My career as school drop out

By Charly Kahl-Gortan, Clubhaus Lichtblick, Germany

I am a nanny by profession. In 1976 I graduated at a Middle School and in1977 I learned that profession at a special school and I passed the exam as one of the best.

Although I got ill I wanted to reach the A-level to study at a college later. So, in 1978 I began to participate in courses at a highschool for social professions. The school lasts two years, but I needed four years, because I was not able to write exams. I had to repeat every class, but at the end of those four years I got my diploma. I really was not one of the best, but it did not matter, I made it!

In 1983 I tried to study social work at the Munich University, but I failed again and had to stop that education. In 1987 I tried to study social work at a College. The first semesters went well, it seemed to be the right way for me.

But I became ill again, and although I wrote my diploma-thesis I was not able to finish the final exams after eight years. I had wanted to finish those studies and to go back to University to study computer pedagogics. Now this was no longer a possibility for me, because I did not have these exams and that was a basic to study computer pedagogics at the University.

I heard about Schwalbennest at that time and I decided to go there to have a day structure. Some years back I had my first computer student. So, in Schwalbennest I gave computer lessons for the members. That was in 1993.

I was very proud about this. I did not have one student, sometimes I had up to ten! I felt like a real teacher. Through the teaching I gained selfconfidence and felt like a needed part of the community.

During this time Vera helped me to get an education as computer network administrator. We went to the labour agency and we filled out an application for an education as computer network administrator. But for some not really explainable reasons I left Schwalbennest and went to a drop-in centre. 

Then, one year later, I got the news that I could start with that education. This was in September 1995. In December one colleague made a remark about fat women and I got afraid of him. That led to be afraid of the whole class. I also got afraid of my teacher. I tried to explain him my situation, but he did not understand.

In January I quit the education even though I was one of the best in class. If I would have been in clubhouse at that time, I would have had help from Vera. But I was not and the drop-in center did not help me.

In 1999 first I went back to Schwalbennest and at the end of the year I joined Lichtblick, where I started again giving computer lessons.

My problems were (and still are) that I easily get afraid of people I don’t know and that I cannot work under pressure. I try to fight that fear by explaining the giving standards to people which are pretty new in the clubhouse. And in the clubhouse I can work without pressure, as everybody here knows. 

But at school or College or University you do not have such a save frame work. You meet people you do not know in every lecture, in every seminar. And the teacher is a stranger to you, too. So I never felt save at an educational institution. I had to follow the lessons and on the other hand I had to pretend not to be afraid. That is a hard job to do.

The same problem is with the pressure of exams. Your fear blocks you in a way that you cannot think of your knowledge. I was not able to write down what I had learned. My writing was a chaos and the teachers often couldn’t value what I had written. It was not readable.

Often this pressure is self-made. I am so eager to write a good exam and to be one of the best in class that at the end I am not able to write the exam. I can hardly breath and my head is completely empty.

If I look back to my “career” as a school drop out, I think, that a project like the ELECT-Project is really needed. We need to have education in the clubhouse. And we really need to train the trainers.

In most of the jobs one needs to have computer skills. I guess that is why most clubhouses offer computer courses. But it is also a way to show the member that he or she can learn without having fear. And for some of them perhaps it will be the first time in life that he or she is learning voluntaryly.

In my clubhouse the average age of members is between 40 and 50. So often members think it is not important to go back to education. But it is essential for a good quality of life, even if it doesn’t result in getting a degree or a diploma.

As we often heard at our meetings people with mental health problems have other needs than other handicaped people. We need a frame work that gives confidence and takes away the pressure of examinations. And we need this not only in the clubhouse, we need it also at educational institutes.

Lately I talked with Brenda Singer, who is the Director of Progress Place in Toronto, Canada, about the ELECT-Project. She told me, that in the US and in Canada many colleges and universities habe disabled offices and they make “accomodations” for writing exams and for doing assignments. That means e.g. that the students get more time for their exams, so that the pressure is taken out a little.

As it is written in the application for this project, people with mental health problems are one of the groups which get a job very hard. I hope that the ELECT-Project will smooth the way for many, many members either to go back to educations they left or to start up with education to plan their own careers as a needed member of our society.

