Open Door, with open arms

For 30 years, the Austin preschool has been a special place for special-needs children and others
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In Adrianna Perez's noisy classroom of small children, a little girl sits on her lap, while Perez summons a boy across the room to share a toy with another. Often, her instructions are in Spanish. The scene is similar in Tanjina Tasneem's and Elena Valyavieharska's rooms. And in Ricky Grice's. Whichever room you peer into at Open Door Preschool, a child always seems to be cuddled in the arms of an attentive teacher. 

It looks and feels like a place where kids are comfortable, busy and happy. But Open Door, which celebrated its 30th anniversary this year, is no ordinary preschool. What the casual visitor might not realize is that the nonprofit school specializes in mainstreaming special-needs children alongside those with "normal" abilities. 
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As the toddlers in his room eat their lunches, Ricky Grice gets their bedding ready for nap time. On breaks, Grice often visits other rooms.




Cooper Demont digs into his lunch at Open Door's Cherrywood location. The school requires that parents send healthy lunches and beverages for the children.




Ken Richards, here with Fionah Nudd and other children at Open Door's Clarksville campus, is never far from his guitar. His playing always draws a young, captivated audience.

"People come in and ask, 'Where are the special-needs kids?' If they can't see them, it means we are doing our job," says director Michele Naumann, who has been with Open Door for 20 years. She is the director of Open Door's school in the Clarksville neighborhood; its other location is at 38 1/2 and Cherrywood streets. A third location, in the Bouldin Creek area of South Austin, closed in August. 

Since its inception, Open Door's diversity, its "can-do" attitude and a well-regarded staff have engendered loyalty from parents and children alike. The school's anniversary celebrations are sometimes attended by now-grown students who remember their days at Open Door fondly. 

"It's a place where children as young as a year old learn to be accepting of others, a quality that they will use the rest of their lives," says Tamara Atkinson, a parent with two children — Ruby, 2, a "normal" child and Savannah, 6, who is severely disabled — at Open Door's east location. 

Katherine Lack Murray founded the school in 1975 because no preschool at the time would accept both her 4-year-old daughter Rebecca and 2-year-old son Brandon, who has Down syndrome. There were only nine students in the beginning. Today, the school has a $1 million budget and enrollment totaling 125 students, about 25 percent of whom have some type of disability. The school's definition of disability has been expanded to include emotional, economic, mental or physical, meaning that a foster-care child can be labeled as having special needs. Many students come from families who pay reduced tuition, thanks to corporate and foundation donations. 

"Open Door was a setting where Brandon was valued at an early age. It altered his life," says Murray. "When he attended Austin High, he had confidence and went about his business like the big man on campus. He interacted with people. A lot of his peers in special education classes held their heads down and didn't look people in the eye because they'd been undervalued. Not Brandon. He saw high school as an equal playing field. 

"And Rebecca, she learned that it didn't matter that her brother was different. All she cared about was if he was fun to play with. The setting was positive for both," Murray says. 

"Our approach is, 'how do we make it work,' " says Naumann, the director. "For example, we've had children who need to be fed through a tube, which is an extra thing that a staff member needs to learn. It's the parents of those children who come to the school and show our staff how to do it." she says. 

Today, the disabilities of only a few children are apparent. Savannah Borden, Atkinson's daughter, is in a wheelchair. She attends Rosedale School in the Austin Independent School District most of the day and is transported to Open Door for an after-school program in the same room as her younger sister, Ruby. 

The 38 1/2 Street location is a United Nations of sorts. Tasneem is from Bangladesh. Valyavieharska is from Bulgaria. Husband-and-wife team Sharrod and Asha Doshi are from India. Several staff members are bilingual, speaking Spanish. Many of them know sign language. The Clarksville preschool has a child-care worker, Joanne Dominguez, from England, while Rihab Massif is from Lebanon and Libia Castillo-Rodriguez comes from Colombia. 

Nira Changwatchai, former teacher and director of Open Door for 25 years and now an instructor at Austin Community College, calls the school's early work groundbreaking. 

"And what I remember is the parents. They came to play with the kids. They brought their guitars. A grandfather would come and carve fruits and vegetables to teach the children about nutrition," she says. 

Stories are still passed on about the preschool that requires parents to send nutritional lunches with their children (it bans items with sugar as one of the top ingredients). In the late 1980s, the staff noticed that some children from low-income families couldn't afford to bring lunches to school. The staff began food drives and sometimes dug into their own pockets so kids wouldn't go hungry. They also sent home food to their families. 

"When something came up," says Changwatchai, "we got together and figured things out. The parents and teachers worked as a team. We knew we were in this together." 
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