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INTRODUCTION



Each child is unique and wonderful. And some children have differences we call special needs. Special needs can mean many things. Sometimes children will learn differently, or hear with an aid, or read with Braille. A young person may have a hard time communicating or paying attention. A child can be born with a special need, or acquire it by an accident or through a health condition. Sometimes a child will be developing in a typical manner and then become delayed in that development. But whatever problems a child may have with her learning, emotions, behavior, or physical body, she is always a person first. She is not defined by her disability; instead, the disability is just one part of who she is.


Inclusion means that young people with and without special needs are together in the same settings. They learn together in school; they play together in their communities; they all have the same opportunities to belong. Children learn so much from each other. A child with a hearing impairment, for example, can teach another child a new way to communicate using sign language. Someone else who has a physical disability affecting his legs can show his friends how to play wheelchair basketball. Children with and without special needs can teach each other how to appreciate and celebrate their differences. They can also help each other discover how people are more alike than they are different. Under-standing and appreciating how we all have similar needs helps us learn empathy and sensitivity.


In this series, you will read about young people with special needs from the unique perspectives of children and adolescents who  are experiencing the disability firsthand. Of course, not all children with a particular disability are the same as the characters in the stories. But the stories demonstrate at an emotional level how a special need impacts a child, his family, and his friends. The factual material in each chapter will expand your horizons by adding to your knowledge about a particular disability. The series as a whole will help you understand differences better and appreciate how they make us all stronger and better.


—Cindy Croft Educational Consultant 
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YOUTH WITH SPECIAL NEEDS provides a unique forum for demystifying a wide variety of childhood medical and developmental disabilities. Written to captivate an adolescent audience, the books bring to life the challenges and triumphs experienced by children with common chronic conditions such as hearing loss, intellectual disabilities, physical differences, and speech difficulties. The topics are addressed frankly through a blend of fiction and fact. Students and teachers alike can move beyond the information provided by accessing the resources offered at the end of each text.


This series is particularly important today as the number of children with special needs is on the rise. Over the last two decades, advances in pediatric medical techniques have allowed children who have chronic illnesses and disabilities to live longer, more functional lives. As a result, these children represent an increasingly visible part of North American population in all aspects of daily life. Students are exposed to peers with special needs in their classrooms, through extracurricular activities, and in the community. Often, young people have misperceptions and unanswered questions about a child’s disabilities—and more important, his or her abilities. Many times, there is no vehicle for talking about these complex issues in a comfortable manner.


This series provides basic information that will leave readers with a deeper understanding of each condition, along with an awareness of some of the associated emotional impacts on affected children, their families, and their peers. It will also encourage further conversation about these issues. Most important, the series promotes a greater comfort for its readers as they live, play, and work side by side with these individuals who have medical and developmental differences—youth with special needs.


—Dr. Lisa Albers, Dr. Carolyn Bridgemohan, Dr. Laurie Glader 
Medical Consultants 
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Words to Understand
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dyslexia: A language-based learning disorder that involves difficulty reading.


discrimination: To treat a person or group of people differently because of the category to which they belong (for example, an ethnic group or a disability).


due process: Legal, formal procedures that must take place, protecting a person from arbitrary action on the part of law enforcement officers.
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CHANGES


It’s funny how when one thing in your life changes, everything else ends up changing, too.


When I was little, I used to stand those little black dominoes up in a long row. Sometimes I made the row curvy like a mountain road; sometimes I made it straight. But whenever I pushed that first domino down, I knew all the other dominoes were going down, too. That’s kind of how it was when I found out my dad was marrying Janet. I had my life all arranged, sort of like those dominoes.


Then Janet came along, and that was the first domino falling.


Then she discovered my secret, and all the rest of the dominoes went down, too.


That probably doesn’t make much sense to you. And it won’t until I tell you something about me. My name is Charlie Begay, and there are two things you need to know right from the beginning:


I’m a Navajo. That’s the first thing, and it’s important to me. My family has lived in this area for more years than you can count, near the Animas River in the northwest part of New Mexico. If you stand on the brown hills behind our house and look north, you can see the San Juan Mountains up near Durango, Colorado, about thirty miles (48.3 kilometers) away. Those mountains are so high that some are covered with snow for nine or ten months of the year. All my life I’ve been telling myself that I’m going to ski those mountains some day, up at Purgatory Ski Resort. Sometimes, when things are really bad in school—which is most of the time—I close my eyes and dream how it must feel to fly down those slopes on skis, wild and free as a bird.


If you look south from our house, toward the Animas River, you’ll see the cottonwoods in the valley. In the fall, they turn bright gold, and if you ever see them—on fire like that against the bright blue October sky—you’ll never get the sight out of your mind. And you’ll always come back to see it again. This land is a part of who I am, and that’s the first thing you need to know about me. That’s the good thing.


The second thing is not so good. There’s something wrong with my brain.


To look at me, you might think I’m pretty much like every other Navajo guy in the eighth grade at Corando. I have black hair and dark eyes and skin that always looks tanned, like they do. And like a lot of them, I have a dad that moved off the reservation and into Corando so he could get a better job, and grandparents that aren’t very happy he did. So I’m a lot like every other Navajo guy, on the outside.


But there’s something different on the inside of me, something wrong with my brain, and by the time I figured that out, it was too late to tell anybody. Maybe, if I’d told somebody when I was six or seven, in kindergarten or first grade, maybe then somebody could have helped me. But I kept thinking that if I just tried harder, I could catch up. Now I know better, but it’s too late to fix the problem, whatever it is.


The only person who really knows my secret is Jake Yazzie. I make him help me with all the homework they give us at school. He reads me my assignments so I know what’s in them, and I pay him a dollar a page to write my homework papers. He’s so fast at it, except for math, he thinks that’s a good deal. I don’t always have money, naturally, so sometimes I try to teach him stuff instead of paying him, like how to Ollie on his skateboard. He’s real smart at reading, but he can’t get his board off the ground to save his life. So he’s embarrassed when we go to the park down in the middle of Corando, where they have a ramp and a half pipe. He sits and watches the rest of us flying on our boards, and he wishes he could too.


I know how he feels. It’s the same way I feel when I watch kids in my class reading books and wish I could read the way they do.


“Reading is the most important thing you’ll ever learn,” my father tells me all the time. He can’t read, except to recognize a few words that have to do with his job, so he thinks it’s like magic to be able to read marks on paper. “No matter what else happens, Charlie, you make sure you learn to read. You don’t let nothing stand in the way of that!”


When my dad started the job he has now, his boss sat down with him every morning and explained all the road signs and grocery stores he should look for on his daily delivery route. He knew that, otherwise, Dad could never figure out how to get to all the places where he delivers bread. After delivering bread for all these years, though, Dad knows the route fine, and he never lets on that he can’t read. I mean, who needs to read to pull the old bread off the shelves and stock the fresh loaves?


Dad’s proud to have a job that supports us. But sometimes, when we walk in those hills behind our house and he tells me about work, I hear something else in his voice, something that isn’t pride. I think he knows he’ll probably be delivering bread all his life, because when it comes to other jobs—the kind he might like to have—he can’t do the work. Not without knowing how to read.


That doesn’t seem right, somehow. My dad is the smartest man I know. He can name every bird we see and even imitate their songs. He knows where to find the mule deer and coyote, and rattlers too. He even knows about plants and which ones can be used for medicine. Sometimes I think there’s nothing he doesn’t know about the outdoors. But not being able to read is like a prison for him.


That’s partly why I can’t tell anybody about what’s wrong with my brain. It would kill my dad if he knew. Maybe if I had a mother, I could tell her, because it seems like a mother would understand better, somehow. But mine died before I can remember.


When I started kindergarten, I was pretty much like all the other kids, as far as I could tell. I knew the alphabet; I could say the letters and sing that A-B-C song just like they did. It was when we all moved up to first grade and were supposed to start reading— that’s when the trouble started for me.


The words wouldn’t stay still on the paper long enough for me to figure them out. Once I tried to explain that to the teacher, but I learned never to do that again. She rolled her eyes like she couldn’t believe anybody would say such a stupid thing. “Words on a page do not move, Charles,” she told me.


Reading out loud in class was torture. The other kids were doing it with no problem, but when they got to me, it was like my brain shut down. After the first couple of times I tried it, the other kids would all start giggling before I even started.


When my turn was coming, my hands would sweat so bad they left wet spots on the pages. While the kids ahead of me were reading, I’d be counting ahead, figuring out which lines would be mine, and trying to tell from the pictures what they said. Sometimes I had time to figure out a couple words before it was my turn. Then I’d kind of make up the rest, describing what I saw in the pictures. But I could tell from how the giggling got even louder that I was way off track. Then the teacher would tell me in front of everybody what the words really said, in this voice that was so fake-sweet, you could tell I was annoying her.


That was the year I started getting headaches from staring at the words so hard and trying to force them to make themselves into words for me, the way they did for the other kids.


Like I said before, I thought if I tried hard enough I might catch up and be like everybody else. But by the end of first grade, I knew the truth. I was the dumbest kid in the class. And even if I hadn’t figured that out by myself, I would have known because everybody told me so. They would’ve given me a lot more trouble about the reading except for two things—I could run faster than all of them, and they knew I was strong enough to take any of them down, even in first grade.


But on the inside, I didn’t want to fight. I just wanted to be like they were. Some nights at home, I’d draw pictures of me with the other kids in class, like I was one of them. I have a whole box of those pictures under my bed, but I knew they were just dreams.


My dad didn’t have a clue. Just about every week, he’d bring home a new picture book from the grocery stores where he stocked the bread shelves. “Read it to me, Charlie,” he’d say, beaming with pride.


So we’d sit on the couch together, and I’d look at the pictures and make up a story to go along with them. And he’d slap me on the back and say, “You’re making me one proud man, Charlie. Maybe when you get older, you can teach your old man to read, too, huh?”


I’d say sure, and then I’d get him thinking about something else, like showing me where he saw the bull snake the day before, or telling me about the golden eagle he saw circling overhead on his delivery route. When it comes to the outdoors, it’s easy to distract him.


But I always worried that some day he was going to find out the truth. I just didn’t know what to do about it.
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UNDERSTANDING LEARNING DISABILITIES


There are several different ways to define learning disabilities. According to Stanley S. Lamm, M.D., and Martin L. Fisch, Ph.D., in their book, Learning Disabilities Explained, a learning disorder "describes a condition or a series of specific conditions that interfere with the normal learning process in a child who is of average or above average intelligence." Paula Anne Ford-Martin (in the Gale Encyclopedia of Medicine), writes that learning disorders involve difficulties with how we acquire information, how we retain information, and how we process information. Melvin D. Levine, another expert in the field, explains that the term "learning disorder" refers to achievement at levels substantially below those expected for a student’s "age, amount of schooling, and level of intelligence."
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A child with special needs is not defined by his disability.

Itis just one part of who he is.
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Al things are continually
being born of change. ...
—Marcus Aurelius
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