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BUDDING ARTIST: Anthony Acosta, 22, at right, did the artwork at left at Creative Children's Therapy with the help of laser-pointing headgear and a tracker. Kat Heitman, his tracker, is adjusting Acosta's laser pointer.
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Give these disabled kids a blank canvas and watch their imaginations run free

BY HOWARD COHEN

hcohen@herald.com
Anthony Acosta favors beach scenes, so he conjures a swaying palm tree, with bold strokes of brown and green and liberal dollops of blue paint for an azure sky.

Mejdaleen Najjar is an abstract girl so she trades in broad swatches of baby blue -- her favorite color -- and splashes of bright yellow and burgundy red, textured with scrapers and sponges.

George Marmolejos labors intently over portraiture, making sure the shape and size of an eyelid is just so.

This is how artists work. But these young artisans aren't traditional. In fact, they never touch the canvas.

Anthony, 22; Mejdaleen, 12; and George, 16, were born with cerebral palsy, a neurological condition that impairs their muscle coordination. They can't walk. They can't hold a paintbrush. They can't control their movements.

But they can create art.

Working in a new program developed by artist Tim Lefens, the three use laser-pointing headgear, along with assistants who guide them, to bring their ideas to life.

''The most important thing in any form of health is what is in your head,'' says Lefens, of New Jersey's Artistic Realization Technologies (A.R.T.), which developed the program. ``It's not being in shape that takes you where you need to go but what's inside. These people had no way to express anything subtle to show they were sophisticated inside.''

Lefens recently visited Creative Children's Therapy, a nonprofit organization in Kendall that focuses on alternative therapeutic methods for disabled children. Lefens is there to train the center's staff in becoming ``trackers.''

Trackers act as the hands for the disabled. One way of transferring an idea to canvas involves using your head. A laser pointer apparatus is strapped onto the artist's forehead, allowing him or her to aim a red laser dot at a canvas. Then, a tracker chases the dot with a brush, scraper or sponge, painting the image in steps. The artist has complete say over colors, canvas size, stroke order, shading and texture.

Anthony's ready.

''If you go super fast you'll go into jazz mode, if super slow you will have control,'' Lefens advises as Anthony is fitted with the laser.

It doesn't go smoothly. Anthony, unaccustomed to wearing a laser on his head, can't quite move freely enough to convey how he wants his sky to appear. Tracker Kat Heitman swaths an errant blue stripe mid-canvas.

''Nothing that can't be fixed,'' she says patiently.

Anthony, undaunted, directs Heitman through verbal cues and gestures rather than use the laser. With much repetition in fits and starts, dots are linked, paint is applied, an image appears and clarifies.

Anthony's psyched. ''I've been painting on my own for a long time,'' he says.

He still is, according to therapist Natasha Bravo, using an analogy to explain. ``If an author has a secretary type his manuscript, it's still his work.''

Anthony's mother sees art as a means of therapy. ''I knew he could do it and I wanted him to do something and not be stuck in his chair,'' Ivette Acosta says.

For Mejdaleen, the laser works. Janet Najjar, her mom, is relieved.

''She used to take art in elementary school; they velcroed a paint brush to her hand and she enjoyed doing that,'' her mom said. ``She's trapped inside her body but she's bright. She knows what she wants but is frustrated.''

Mejdaleen's session goes well. Everyone applauds.

Lefens beams. The abstract artist first got the idea for such a program in 1992 when he showcased his paintings at a school for young people with cerebral palsy.

''Once you see the level of limitation . . . and take a minute to really imagine what it's like for them, combine that with taking a look in their eyes and seeing how alive they are, the combination is super compelling,'' said Lefens, 51, who is not disabled. ``I related to them heavily. What if I was totally alive like I am but couldn't physically do anything? That completely took over my thinking.''

Art therapy is catching on, says Dr. Paula Lalinde, director of training at the Mailman Center for Child Development at the University of Miami. Lalinde cites several studies by pioneering art therapist Rawley Silver who found art improved the cognitive abilities of the disabled. The most recent, published in 2001 in PsycINFO, found that individuals suffering from various disabilities and injuries who could not, or would not, use language to communicate were better able to express feelings through drawing.

''We can confidently say that studies show improved aspects of cognition, improved social behavior, and children being more engaged in school activities showed improvement through art therapy,'' Lalinde says.

The Mailman Center plans to host a traveling exhibit to several galleries in South Florida in the spring featuring works by disabled students enrolled in its ArtAbilities program. Bravo hopes art created by pupils at Creative Children Therapy can similarly be exhibited at area galleries.

''Everything that identifies them to the public is through the wheelchair. But when you see this art in a museum, you lose all those perceptions and the limitations people put on them,'' Bravo says, smiling as she nods toward George's developing painting.

Lalinde agrees. ``If you think of self-esteem as one aspect in one's sense of control over one's environment, these children have little control over their environment. But the fact that they can control through a tracker to create art is going to lead to increased self-esteem.''

