
The Paradise Valley Journey 

by Mahesh Verma  

“I seldom end up where I wanted to go, but almost always end up where I need to be.”  

--Douglas Adams 

Honestly, I don’t know Adams from Adam and am quite surprised that he even came to know 

that I actually ended up being where I needed to be instead of where I wanted to be. 

Life is strange. I should have started my education in Kolkata (was Calcutta then) where my 

father was posted, but instead went to a boarding school in Patna and it was only later that I 

realised it was Patna where I needed to be because of the amazing set of friends I made and 

because of the absolutely wonderful education that I received in my school. 

The same phenomenon occurred at every juncture. I seldom ended up going where I wanted 

to go, and in hindsight, always found myself where I needed to be. 1985 was an aberration as 

I wanted to come to Oman that year, and actually did. Much to my father’s chagrin, I left 

behind a promising career with India’s largest banking group and instead joined an unknown 

bank in an unknown country. Thereafter, meandered through a career in retail and corporate 

banking for the next 12 years with two local banks and then moved on to investment banking 

with an American bank. And that led to the then U.S. Ambassador in Oman appointing me to 

the Board of the newly established American school in 1999. It wasn’t as if I had wanted to 

be there, but then again in hindsight, that is where I needed to be,  as four years as Chairman 

of the Finance Committee of a start-up school gave me the experience which would hold me 

in good stead at a later date. 

Thereafter in 2011, a close friend from college days on completing his tenure as the Indian 

Ambassador to the Sultanate, appointed me onto the Board of Governors of the Indian 



Schools in Oman because of my earlier experience as a Director on the Board of The American 

International School of Muscat (TAISM). There are 19 Indian schools in Oman with over 50,000 

children and as director-in-charge of three schools I became directly responsible for the 

management of these schools. The three years on this Board gave me the experience to 

manage a totally different category of schools. 

Then, in 2014, after finishing my tenure, I decided to start an inclusive school here in Oman 

and while looking for an academic partner, met  with the management of a few schools but 

was not really impressed with their vision and ethics. During one such trip to India, while 

having dinner with a dear school friend, I was telling him about my plans and he suggested 

that I contact his college friend from our Delhi 

University days if I wanted to discuss the 

possibilities of starting an inclusive school. 

That led to the meeting of two like-minded 

people -- a gentleman called Mr. Arun Kapur 

and yours truly!  Our common goal of trying 

to help children with learning disabilities and 

to be able to provide quality education where 

differently-abled children would study 

together with mainstream children helped us bond and very soon the business partnership 

transcended into friendship. Once again, I ended up where I needed to be and found a friend 

who helped realize my dream of making the new school a truly “inclusive” one.  

I first started the project with one set of partners but I was not able to see the project to its 

culmination with them, and again I ended up not with the initial team but with a group that I 

apparently needed to be with. 

We initially wanted to call the school “The Academy,” 

but the Ministry of Education in Oman thought that 

Paradise Valley Private School would be more in line 

with what the local community in Oman would relate 

to.  And so here we are -- our dream finally became a 

reality and we opened our doors to the students in 

Oman in September 2019. 

Our school, Paradise Valley Private School aims to 

provide an excellent, holistic and inclusive learning 

environment where children can maximize their full 

potential to discover the genius within themselves, 

enabling them to become caring and responsible global citizens. It was founded to provide a 

comprehensive international inclusive education that encourages students to be 

compassionate, responsible and inquiring life-long learners, with a global perspective.  

Engaging learning experiences and purposeful assessment are facilitated through innovative 



teaching practices, which serve to empower students to live in and contribute to a changing 

society. The school seeks to emphasize the importance of the cerebral, emotional, ethical, 

physical and social areas of a child’s development. The Paradise Valley environment is one 

where all are respected and where we seek to understand and celebrate diversity.  It was 

founded with three main objectives in mind: 

❖ To meet the demand for quality international education for Omanis and expatriates 

❖ To create the first inclusive bi-lingual private 

school offering the IB curriculum 

❖ To provide a holistic learning environment for all 

students, including those with learning disabilities 

And we have now achieved yet another milestone – 

we managed to successfully complete the end of the 

first academic year despite the school being closed 

since March due to the pandemic, despite the on-

line learning challenges and related trials and tribulations that we had to face.  As Tony 

Robbins said “It is in your moments of decision that your destiny is shaped,” and I therefore, 

truly believe that “Every man has his own destiny: the only imperative is to follow it, to accept 

it, no matter where it leads him.” 

 

 

 

Learnings during the Covid-19 Pandemic: The Inclusion Team Share their 

Experiences 

Paradise Valley Private School (PVPS) is a new Inclusive school located 

in Muscat, Oman. It currently caters for students from age three in 

Kindergarten 1 up to age eight in Grade 3; extending to Grade 4 in the 

new academic year.  At present our student body includes children on 

the Autism spectrum, with a diagnosis of ADHD, Downs Syndrome, 

anxiety disorders and physical disabilities.  Along with the homeroom 

and specialist teachers who are supported by teaching assistants, the 

management has also invested wisely in employing a dynamic team of highly trained and skilled 

therapists and professionals as regular faculty to work alongside the parents, teachers and 

students.The Inclusion Team consists of a Speech and Language therapist, Physiotherapist 

therapist, Occupational therapist and a Special educator. Here is our experience of working in a 



start-up school in a new country where inclusive education is still in its pioneering phase and where 

the Covid-19 constraints have called for innovative solutions. 

Once a learner becomes a member of our school community, we work consistently to develop 

strategies to support growth in all five areas of development.  This includes training all members 

of the faculty about each child’s needs, triggers and support strategies.  Teachers must be able to 

differentiate, scaffold and support the specific needs of each learner as well as consistently 

implement strategies to ensure social and emotional growth and improved self-regulation.  This 

may mean adjusting the curriculum content to a level which challenges without frustrating, 

providing enrichment activities, or adjusting the method of delivery.  It is particularly important to 

offer hands-on real-world learning opportunities covering all learning modes (visual, auditory, 

kinaesthetic, etc.). It is most important  to remember that all children have the same wants, desires 

and needs and are entitled to an education which supports them in reaching their full potential in 

a respectful, understanding and safe environment.  

During COVID-19, however, completing academic and therapy sessions 

via video calls and text messages have proven particularly challenging, 

and we have been forced to become more adept at articulating  the goal 

of the session to the parents/caregivers and things the child must do to 

achieve the goal.  In the face-to-face sessions we would not have to 

articulate such instructions in advance as we constantly scaffold the 

activities and manage behaviours in response to each step. But parents 

are not trained to provide specialist therapy and therefore we must 

simplify activities and strategies to accommodate the needs of the 

parents as well as those of our students. We constantly try to make 

parents understand that the goals of an activity are not to just finish and have an end product but 

are embedded within the processes of that activity which are equally important.  The strategy of 

having parents submit videos of their children completing therapy activities has helped us realise 

that the detail of instructions is crucial for the children to get the maximum out of the activities 

posted.  

Within the boundaries of the Covid-19 pandemic restrictions it is significantly more challenging to 

achieve some of the original goals established in many children’s Individual Learning Plans.  

Parents have been very supportive but often parents cannot maintain the required emotional 

distance and that prevents them from recognizing and addressing triggers by using support 

strategies, as our educational professionals are able to do in the classroom.  To overcome and 

address this struggle, the team is providing individual Zoom sessions, videos, messages and 

phone calls to increase access and support for parents.  They can express their concerns and 

difficulties before we collaboratively develop an action plan to address the concern/s.  It may 

include implementing a schedule, intermittent work and reward strategies, positive behaviour 

management strategies or simply lending an understanding ear and making a reassuring 

comment.  But at all times we must ensure that our support fits the parameters of each family’s 

differing dynamics.   

Prior to Covid-19 school closure, PVPS had collected a cache of excellent resources which include 

therapy swings, a ball pool, a sand pit, creative play areas and a variety of educational games and 

sensory toys. These are now unavailable to our students and faculty who are forced into home-

based learning and are relying on resources that can be located in the home. Each therapy session 

has to be planned strategically to include items that families may have available to them in their 

homes. Providing a range of different options to use as substitutes adds to the intricacies and time 

involved in planning, recording and  facilitating Zoom sessions. For example, a fine-motor tweezer 



activity to develop hand strength could be done with kitchen 

tongs, chopsticks tied together, facial tweezers or tweezers 

from a child’s medical kit or playdough set. Giving a range of 

options increases the probability that the task will be 

completed and a realisation that we don’t always require 

specialised equipment to complete an activity at home.  

Whilst we are finding alternatives to cater for certain 

activities, there are some conditions that are proving very 

challenging to treat and work with from home.  Students with 

sensory integration difficulties present the most difficult 

challenge when endeavouring to provide effective strategies 

and resources in the home within limited space.  Virtual education presents obvious challenges 

when working with our non-verbal students as well.  

At Paradise Valley Private School we implement a holistic approach to learning which extends far 

beyond academics to include the development of social, emotional, physical and spiritual growth 

to ensure learners become productive members of society who can contribute to long-term global 

sustainability. This requires the development of collaborative, communication and problem-solving 

skills. While we continue to seek alternative methods to improve success, such as relying on sibling 

involvement, we are not experiencing the level of success possible within the classroom or school 

environment. These are emerging skills for our young learners which require a great deal of 

support and modelling.  The greatest resource lacking within the current lockdown restrictions are 

the human connections that many students and faculty thrive on.   

Every day the Inclusion Team sends out generic/global new activities according to their speciality.  

These include Speech and language challenges, physical challenges to develop core strength or 

coordination and occupational therapy strategies to strengthen fine-motor skills and dexterity.  

These are sent to all parents over WhatsApp or posted on Class dojo. These activities are aimed 

at all our students regardless of their strengths or special challenges and highlight the support that 

the Inclusion team provides to the entire student body. 

One-to-one interactions with the children have been limited 

during this period of social distancing. Getting our young 

children to sit at a screen and engage with us, especially those 

who struggle to communicate verbally, has been difficult. 

Much of our time has been spent chatting with parents, 

reassuring them, giving advice, boosting confidence and 

tailoring therapy plans for each individual, while being mindful 

of each different family situation and their priority at this time. 

Our relationships with parents have improved and we have a 

much broader understanding of the challenges that parents undergo at home. After Covid-19 

restrictions are lifted, we are confident that the PVPS community will enjoy more robust 

faculty/parent partnerships.  

As we now begin to look towards the new academic year, we must consider how we accommodate 

new families seeking to enrol their child who has a special educational need.  New assessments 

are going to begin to take place via a play-based teleconference and this will require parents to 

send in videos of their children completing specific predetermined activities.  While this may be a 

less effective strategy than our original observation sessions, it will provide some initial data.  It 

may not be decisive in enabling us to verify whether we are able to meet the children’s needs from 

an emotional and social perspective, so parental input will be crucial in this phase.   



This inaugural year at Paradise Valley Private School has presented a myriad of unique 

opportunities for the Inclusion Team.  We have all been challenged professionally in meeting the 

needs of a range of individual students but have also successfully navigated the set-up phase of 

a new school and as a collective we have faced and overcome many complications. It has made 

us more resilient, dynamic and divergent thinkers.  While we are unable to replicate the success 

of face to face sessions and specialist equipment available at school, we have created activities 

that we know can be completed at home to help children maintain and develop more global skills. 

We endeavour to make online learning complement, and extend students outside, the classical 

forms of learning. We acknowledge that not even the best online resources can replace the 

personal contact with a teacher or therapist or incorporate the dynamics of human relationships 

that young students encounter in our engaging school environment.  

We are also cognisant of the psychological and emotional state of our 

learners knowing that many are experiencing heightened fears and 

anxieties due to the media exposure on the Covid-19 pandemic.  We have 

identified learners who are afraid to leave their homes and know that this 

will require sensitivity and a very careful approach to creating a safe  and 

comfortable environment to  allow students to return to school.  The need 

to consider some counselling, conversations and pre-entry tours is 

imperative.  Returning to school will not be an easy transition for all 

students.   

PVPS Inclusion Team Members are:  
 

Ankita Hamlai, Physiotherapist, India,  

Julie Shaffer, Special Educator, USA,  

Nandini Shanmukha, Speech & Language Therapist, India 

Jennifer Goddard, Occupational Therapist, United Kingdom.  
 


