.

She teaches private sessions for 
both adults and teens, in addition to 
running group programs for junior 
and senior high school students. 
Her teenage clients tend to be re-
ferred by therapists, school boards, 
health professionals or parents.

Watson considers her horses her 
co-workers and practices Reiki — a 
healing technique that uses touch 
to activate natural healing process-
es and restore physical and emo-
tional well-being — so her animals 
don’t burn out.

“When our horses work with 
people that are struggling inside, 
whether it’s a physical disability or 
a mental illness, the horses, to stay 
calm and present with them, can 
take on their negative energies,” 
she said. The healing technique 
helps the horses release that nega-
tive energy.

Her facility includes sprawling 
outdoor fields and a brand-new 
large barn, made possible with sup-
port from Watson’s aunt and uncle, 
who own the land and believe in her 
mission. The couple’s 35-year-old 
daughter (Watson’s cousin), Jenny 
Seth, suffers from hypo cephalic 
cyst condition, similar to cerebral 
palsy, and communicates through 
sign language.

Though she’s allergic to horses, 
Jenny loves the animals. 

Her family members, including 
mom Lorraine Seth, find joy in 
watching Jenny ride, touch and 
interact with the towering crea-
tures. “(On a horse) she can move 
the way we all move rather than 
having trouble with mobility on the 
ground,” said Lorraine Seth.

Watching her niece at work with 
clients has given her a new perspec-
tive on the animals she’s always 
loved.

“(Horses) just don’t judge,” said 
Lorraine Seth, who has spent her 
entire life around horses.

“They’re just so honest with that 
person. If they like you and they 
walk up to you and they want to be 

with you, they don’t care whether 
you don’t walk well, or you can’t 
hear like Jenny, or speak ... The 
horses are amazing. They sense all 
these things and they know who 
needs what.”

In fact, the horses freely select 
which clients they work with. 

“We go out to the herd and the 
horses will actually come out to the 
person that they want to be with.”

In a recent session with a school 
group, Watson watched a restless 
horse bond with a boy who had  
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity 
Disorder. The typically level-head-
ed horse wouldn’t stand still and 
wasn’t listening.

“The horse was just testing him 
and testing him,” Watson said. 
Though clearly frustrated, the 
determined boy worked with the 
horse and, together, they success-
fully completed a series of exercis-
es. At the end of the session when 
students were asked what they 
learned, the boy said, “Patience.”

“For an ADHD boy to have self-
acknowledgment of that is huge,” 
Watson said. “That he had worked 
through that frustration with (the 
horse), it was pretty powerful.”

It’s moments like this that con-
firm Watson’s mission.

She says students referred to the 
program often show up at the first 
session with their arms crossed, 
eyes focused on the ground and an 
aversion to communicating. 

That all changes when they are 
introduced to a horse.

“The moment they get to touch 
and pet the horses, you can see the 
shell come off a little bit,” Watson 
said. “The more they come back, 
you’ll see them start to walk in front 
of their parents ... You can just see 
that they’re more engaged and that 
they’re wanting to come and they 

start asking how the horse is doing 
and stuff like that. They genuinely 
want to come and be there.”

Watson believes that’s because 
horses live in the present moment. 

They are trusting beings that of-
fer comfort, cuddle and calm, de-
spite their daunting size. 

“They don’t care what your social 
economic status is, who you are or 
what you’ve done,” Watson said. 

“They just care how you are with 
them at that moment.”
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HORSES ‘SOOTHING TO THE SOUL’
Equine-assisted therapy rids negative energy for those with varied afflictions 

Jenny Seth, 35, feels a special connection to horses, especially Diva, at 
Whispering Equine. Jenny suffers from hypo cephalic cyst condition, which 
is similar to cerebral palsy.

For more content  
related to this series,  
go to calgaryherald.com/ 
specialneeds

 ■ Watch a full-length 
documentary, Life with Emily, 
featuring Calgary photojour-
nalist Christina Ryan as she 
shares the joys and struggles 
of raising a child with special 
needs.

 ■ View four short videos on 
leading-edge therapies for 
children with special needs.

 ■ Read all the content from 
this five-part series, being 
published in print from  
March 19 to March 24.

 ■ View exclusive photo  
galleries.

 ■ Share your thoughts and 
answer this question: How 
can we make a better Calgary 
for children with special 
needs?

M O R E 
A B O U T  T H I S 
S E R I E S

Without Limits: Your Say

J.  H A R R I S ,  PA R E N T  O F  
A  C H I L D  ( P I C T U R E D )  
W I T H  R E T T  SY N D R O M E 
I have to say that coming from 
the Toronto area almost three 
years ago now, Calgary is pretty 
awesome. However, if I had to 
pick just one improvement it 
would be to have after-school 
daycare facilities available for 
children with special needs, 
which would allow both parents 
the option to work with reliable 
and consistent child care in place.  

M I L E NA  M E N E G H E T T I , 
PA R E N T  O F  A  T E E N  
W I T H  D OW N  SY N D R O M E , 
A N D  P R OV I N C I A L  PA R E N T 
A DV I S O RY  C O M M I T T E E 
M E M B E R
At the end of the day, each and 
every one of us want to belong. 
We belong when we are included. 
Included in our school, in our 
recreational facilities and pro-
grams and in our communities. 
The more we focus on people as 
individuals with their own needs, 
challenges, wants and prefer-
ences, the closer we’ll get to a 
fully inclusive city that other cit-
ies will want to emulate — where 
everyone belongs.

J OY  B OW E N- E Y R E ,  C H A I R , 
C B E  B O A R D  O F  T RU S T E E S
We can make a better Calgary  
for children with special needs  
by removing barriers to access  
for the supports they need,  
letting kids focus on being kids.

L I N DA  M O U L D,  M O M  T O 
A I D E N  ( P I C T U R E D )  W H O 
H A S  C E R E B R A L  PA L SY
I believe the city needs to im-
prove child-care options, before- 
and after-school care in home 
with less paperwork for FSCD 
(Family Support for Children 
with Disabilities).

D R .  B O N N I E  L A S H EW I C Z , 
C U M M I N G  S C H O O L  
O F  M E D I C I N E
A better Calgary is an inclusive 
Calgary, which is about aware-
ness and comfort with difference. 
If you see someone acting out 
and you’re in a hurry, keep mov-
ing without staring. If you’re not 
in a hurry, do supportive things 
— be calm, give the person space, 
move things out of the way so no 
one gets hurt, help the person 
get what they need to feel better. 
Look out for people without  
making much fuss.

We asked parents, politicians, academics and a range of community members one simple question: How can we make a 

better Calgary for children with special needs? Read on to discover what others think and join the conversation with your 

own answer, via email at ReaderContributions@calgaryherald.com or on Twitter with the hashtag #yycSpecialNeeds

Whispering Equine founder Carrie Watson is surrounded by two of her equine therapists. The horses help promote 
human growth and development. “They’re soothing to the soul,” says Watson.   P H O T O S :  C H R I S T I NA  RYA N
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Dylan Whitley, 16, a blind, autistic musical prodigy has developed his remarkable talents thanks to weekly sessions 

with JB Music and therapist Max Wood. The program helps Calgary clients from the ages of two months to 106. A8
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A N NA L I S E  K L I N G B E I L

A breakdown of infrastructure 
spending in the federal budget 
reveals more than $450 million 
earmarked for public transit and 
infrastructure projects across Al-
berta, an amount welcomed by the 
province’s infrastructure minister 
but called disappointing by the 
Wildrose official Opposition.

In Tuesday’s budget, the federal 
Liberals allocated $347.2 million 
over three years for public transit 
infrastructure in Alberta, from a 
new fund that is based on ridership 
and designated to municipalities.

In addition to the transit dollars, 

the budget proposes to invest up 
to $115.5 million on infrastructure 
projects in the province, as part of 
a $3.4-billion investment over the 
next five years designated to main-
tain and upgrade federal infrastruc-
ture assets. The fiscal document 
would also reallocate $30 million 
over two years for federally admin-
istered social housing providers to 
maintain rent-geared-to-income, 
or subsidized housing, in Alberta.

Alberta Infrastructure and 
Transportation Minister Brian 
Mason said he was “very pleased” 
with the infrastructure funds the 
province is set to receive.

Budget targets millions  
to Alberta transit projects

S E E  B U D G E T  O N  A4

B I L L  K AU F M A N N

The province is failing to help cover 
the costs of integrating hundreds 
of Syrian refugee students, the 
head of Calgary’s public school 
board said Wednesday.

Since they first enrolled in Janu-
ary, the bill to accommodate about 
430 students has reached $3 mil-
lion — with no concrete indication 
from the NDP government on when 
the extra costs will be paid, said Joy 
Bowen-Eyre, chair of the Calgary 

Board of Education.
“We’re disappointed and frustrat-

ed,” Bowen-Eyre said Wednesday.
“The number of students we’ve 

received is the size of a small el-
ementary school, so the costs are 
quite significant, and we’re getting 
more students every day.”

Due to language barriers and 
the emotional trauma suffered by 
many of the students who’ve fled 
war-ravaged lands, the costs are 

higher, she said.
“Because of these needs and their 

complexity, we’ve added special 
classes,” said Bowen-Eyre.

“If you’re going to ensure a not 
just adequate but great education 
system, resources have to be pro-
vided.”

Part of that process includes an 
intake centre in Kingsland where 
students’ needs are assessed.

Refugee costs strain schools
CBE ‘frustrated’ with lack of 
provincial help as bills hit $3M
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ANNALISE KLINGBEIL

Dylan Whitley quickly progressed 
from pounding on pots and pans 
to perfectly playing tunes on a toy 
piano.

By the age of three, the autistic 
and blind boy could play a piece of 
music within minutes of hearing it 
for the first time.

Over time, a real keyboard re-
placed the play one. An obsession 
for radio jingles developed. And, as 
his love of music remained a con-
stant, Dylan honed his talents and 
learned key life skills in weekly mu-
sic therapy sessions.

The teenager remembers the feel-
ing during his first lesson with Cal-
gary-based JB Music Therapy, in his 
home when he was a preschooler. 
“You should have seen my energy 
just go way up,” he said. “Not the en-
ergy you get when you first eat and 
have a big sugar rush, but 10 times.”

That feeling hasn’t faded over the 
years for the boy born with a rare 
disorder called septo-optic dyspla-
sia. As a young child, excess noise 
— such as the sound of applause 
on television — would have Dylan 
banging his head on the floor and 
sobbing. 

His mom credits years of music 
and behaviour therapy with shap-
ing Dylan into who he is today. 

“He’s an interesting guy,” his 
mom, Judy Whitley, said. 

“He’s funny. He’s quirky. He loves 
the ladies.”

In addition to the ladies, Dylan, 
16, loves Timbits (the bite-sized 
morsels of quintessentially Cana-
dian doughnuts) and music. 

“When I’m composing stuff ... it’s 
like all sense of time just vanishes,” 
said Dylan. He especially enjoys 
creating tunes with his keyboard 
and a computer program, and can 
recite radio jingles from across the 
country with ease.

Judy often determines her son’s 
mood by what type of music she 
hears coming from the digital pia-
no in his bedroom. One day it might 
be Mozart, the next hip-hop. 

“Music is where Dylan shines. It’s 
where he is the best of the best,” 
said Judy. “He has learned through 
JB Music about expressing his feel-
ings through music.”

There are 650 certified music 
therapists across Canada who use 
music to enhance the physical, emo-
tional and spiritual health of clients 
of all ages — from kids like Dylan 
who have special needs, to seniors 

with dementia, adults with mental 
illness or babies and their parents.

Over the past 25 years, JB Mu-
sic Therapy in Calgary has grown 
to an operation that serves 1,600 
clients a week at schools, hospital 
bedsides, long-term-care facilities 
and private homes. The organiza-
tion’s youngest client is two months 
old and the eldest is 106.

“Music, as a therapy, works be-
cause it connects on a physiologi-
cal level and also creates emotional 
triggers and cognitive triggers for 
us,” said Shannon Robinson, the 
company’s vice-president. 

“Music that we like can increase 
the release of dopamine and sero-
tonin, which are happy, good-feel-
ing hormones, and then that just 
makes us feel better. It motivates 
us. It creates more structure, more 
satisfaction in our lives.”

Clients are as diverse as the skills 
they gain. Dylan has learned to take 

turns, compromise and express 
feelings — skills that haven’t always 
come easily. More than a decade af-
ter he was first introduced to music 
therapy, Dylan still attends weekly 
sessions. 

A typical lesson today sees Dylan 
and his therapist collaborate, dis-
cuss ideas, sing and play instru-
ments together. 

“Music is just part of (Dylan’s) be-
ing, so to facilitate a session with 
him means you have to support 
where he’s at musically, but you 
also ... have to give him the space to 
be really creative,” Robinson said.

No two hours are alike for mu-
sic therapists. Some clients can’t 
speak; others have limited mobility 
and are in hospital beds or wheel-
chairs.

Clients include Emily Pitchers, a 
teen who bobs her ponytailed head 
to a catchy pop song during a music 
therapy session in her family’s Cal-

gary home. “Can’t stop, won’t stop 
moving,” Catherine Mitchell, an 
accredited music therapist, sings 
while strumming her guitar. “Em-
ily’s going to shake, shake it off ... 
Let’s shake, shake, shake, shake.”

The 16-year-old sits in her wheel-
chair, giggles in delight, and shakes 
and moves to the music. 

Emily has numerous medical 
conditions, including Down syn-
drome and epilepsy. 

She doesn’t talk or walk, but for 
this one hour each week, her medi-
cal issues take a back seat.

“In her music therapy session, 
(Emily) is just a kid that likes mu-
sic,” said Mitchell. “She’s allowed 
to totally be herself and have her 
funny personality, and laugh and 
smile and play the instruments. 
Music therapy is about having a 
great time while you’re doing the 
therapy or the task.”

Emily typically dislikes reach-

ing for objects, grasping items and 
moving her limbs, but in her weekly 
music therapy lessons, her persis-
tent teacher gently, and patiently, 
encourages her to complete these 
tasks. Emily lifts her leg to kick 
an ocean drum. She reaches for a 
thunder tube. And she strums her 
teacher’s guitar.

“Usually, when you’re laughing 
and having a great time, you for-
get that it’s work, as well,” Mitchell 
said.

At its core, that’s what music 
therapy is all about. Mitchell uses 
music to motivate clients like Em-
ily and improve their quality of life. 

When clients start working with 
JB Music Therapy, a wellness as-
sessment is used to set goals for 
the sessions that can translate into 
day-to-day life. 

Emily’s goals include grasping a 
mallet at least five times per les-
son and using picture cards to make 
instrument choices — grasping and 
making decisions are both skills 
she relies on in the real world.

Goals change as a client masters 
a skill, or as a child, like Dylan, gets 
older. His mom finds the sessions 
so helpful, she wishes she had the 
funds to send her child twice a 
week. 

“He just grows so much with it,” 
she said.

Dylan describes playing music as 
“energizing, just plain energizing,” 
a feeling that many music thera-
pists confirm is common among 
clients.

“I love the clients. I love that ev-
ery day is different. I love that a lot 
of these clients, they just show you 
the beauty in life,” said music ther-
apist Mitchell. “Working on skills 
that are going to help the client in 
their everyday life is so satisfying.”
AKlingbeil@postmedia.com

THE REAL HEALING 
POWER OF MUSIC

Emily Pitchers plucks the strings as she enjoys interaction at her home with therapist Catherine Mitchell.  P H O T O S :  C H R I S T I NA  RYA N

Judy Whitley shares a bonding moment with her son Dylan before music therapy in their home. Dylan, 16, is a  
blind musical genius born with a rare disorder called septo-optic dysplasia. Dylan loves creating tunes.

W I T H O U T  L I M I T S :  K I D S  W I T H  S P E C I A L  N E E D S

For more content related  
to this series, go to calgary-
herald.com/specialneeds

 ■ Watch a full-length 
documentary, Life with Emily, 
featuring Calgary photojour-
nalist Christina Ryan as she 
shares the joys and struggles 
of raising a child with special 
needs.

 ■ View four short videos on 
leading-edge therapies for 
children with special needs.

 ■ Read all the content from 
this five-part series, being 
published in print from  
March 19 to March 24.

 ■ View exclusive photo  
galleries.

 ■ Share your thoughts and 
answer this question: How 
can we make a better Calgary 
for children with special 
needs?

M O R E 
A B O U T  T H I S 
S E R I E S

Calgary’s JB Music among hundreds of music therapists across 
Canada enhancing physical and emotional health of clients


