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MY DAUGHTER WAS HAVING PROBLEMS

IN SCHOOL. EVERYONE HAD A DIFFERENT
D I A G N O S I S . W H AT W A S R E A L LY W R O N G ?
As told to Devorie Kreiman
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My
daughter Shalva is seven years old.
She loves to twirl around and spin on
her toes, with her brown hair swinging and her arms raised high. She
makes up her own songs and teaches
them to her little brother. She’s a
happy little girl, but she wasn’t always
this way.
As an infant she was an easy baby,
but as she grew a little older, she developed quirks. For example, it was
obvious that she had sensory issues.
Her clothes had to be made of the
softest fabrics, and she couldn’t tolerate any elastic or tags. Everything had
to fit just right, and she couldn’t stand
it if her sock fell down or something
wasn’t symmetrical. There were mornings when I would get her dressed
only to find that she had taken everything off a few minutes later.
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Nonetheless, she seemed to enjoy preschool. She participated in circle time and
came home waving her art-and-crafts
projects proudly. But everything changed
abruptly when she started first grade. Every
morning it was the same story. “I don’t want
to go to school!” she’d announce stubbornly, digging in for a fight.
When I asked her if she was sick, she’d
say, “No, but the day is too long and there’s
too much work.” She also complained about
her teacher, saying, “She doesn’t even smile.
I don’t like her.”
Many afternoons she’d get off the school
bus, and as soon as it drove off, she would
open her mouth and emit a loud shriek.
When I got her into the house, she’d start
flinging toys and food around. She once
covered our entire kitchen with ketchup. I
didn’t know how to calm her.
Having recently finished all of my coursework to become a social worker, I tried to
apply some of the parenting techniques I’d
learned, hoping to become a more attuned
mother. I would sit down next to her and
encourage her to find words to express her
rage. Sometimes I was able to get her to
42

admit that she was angry, but she would
still have an hour-long tantrum. Anyone or
anything near her became a target, including her little brother.
Shabbos and Sunday were easier; so was
any day I allowed her to stay home from
school. This made me think that whatever
was bothering her must be school-related.
I called her teacher and told her that I was
concerned because Shalva seemed so
unhappy. The teacher said that she behaved
well in class but was lagging behind a bit
in her schoolwork. She asked me to practice
counting backward from 20 with Shalva to
strengthen her math skills.
My Jewish mother’s guilt kicked in. She
was well-behaved in school and horrible at
home. Was I the one doing something
wrong?
As the school year progressed, Shalva
continued to complain. When her teacher
called her immature because she’d lost an
assignment, she said to me, “Even adults
lose things. That doesn’t make them immature.” I realized then that she actually
had a keen awareness well beyond her years;
perhaps this was the reason she had such a

hard time conforming.
Unfortunately, with time, her sensitivity
accelerated. Excessive noise and light started
to bother her. She couldn’t handle playdates
with more than one friend at a time. Getting
her to brush her teeth became impossible.
I knew that Shalva didn’t want to be difficult but was unable to regulate her reactions. When we were planning a trip to visit
her grandparents, she agreed to take a
COVID test. They tried to do a nasal swab,
but she fought them off. Each time the stick
came near her nose, she screeched and
pushed it away. At the same time, she kept
saying, “Okay, try it again!” because she
really wanted to go on the trip. Four people
held her down and tried to help, but we
ended up leaving without a test.
It broke my heart. She wanted to do it,
but she simply couldn’t.
I was getting desperate. I hired a parenting coach and followed her recommendations, but none of them worked. I took
Shalva to a sensory integration center that
came highly recommended and was very
expensive. We started the sessions with high
hopes. The therapists used a series of reflex
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My Jewish mother’s
guilt kicked in. She was
well-behaved in school
and horrible at home.
Was I the one doing
something wrong?

integration exercises, massages and body
brushing. Months went by. We kept
showing up twice a week, but Shalva
showed no behavioral or emotional improvement, and each time I told her we
were going to the center, she’d cry, “I just
want to be left alone!”
Next I tried a play therapist. Shalva
responded well at first, enjoying the
games, but when the therapist started to
give her directions, she refused to cooperate. In response to the therapist’s attempts to discipline her, she started
throwing things all over the room, shouting, “I don’t care!” The therapist later told
us that she behaved this way because she
knew she could get away with it.
I know I’m not perfect, but I am definitely not a permissive parent. To me, it
seemed as though Shalva was sad and
frightened, and that was why she was
losing control.
Someone recommended a child psychiatrist, but I knew that if I went that
route, she would probably end up on
medication—which seemed risky for a
child so young, especially since I felt that
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numbing her feelings wasn’t the answer.
But because our home situation was so
intolerable, I did look into it. I knew it was
critical to find a very well-reputed psychiatrist, which turned out to be quite a
challenge.
I finally got the name of a doctor whom
people assured me was excellent, but he
didn’t take our insurance. I was ready to pay
his exorbitant fees out of pocket, but it
wasn’t easy to get an appointment. Truthfully, I was relieved to put that idea aside
for a while.
That Shavuos was its own brand of nightmare. On Yom Tov morning Shalva refused
to get dressed, which meant that I couldn’t
go to shul. I felt trapped and resentful, so I
opened the front door and sat down on the
steps for a little breather. That’s when I
heard crashing and banging. I ran inside
and found a churban. Shalva had smashed
everything she could get her hands on—
cups, plates, saucers and food. It took hours
to clean up the mess.
During the summer between first and
second grade Shalva stayed home—by
choice. She wouldn’t hear of going to day
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camp. Instead, she hung onto me...every
minute of the day. I couldn’t work, which
meant that we took a financial hit. And I
couldn’t leave her with a babysitter because
her behavior was so erratic. I remember
worrying that I might go over the edge.
During that endless summer, Shalva
developed nervous tics. One day, I heard
her repeating the word “over” dozens and
dozens of times while she was coloring.
When I asked her why, she shrugged and
said, “It’s nothing. In school I say it in my
head all the time because I’m embarrassed
to say it out loud. But at home I can.”
Then she started hopping. I know that
children her age sometimes hop around,
but that’s not what she was doing; she
hopped around obsessively on one foot.
She’d get up from her chair, give a little hop
and sit down again. She started making
squeaky sounds, tapping her nose with her
finger and contorting her features into
strange expressions.
I was terrified and took her to the pediatrician. He diagnosed her with PANDAS
and prescribed a long-term course of antibiotics. Shalva put up a royal fight, spitting
and running away when I tried to give her
the medicine. Getting the meds into her
became an all-day activity—and not a successful one. I did some research and found
a specialty pharmacy that made suppositories for patients who couldn’t take drugs by
mouth. That made it easier, but I still had
to wait until she was asleep.
I wasn’t managing. The stress of dealing
with Shalva was unrelenting. At one point
I called my mother and broke down, so she
moved in for Shabbos to lend a hand. I
remember during one of the worst moments
actually being jealous of people who didn’t
have children, Rachamana litzlan; that’s
how sleep-deprived and nervous I was. At
the same time, my love for my daughter
never wavered, nor did my belief that she
was smart and capable. But my confidence
in my ability to help her—that was a dif44

During that endless summer,
Shalva developed nervous tics.
One day, I heard her repeating the
word “over” dozens and dozens
of times while she was coloring.

ferent story.
Shalva took antibiotics for a month. There
was no change. Then the pediatrician called
to say that he’d reviewed her bloodwork
and she didn’t have PANDAS after all. She
had Lyme disease.
I said, “Lyme disease? She wasn’t exposed
to any ticks. And her symptoms don’t
match.” I asked for the results of the blood
tests and took them to another doctor, this
time a neurologist. He told me, “It’s not
PANDAS and it’s not Lyme disease. It’s
Tourette syndrome.” The tics might go away
on their own, he added, but in his opinion,
most cases of Tourette syndrome in children
are caused by anxiety.

For a week after she was diagnosed with
Tourette, I was lost in my own despair. I
hardly left my room and wept for hours.
But eventually I gathered my strength and
realized that I had to strengthen my emunah.
I actually wrote a letter to Hashem, telling
Him I knew that as the mother and nurturer of my daughter’s neshamah, I had to
work on seeing her as perfect. I understood
that when a neshamah encased in a body
struggles, there’s a G-dly reason for it.
I’d heard about a chiropractor who did
unconventional work with sensory integration and figured it was worth a try, so I
made an appointment. After taking a
lengthy history and examining her, he said,
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“It’s not Tourette syndrome. It’s an emotional reaction. Your
daughter is suffering from anxiety.”
I don’t know how I knew that he was right, but I did. In
my heart of hearts, I’d known that all the other expert
diagnoses were wrong. The problem was that Shalva was
anxious. She didn’t need medication; she needed to be heard
and helped. But how?
When Shalva started second grade, I hoped that with a
different teacher, one who was less demanding and rigid,
school wouldn’t be so unpleasant for her, but the opposite
happened. Things got so bad that every morning I ended
up dragging her to the bus stop. It was only half a block,
but it felt like a mile, and Shalva kicked and scratched me
the whole way. Afterward, she’d say, “I’m sorry, Mommy. I
didn’t mean it.”
By the time I got her onto the bus, I was drained. I
eventually called the school and begged them to let the bus
stop in front of my house because I couldn’t take her to the
corner anymore.
Shalva was starting to talk a little more about what was
happening in school. She told me that she was afraid to
raise her hand in class because she didn’t want to say the
wrong thing, but she was also afraid not to raise her hand
because the teacher would think she didn’t know the answer.
When I tried to convince her to tell her teachers what was
bothering her, she replied, “I’m only a little kid. I can’t
compete against what grown-ups want from me.”
At the PTA meeting, the teacher told me that Shalva
behaved well in class, but that her grades were below average.
“In our house we don’t focus on grades,” I told her. “She
doesn’t even understand what they mean. When she came
home with a grade of seven out of ten on a quiz, she told
me, ‘Look, Mommy! I got ten out of seven.’ I’m more
concerned about how overwhelming school is for her.”
The teacher said, “Shalva automatically says, ‘I can’t’
because she’s trying to get away with not doing things. You
know how I know? Because when she’s pushed a little bit,
she does the work.”
“Imagine coming home at the end of a long day to a sink
full of dirty dishes, toys all over the floor and piles of laundry
on your bed,” I countered. “You tell yourself, ‘I can’t’ not
because you’re trying to get away with something, but
because you’re overwhelmed and just too tired to deal with
it. We need to find a way to help Shalva handle the overload.”
The school set up some individualized sessions for Shalva.
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MEDICAL
EXCHANGE
Readers ask for medical
guidance from other readers

Dear Editor:
I have a close relative who is
a double below-knee amputee
(BKA) and who is really
suffering. Although he has worn
prosthetics for many years, he
still finds it very hard to walk.
If any readers have
experience with this and have
successfully navigated the
world of prosthetics, it would
be a huge help if you could
reach out to us. Primarily we
are looking for a facility that
has advanced technology and
can offer something beyond
basic prosthetics that would
hopefully offer greater mobility.
Although we are in the US,
we would consider options
in Israel. I understand that
there have been huge medical
advances in this field there.
If you have any helpful
information or leads to
share, please contact me at
m125094191@gmail.com.
R.W.

She got one-on-on instruction in kriah and
time with a play therapist during school
hours. But her tantrums continued and even
worsened.
I set up another meeting with her principal and teachers. When I expressed my
concern that my daughter hated school, her
teacher ignored it and complained that she
wasn’t doing her homework.
46

“Well, she’s not acting out
in school. It must be a problem
at home,” they shot back.
“She’s not doing her homework because
I’m not doing it with her,” I explained. “It’s
just too stressful for her.” Like a broken
record, they all agreed that she should be
doing homework on her own.
I thought about the night before the
meeting. Shalva had taken out her homework sheets, shredded them into tiny pieces
and scattered them around the room.
The principal suggested that we hire a
tutor. I said, “It won’t help. She’s afraid and
angry. She’s not hearing anything that
anyone is saying to her.”
“Well, she’s not acting out in school. It
must be a problem at home,” they shot back.
“My home is a safe place,” I said as firmly
as I could. “That’s why she shows her true
feelings there.”
The meeting didn’t end well. The principal said, “She has to do her homework. If
she doesn’t comply, this might be the wrong
school for her.”
I agreed. But where would I find one that
was right?
I’d read a lot about the Montessori
method and its emphasis on collaboration
and self-direction. A school like that for
frum girls might be the answer. If only one
existed…
Chanukah was coming. Little did I know
that Hashem would send me the perfect
gift.
I was doing a practicum in a local school
when I met a social worker with whom I’d
been friendly several years earlier. She said,
“How are you? I remember your adorable
baby. She must be so big now! How is she
doing?”
The floodgates opened and I started

telling her about Shalva. The tics. The rages.
The terror. The helplessness. The search for
a school that was a better fit.
She let me talk without interruption.
When I finished, she said, “In this school,
there’s a self-contained Montessori-style
classroom. It’s very small, with only a few
children. I can take you there right now.”
We walked down the hall together. She
knocked on a classroom door and introduced me to the teacher. The first thing I
noticed was that the teacher wasn’t standing
in front of the room. She was sitting among
the students. Some were reading. Two were
doing math. One was coloring a worksheet.
Everyone was fully engaged and calm. I
pictured Shalva sitting at one of the small
tables and said, “We are so ready for this.”
I took Shalva to this classroom on a trial
basis after Chanukah. I didn’t want to taint
her new school experience with the battle
of the bus, so for the first few days I drove
her there and picked her up. When I came
to get her after the first day, Shalva asked
me if she could stay a little longer. “Is this
really a school?” she asked. “I can just talk
to my teachers whenever I want to?”
One of the nicest parts of the Montessori
approach is the way the girls are taught to
take each other’s feelings into consideration.
Shalva told me that when she went out to
recess, the other girls offered to teach her
their games and then asked if she had any
games she liked to play that she could teach
them.
A few weeks in, she sat down for supper
and said, “Mommy, I really appreciate that
you worked so hard to make supper. But
would it be okay if I made something dif-
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ferent for myself instead?”
Just a few weeks earlier, if she hadn’t liked
supper, she’d have thrown a fit. But she was
being taught to communicate this way in
school, and it was showing up in all her
interactions.
Even though Shalva was adjusting beautifully, I tortured myself for a while. Had I
done the right thing? Was the Montessori
approach too different? Too touchy-feely?
Would my daughter be considered weird?
What if she needed to transition back to a
typical school and couldn’t?
After two weeks in the new school,
Shalva earned a math certificate. “Mazel
tov!” the teacher said as she handed it to
her, and asked her classmates if they had
any tips to share with Shalva as she con-

tinued to make progress. One girl suggested that Shalva solve her math problems
on a separate piece of paper and only write
the answers in the workbook so it would
stay neat and clean. Another said it helped
to review the steps before doing an assignment. Still another shared that when it
came to figuring out cups, pints and quarts,
she liked to read the labels on cartons and
containers.
That night, Shalva left a note on my
pillow. “Dear Mommy,” it read. “I’m so lucky
to have you as my mother!” She began to
smile more at home. The tantrums stopped.
So did the tics.
One afternoon, Shalva called me to ask if
I could pick her up from school. “I told my
morah that I wasn’t feeling well, and she

listened to me and believed me. We have a
big rug in the room, so I can lie down there
with the big duck and the dolls until you
come.”
I too am thrilled that the school listens
to me. We often talk about various strategies to help Shalva develop her strengths.
Shalva wasn’t lazy or spoiled. She didn’t
need to be medicated. She didn’t have
PANDAS, and she wasn’t suffering from
Tourette syndrome. The source of all of her
difficulties was anxiety, exacerbated by the
kind of school she’d attended.
Every morning as she boards the bus, I
stand back—as a parent must—and watch
her go happily off to school. She is a
changed child, and it is nothing short of a
miracle. ●
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