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CHAPTER 47

ACTIVITY:

CHILDREN WHO HAVE DIFFICULTY UNDERSTANDING
In many communities, a child who is mentally slow, has an especially difficult time.
Other children may make fun of him for not being as quick as they are, or for not being
able to understand, follow, or remember things as easily as they can. They may not
realize that this child has the same need for friendship, play, and respect as they do.
This activity is designed to help children gain more appreciation of both the needs
and possibilities of the child who is mentally slow. They will explore possible ways
to help the child to feel a part of their group, and to learn new things at his or her
own speed.

Talk with the children
You may want to start the activity by asking the children questions such as:
• Do you know a child who doesn’t seem to understand or remember things as
well as others her age?
• Does this child play much with other children?
• How do other children treat this child?
• How do you think it would feel if you had a similar difficulty?

Games and activities
Begin with games and activities that help the children discover what it may feel like
to have difficulty understanding, and to be unfairly blamed for that difficulty. Then the
children can look for ways to help a person learn that are easier, friendlier, and more
effective.
A GAME TO START WITH: ‘ENGLEFLIP’
(‘Engleflip’ is a nonsense word, but let us pretend that it means ‘Stand up’.)
Ask one child in the
group to ‘engleflip’.

Say it louder.
Get angry.

Ask several other children.

After the activity, discuss...
• How did you feel when you could
not understand the teacher?
Now help
the children
understand what
you mean by
showing them,
assisting them,
or gently
explaining.
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• Was it right for the teacher to get
angry? Did it help?

• Did the teacher finally do it
better? In what ways?

• In what ways might your difficulty
with ‘engleflip’ be similar to that
of a child who
has trouble understanding things?

CHILD-to-child

Role playing
You can also use role plays or skits to explore the difficulties of a child who does
not understand, and how to help him understand. For example:
Ask 5 children to put on the role play.
They can pretend to be
cleaning house. But before
they start, ask one child to
go out of the room. Tell the
other 4 that after they have
cleaned for awhile, they
should turn to the 5th child
and say, “Blah, blah, blah,
blah.” Tell the 4 children that
this means, “Go get some
water!’ But the 5th child will
not know this.
Tell the 4 children to
keep saying the words,
and then to add other
ways to help the 5th child
understand.
The 5th child comes back
and they begin.
Divide the class in groups of 5 (or more) and repeat the game. Have the children
think of different situations and different meanings for “Blah, blah, blah, blah.”
Afterwards, discuss with the whole class:
•
•
•
•

How did the child feel who did not understand?
How did the others feel?
What did the others do to help the child understand?
What else could they have done?

Follow-up activity: Write or tell a story
The story might begin by one child waking up one morning and not understanding
anything anyone says.
Each child in the class writes or tells the rest of the
story in his and her own way. Invite them to draw
pictures with their stories.
Ask the children to include in their stories ideas
for helping the child understand.
This activity could be done in a language or
writing class. After they have written the stories,
the children can read them to classes of younger
children.
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CHAPTER 47

Memory
It is important that the children also realize the importance of remembering things
and the difficulties of a child who has an especially hard time remembering. Then they
can try to find ways to help that child remember things more easily.
MEMORY GAME #1
Ask the children to do many
things, one after the other.
Say the list of things in one
sentence, very quickly. Do not
wait for the children to do each
thing before you say the next.
If the children cannot
remember all the things, repeat
the list louder, but just as
fast.
Now do it differently. Say
each thing slowly, and wait
until they do one thing before you
go on to the next.

MEMORY GAME #2
Place 14 different things
on a table where the
children can see them. Let
them look at them while
you count to 30. Then cover
them with a cloth and take
7 things away. Remove the
cloth. Have the children
write down the things that
are missing.
Repeat the game using
6 different things and
removing 3. Which is
easier?
After the memory games:
• Ask the children why it was easier the second way.
• Explain that children who have trouble understanding are often confused when they
are given too many instructions at once. Even 2 instructions at once may be too many
for such a child. What suggestions do the children have?
• If the children know a child who has a hard time remembering things, they can help
her improve her memory by playing these same kinds of games with her. Start
with only 2 or 3 words or things, and as the child’s memory begins to get better,
gradually add more. Each time the child does well, praise her or give her a prize.
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CHILD-to-child

STORY AND DISCUSSION: “I FORGOT”
Begin to tell a story
about a little boy
whose mother asks
him to go to the corner
store and buy some
bananas. He comes
back with nothing.

• Why did he not bring the bananas?
• What might have happened?
• How could we help?

Another day the boy goes to buy bananas and comes back with matches. Why? How
could we help him remember? Here are some possibilities:
• Another child could go with the boy—not to buy the bananas, but to help him remember, or give
him ‘clues’.

• He could take a picture to remind him—or sticks to remind him of the number
• Another child could practice with him at home. Play remembering games. Start with one thing at
a time.

• Praise or reward the boy each time he remembers and does it right. Do not praise
and never punish the child when he forgets. Remember: He has difficulty remembering. It is
not his fault!

ROLE PLAY—GOING SHOPPING
The children can act out a role play something
like this:
A mother sends her child shopping. She tells him a
long list of things he must buy. He goes around the
class 3 times and meets a lot of people who ask him
a lot of questions like: “What time is it?” “Where are
you going?” “Which way is the market?”
How much does the child remember when he gets
to the store?

Talk with the class about what happened.
How might it be made easier for the child to
remember what he must buy? (Let us suppose
the child cannot read.)
PUTTING INTO PRACTICE WHAT WE LEARN
Do the children know any child in the village or neighborhood who has difficulty
understanding or remembering?
Is there something they can do that might help the child to:
• feel he has friends who respect
him and with whom he can play?
• remember things better?
• learn to do more for himself?

• go to school, and get the
extra help he needs?
• enjoy himself more and fit
into the community better?

If there are some children (or grown-ups) in town who make fun of the disabled child or
treat him badly, is there anything the children can do? What? What precautions should
they take? The story on the next page can give children ideas for helping a child who is
mentally slow to learn basic skills. For more ideas, see Chapters 32 to 41.
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CHAPTER 47

ZAKI AND NASIR
A Story From Pakistan
This is the story of 2 brothers, Zaki age 9, and Nasir age
7. Their father was a shopkeeper in Peshawar, and their
mother was a teacher. They had a big brother and a big
sister who were both students, living away from home.
Zaki was doing well at school but Nasir had never even
started school. There was something different about Nasir
from other children. Nasir was mentally disabled. His
brain did not work properly. He could only say a few odd
words. He could not dress himself, and he made a mess
at mealtimes.
Zaki felt ashamed to have such a brother. Neighborhood
children made fun of Nasir. They called him nasty names
and pushed him about. Nasir would get angry and try
to hit them, and then fall flat on his face. Some of the
grownups would shake their heads and say Nasir had an
evil spirit inside him.
The worst of it for Zaki was that he had to take care
of Nasir a lot of the time, when there was nobody else
at home. It meant that he could not go out to play with
his friends from school. And there was nothing to enjoy
in looking after Nasir. He could not talk. He did not know
how to play any games
Zaki felt very sorry for himself, and used to hate Nasir
for the times he had to stay in the house looking after
him. It was so unfair! He had never done anything wrong,
so why should he have to have a brother like that, who
stopped him from going out and playing with his friends?
One day a visitor came by their house, looking for
Zaki’s father. It was his cousin, Dr. Daud. Zaki’s parents
were out. Only Zaki and Nasir were in the house. Dr.
Daud noticed that Zaki had been crying. “What’s the
matter?” he asked. Zaki told Dr. Daud all about his
brother Nasir and how his own life was spoiled by having
to look after him.
Dr. Daud listened carefully.
Then he said, “Yes, you’ve
certainly got a problem. But
tell me, what are you doing
about it?” “What can I do?”
cried Zaki. “Nasif’s just as
bad now as he was 2 years
ago, and he’ll be twice as
stupid in another 2 years
time.” Dr. Daud looked
thoughtful. “Well, he might
be,” he replied. “But that
depends on how clever you
are.”
“What do you mean?” asked Zaki. “I’m getting good
marks at school, while he can’t even start” “Well,” said
Dr. Daud, “if you’re clever enough for 2 then you could
really help Nasir to change for the better. Then you’d both
be happier and you’d get more free time to go out and
play.” “How can I do that?” asked Zaki. Dr. Daud said,
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“First, I’ll have a talk with your father and mother.”
That evening Dr. Daud called again and had a long talk
with Zaki’s parents. “I can’t give you any medicine for
Nasir,” he said, “because there isn’t any that will cure
him of mental disability. Not even the best surgeons can
do anything. But you have the answer right here in your
own home. If you have enough time and patience you
can teach Nasir to do a lot more than he can do now.”
But Zaki’s father said, “That’s just the problem! We don’t
have enough time at home. I can’t have Nasir in the shop.
He pulls everything off the shelves. And his mother is
teaching at school and then has to get our food, and then
gives private lessons. We can’t stop working, or we’ll
never eat and pay the rent.”
“But Zaki has the time,” said Dr. Daud. “He could do
a lot to teach Nasir. Why not try it for a month. I’ll show
you where to start.”
So Zaki became Nasir’s teacher. But he also learned a
lot of things himself. He started teaching Nasir to dress
himself. Of course, Zaki knew how to put on a shirt. You
just pick it up, and put it on! But he soon realized that
there was more to it, when teaching Nasir. First you had
to find which was the back and which was the front of
the shirt. Then you had to find the main hole and get the
head through it. Then one arm went into the right sleeve.
Then the other arm into the other sleeve. Next you pull
the whole thing down over yourself.
Then there was teaching Nasir to feed himself. You
would think it was obvious, how to eat! But Nasir had to
find out step by step how to pick up a piece of chapati, get
some curry on it, put it into his mouth and remember to
chew and swallow. It took dozens of repetitions and lots
of encouragement and rewards before Nasir learned each
step. Zaki began to realize what Dr. Daud had meant. He
needed to be clever enough for 2 in order to puzzle out
how to teach Nasir. But when Nasir succeeded in some
small step, they were both so delighted that it made all
the effort worthwhile.
A few months later Dr. Daud was passing Zaki’s house.
Zaki came rushing out, “Quick, Doctor, you must come
in!” Dr. Daud hurried in, thinking he would find someone
at the point of death. But all he saw was Nasir, grinning
broadly in his chair. “What is it? What’s the matter?”
demanded the doctor. Zaki was so excited he could hardly
speak. “He said a whole sentence, Doctor. Nasir did. He’s
never said more than 2 words together before now. He
just said, ‘Zaki give sweets to Nasir’. I’ve been trying for
months to get him talking. He did it! He did it!”
Doctor Daud
smiled. “I think you
like your brother
better than you used
to,” he said.

