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INTRODUCTION



We are all people first, before anything else. Our shared humanity is more important than the impressions we give to each other by how we look, how we learn, or how we act. Each of us is worthy simply because we are all part of the human race. Though we are all different in many ways, we can celebrate our differences as well as our similarities.


In this book series, you will read about many young people with various special needs that impact their lives in different ways. The disabilities are not who the people are, but the disabilities are an important characteristic of each person. When we recognize that we all have differing needs, we can grow toward greater awareness and tolerance of each other. Just as important, we can learn to accept our differences.


Not all young people with a disability are the same as the persons in the stories. But you will learn from these stories how a special need impacts a young person, as well as his or her family and friends. The story will help you understand differences better and appreciate how differences make us all stronger and better.


 


—Cindy Croft, M.A.Ed.
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Did you know that as many as 8 percent of teens experience anxiety or depression, and as many as 70 to 90 percent will use substances such as alcohol or illicit drugs at some time? Other young people are living with life-threatening diseases including HIV infection and cancer, as well as chronic psychiatric conditions such as bipolar disease and schizophrenia. Still other teens have the challenge of being “different” from peers because they are intellectually gifted, are from another culture, or have trouble controlling their behavior or socializing with others. All youth with challenges experience additional stresses compared to their typical peers. The good news is that there are many resources and supports available to help these young people, as well as their friends and families.


The stories contained in each book of this series also contain factual information that will enhance your own understanding of the particular condition being presented. If you or someone you know is struggling with a similar condition or experience, this series can give you important information about where and how you can get help. After reading these stories, we hope that you will be more open to the differences you encounter in your peers and more willing to get to know others who are “different.”


 


—Carolyn Bridgemohan, M.D.
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Words to Understand
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hermaphroditism: The condition in which an organism has the characteristics of both sexes.


sonograms: Graphical representation of sound.
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Starting Over at Shore View


Bye, Mom.” I give her a peck on the cheek, wave, and try to smile as I step out of the car, shoulder my backpack, and turn to face the entrance of my new school.


Gotta’ be brave for Mom, especially after everything she’s gone through the past year. Not just my problems, but the burden of dealing with the Jerk, as well. I can’t let her know that this, “chance to start over” feels like facing the firing squad.


When I glance over my shoulder, she’s still sitting in the car, looking after me. Neither of us really wants to part; but she’s got to be at her job and I’ve gotta’ enter this building before the bell rings. So we both force smiles, wave again, and she puts the car into gear and heads out of the parking lot.


I’m alone.


Totally.


Shore View High. The words are carved in huge block letters on sandstone over the lintel of the school entrance. A portal—the entrance to my new life.


Portals in stories bring transformation. They can send Alice into her fantasy world, Elizabeth Bennet into a ballroom full of exciting new people in a Jane Austen novel, and in mythology, they can lead to heaven or hell. Which will this be? I dream of a place where the other students are sweet and gentle so they won’t harass me. Or will it be hell, like my old school?


First stop is the office. I go up to the counter, hand the secretary my ID. She doesn’t even look at me, just takes the documents, sits at her computer, and types. Then she tells me to stand on the line and smile toward the digital camera for my school ID picture.


I wish I had on make-up, wish my hair was better arranged. I’m going to look awful plain for this plastic image, but I know that’s better. Plain won’t attract attention. Then I sit and wait. Lots of hustle and bustle around me in the office, but I’m in the corner, looking at the floor. I tug at my long sleeves, make sure they cover all the way to my wrists. Keep those arms covered at all times. Students and teachers saunter around the room, but no one sees me. I’m like the fake plant sitting next to me, just a fixture in this environment. Good.


The secretary calls me, hands me my new school ID, locker number and combo, and class schedule. Would I like a map of the school? Sure.


I look down at my new school identification card, encased in shiny clear plastic. That’s not really me. I’m glad though; at this new school I prefer to be incognito. Much safer.


I head out the door, into the stream of students rushing hither and yon, greeting one another and preparing for the day. For an instant, I feel dizzy.


Room tilts.


Vertigo.


I see all these people, and I feel like there’s a big target on my back.


Just shoot me.


Gotta’ breathe. Breathe. Deep breaths.


Tell myself, You can do this.


On with the show. I glance at my locker number and the little map; my locker is in a dead-end corner at the end of the hall on the second floor. That’s good, actually: away from the main drag. Maybe I’ll be alone.


Okay, this is my locker. And no one’s here. Today might turn out all right, after all. I look at the combo and start spinning the dials. Nope; won’t open. Gotta start over.


“Hello-o-o. Haven’t seen you before. Are you new to the school?”


I look up from the spinning dial on my locker, into the most exquisite face imaginable.


Immediately, I’m green with envy.


The girl next to me is Asian, shorter than me by a few inches. She has enormous, dark eyes, perfectly manicured eyebrows, and lips outlined in bright red lipstick. Why can’t I be so pretty? She’s petite but curvaceous; oh, I wish I had a figure like that. And she’s wearing a tight little baby-blue dress over white stockings and shiny blue knee-length boots. You need to have the looks to pull off that kind of wardrobe. This girl has them—I don’t.


She smiles, showing me a glittering expanse of white teeth. “I’m Vanna. What’s your name?”


I introduce myself quickly, half hoping she won’t remember me. Then she wants to know where I’m from, and I tell her, “A little town up the coast.”


“What was it like there?”


“All right.” Not true, but this isn’t time for confessions.


I notice her purse: Betty Boop outlined with sequins. Very nice. I almost comment on it, but then I think better.


Then I hear footsteps behind us, more voices. Vanna is immediately surrounded by a small group of her friends. I’d hoped to have a quiet, out-of-the-way locker, but I am in the wrong spot. Now I hope Vanna will forget me, but again, no such luck. Her lips are moving and she’s pointing back and forth between me and her friends. I’m being introduced.


Wish I was in a Harry Potter novel, with an invisibility cloak I could wrap around me and vanish into thin-air. It would be so much simpler to live in a fantasy.


“… this is Tanya,” Vanna is saying, gesturing toward a dark-skinned student with short hair, jeans, and T-shirt. She’s wearing a silver bracelet with several large chunks of green turquoise. I’m guessing she’s Native American. Tanya nods her head and flashes a shy smile at me. She looks harmless; she might even be a possible friend. I make a mental note of her name.


Vanna goes on around the circle. “And this is Josh; we call him ‘Boy Wonder.’” They all giggle, and a tall, muscle-bound boy with blue eyes shakes my hand. He practically crushes my palm and fingers; it feels like getting my digits stuck in a tightening vice-grip.


I’m always intimidated by boys, especially apes like this one.


“Pleased to meet ya.”


“My pleasure.”


Not.


This guy’s an Alpha male. I can smell them a mile away. He’s probably all macho and full of himself. And he’s wearing a big wooden cross around his neck, which means he’s one of those fundamentalist types. I’m still sorting out my religious beliefs; from what I can understand, Jesus was pretty cool when it came to not judging people. But I’m leery of anyone who wears his faith around his neck.


Josh gestures toward a slight girl standing close beside him, arm around his waist. “Hello, I’m Ashley,” the girl says with a genuine-looking smile. Ashley is a bit less than my height: thin, dressed in faded blouse, jeans, and sneakers. I like her immediately, but I wish she weren’t clinging to the big gorilla. Is she not so sweet as she seems, or have I misjudged the guy? Time will tell.


“What’s your first class?” Vanna asks.


I glance at my list.


“Mr. Vallencio, Earth Science.”


“Oh, you’ll like him. He’s one of my favorite teachers,” Josh says.


“Lots of great discussions—that’s mostly all we do in his class,” Vanna chimes in.


Discussion classes are the worst. I much prefer lectures and writing assignments. My first day at Shore View isn’t turning out so well, and I haven’t even started the school day.


“I’m in Earth Science first period. I’ll walk you there if you like,” Ashley offers.


I’d rather be alone, but I don’t want to be rude. I’ll need to get acquainted with other students eventually, may as well start now.


I suppose.


Maybe.


I give a noncommittal nod and pick up my backpack. I still haven’t gotten the locker open, but I’ll figure that out later when I don’t have a whole crowd of nosey people surrounding me.


The warning bell rings. Vanna, Josh, and Tanya head separate directions; Ashley and I start walking down the hall.


“Where are you from?” she asks, and I tell her.


“That’s on the coast, right?”


“Uh-huh,” I reply.




“You surf?”


“Yes, I like being out in the ocean.” I want to tell her about my pretty Roxy board, but I bite my lip. Not good to reveal too much too soon.


A stream of students is heading into the door of what is apparently Mr. Vallencio’s room. I slip into the flow and choose a vacant seat next to Ashley.


The bell rings again, and the students quiet down.


Mr. Vallencio is a short man with glasses, dark beard and mustache. He announces, “Good morning, class. I have a note from the office, let me see, where is that? Oh yes, here it is. It says we have a new student. Everyone say hello to … Kevin Campbell.”


I force a smile and wave at my new classmates.
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THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN SEX AND GENDER


First, gender and sex are not different words for the same thing, even though the words both deal with male and female. Before the mid-1950s, the word “gender” was used primarily when discussing male and female as they pertained to grammar; in many foreign languages, adjectives and nouns change depending on the gender of what’s being discussed (and even inanimate objects possess gender in languages like French and Spanish).


In late 1955, the controversial psychologist John Money coined the phrase “gender role” in an article discussing hermaphroditism. In the mid-1960s, a group at the University of California defined “gender identity.” Those were the first instances of the use of the word gender in a non-grammatical context.
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Sex and gender are two different concepts; both are more complex than you might think.
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In the United States, most restrooms are labeled for males or for females, making gender identification a part of a basic bodily function. In many other countries, including some provinces in Canada, however, this most basic of sorting systems— whether one uses the men’s room or the ladies’—is not perceived to be needed, and public bathrooms are usually unisex.





An individual’s sex is generally known from birth, based on the sexual organs of the newborn. A male baby will have a penis; a female baby will not, instead possessing a uterus, vagina, vulva, and labia. Of course, many parents-to-be can now find out the sex of their child before birth, thanks to sonograms. In short, sex is anatomical.


SO, WHAT IS GENDER?


According to Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary (eleventh edition), gender consists of the behavioral, cultural, or psychological traits typically associated with one sex. This means, of course, that gender is divided into male and female. But wait! What about those individuals who do not consider themselves to be either sex or, in rare cases, to be members of both sexes? Does society just not count them? No, gender is not that simple.
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How we see ourselves doesn’t always match up with what others perceive from the outside.
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All males have some feminine characteristics and all females have masculine characteristics. In most cases, however, these do not interfere with whether one perceives oneself as primarily male or female.







Make Connections: Gender Identity
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According to many experts, gender identity exists in the mind of the individual; it is a psychological concept not necessarily based on biological fact. If someone believes he is male, then his gender identity would be male. In most cases, one’s gender identity matches his or her biological sex organs—but not always. Some evidence indicates that gender identity may have a biological component; organic differences have been found in brain anatomy in those with gender identity disorder.
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