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Music connects two autistic children to the world

Benjamin, now 8, and a sec-
ond-grader at Boulder Commu-
‘ nity School of Integrated Stud-
ies and Hannah, 10, a fourth-
grader at High Peaks Elemen-
tary will perform today in Boul-
der Youth Symphony Orches-
tras Season Finale. Benjamin
will be playing in the Chamber

" Orchestra; Hannah will play in
= the Junior Youth Symphony.
©  Neither can sustain a mean-
ingful conversation. Like many
autistic children, Benjamin
- likes to ask the same questions
- and hear the same answers
> over and over. Hannah likes to
- repeat what someone tells her.
The two communicate best
through their music, their par-
ents say.
“It’s the language she under-
stands the best,” Paul Rowinski
says of Hannah.

. Musical bond

. On arecent Tuesday, Benja-
min and his mother sit side by
side at Boulder’s First Baptist
Church, while Benjamin re-
hearses with a group of about

* 25 other musicians for the
youth symphony concert. Ben-
jamin’s deep blue eyes follow
the music — Serenade No. 1in

. D Major by Brahms — his eyes

. lighting up as he looks to the
conductor. His mother holds
her violin and plays, her eyes
fixed on him, whispering direc-

. tions, helping him to follow the

. conductor’s cues for when it’s
‘time to play and when it’s time
to stop. .

“He loves it,” Tarasewicz
says. “He glows. You can just

o feel 2

His lips move silently, count-

ing the rhythms. Periodically

~ he shakes his head and
scrunches his face, sometimes
to the beat of the music. Some-

' times he does it three times in

*arow. His mother taps his

“head, and he stops for the mo-
ment. The ticks are new, not
typical of autism.

' Benjamin whispers about the

“ time. He’s preoccupied with it.
Often during breaks he’ll check
that the church clocks are syn-
chronized. His mother points
to the conductor, and he re-fo-

“ cuses.

Paige Vickery, Boulder
Youth Symphony Orchestras’
music director and conductor,
says staying on task is a chal-
lenge for these kids.

“But that’s OK, it’s part of his
process. I understand the busy
mind,” says Vickery, who has
Tourette Syndrome. The disor-

_der sometimes causes her to
jerk her head and blink repeti-
tively.
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Music Director and Conductor Paige Vickery says staying on task is a challenge for Hannah and

Benjamin.

For the audition, mother and

‘son played the Bach Double

Concerto in D Minor. “To
watch those two play was very
emotional,” Vickery says.
“They would once in a while
make eye contact, and he
would smile. He just nailed the
music.”

When asked if he enjoys
playing violin, Benjamin, who
plays very advanced pieces of
music, answers with great joy,

“Oh, yes!” It’s difficult to get
him to say much else. But his
mother is persistent. She inter-
views him, patiently asking him
questions repeatedly and in.dif-
ferent ways focusing on emo-
tional responses, She records
his answers in what she calls a
diary. It gives her and others
personal insight into his world.

“The orchestra sounds chim-
ing — like joy,” Benjamin says
in the diary from April 5. “It

P
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Malva Tarasewicz and her son Benjamin Tarasewicz, 8, play with their cat Mocha during a

break from rehearsing violin.

could be that 'm like an angel
playing because it makes love
and joy in me.”

At the same time, downstairs
in the church Hannah Rowinski
rehearses Farandole, by
Georges Bizet with the Boulder
Junior Youth Symphony.

When conductor Emily Bow-
man stops, all the children ex-
cept Hannah, run into the hall-
way for their break. Hannah
continues playing. She’s smil-
ing.

“It's something she really en-
joys and does well,” says her
mother Carolyn Rowinski, also
an accomplished violinist.

Playing the music is no prob-
lem for Hannah, who is finish-
ing Book 4 in the Suzuki pro-
gram, her mother says. But
body cues are a challenge.
Hannah used to keep playing
after the conductor signaled to
stop, but now she mostly un-
derstands those cues. She also
has problems changing seats
quickly when the kids in the or-
chestra rotate parts. It takes
her longer to understand what
is happening, and she doesn’t
recognize the need to move
quickly.

. After the break, Bowman
puts her hands up and Hannah
independently raises her violin
in preparation to play. She
plays the whole piece, watch-
ing the music and the conduc-
tor, sometimes squinting in
concentration. Her smile never
leaves her face.
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Malva Tarasewicz checks her son Benjamin’s posture as they

rehearse the violin.

A long road

Early on, Tarasewicz noticed
something seemed wrong with
her only child. At 6 months old,
Benjamin flapped his hands ex-
citedly. He would periodically
tense his whole body, pointing
his toes and making little cir-
cles.

But she and her son were a
close-knit unit: He was the
“happiest, sweetest, cuddly
baby,” Tarasewicz says.

At 14 months, he said his
first words: “Book” and “vio-
lin.” Shortly after, Tarasewicz
noticed he wouldn’t look at her.
By 18 months he fell silent, ex-
cept for laughing and crying
sounds.

“He was disappearing before
my eyes,” Tarasewicz says.

There were other things. He
was easily frustrated. He was
acutely sensitive to sound.
Once she played a tune on her
recorder. He looked at her and
screamed, held his ears and
shook with fear.

After the diagnosis, Tarase-
wicz moved from San Diego to
Boulder to be close to her fami-
ly. Her husband, who was in
the Navy, stayed in Washing-
ton where he was stationed.

Tarasewicz became Benja-
min’s full-time therapist, using
music to get his attention and -
to facilitate language. To get
him to talk, she’d sing. If he re-
peated the sound, she threw a
pillow at him — which he
loved— as a reward.

“(Music) is a bond,” Tarase-
wicz says “We've had this in-
credible, deep, spiritual bond
that goes way back. I feel like I
have known him forever. There
is a depth of understanding be-
tween us that is really unusual.
People always comment on it.”

‘When Benjamin was 5, he
taught himself to read music
and difficult and obscure music

. theory. She first noticed his

musical talent on the piano, be-
fore he could talk.

“It wasn’t banging, it was mu-
sic right off,” Tarasewicz says.
“There was a beauty and a log-
ic to it.” She wanted Benjamin
to feel music instead of learn-
ing it by rote. She started with
Kindermusik, a program that
stresses moving to music. She
would sing, “Benjamin... Come
here, We’re going for a walk.”
To get him dressed, she would
sing a song about underwear.

“I knew the music would
draw his attention because it
would draw his heart,” Tarase-
wicz says. “It’s natural to him.
When it comes to expressing
himself in language or draw-
ings, it’s really hard work. With
music, the impediments are
washed away.”

He became her star pupil.
Because of attention issues, he
has many five-minute lessons
every day.

“It’s not just autism,” Tarase-
wicz says. “It’s obsessive com-
pulsive, attention deficit, au-
tism and Tourette (Syndrome).
He has to filter through all that
to produce (music).

“It’s been a touchstone for
him, even when things have
been really crummy. The one
salvaging grace would be the
time we were going to prac-
tice.”

At home

It’s 7:30 a.m. and Paul Rowin-
ski is doing his morning rou-
tine, getting Hannah to brush
her teeth after breakfast, so
they have time for a half-hour
lesson before school.

“OK Sweetie,” he says, as
they begin playing in his home
studio.

Father and daughter play,,
Mozart’s Eine Kleine Nachtmu-
sik, a piece for Rowinski’s ad-
vanced chamber orchestra:-He
gives her a subtle nod, and:::
they play more softly as the
piece requires. ks

“Good, really, good,” Rowin-
ski says. A smile creeps across
Hannah'’s face.

Violin has increased her abil-
ity to understand language, be-
cause of all of the oral instruc-
tions. It also has brought her
family closer together. She and
her parents often play three
parts of a quartet.

Sometimes during the lesson
Hannah’s father demands she
stop playing to get her atten-
tion. Other times he asks her
to point with her bow to the
music to show she understands
where they are in the piece.
And when she counts too loud-
ly, he tells her to count softly.

Rowinski admits he always
has doubted whether Hannah
could master each new violin
skill. But Hannah eventually
progressed faster than most of
her peers, despite not only au-
tism, but low muscle toné~
which makes it more difficult
for her to hold up her violin.
She can play a song the first
time she hears it. She also -
creates her own songs.

“I know better than anyone
how hard the violin is,” Rowin- -
ski says. “I've always told my-
self, if she can do this ... what
can’t she do?”

Rowinski says Hannah’s mu-
sical talents have impressed
her peers and teachers because
they know her as someone
who’s behind at academics and
is not coordinated in sports.
Then she picks up the violin,
and they are amazed.

“She certainly has limita-
tions,” Rowinski says. “But this
is the one place I don’t see
limitations. The sky’s the
limit.”
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