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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 


[image: ]


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, mental retardation, 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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ritual: A series of acts that is often repeated, such as 
 that in a religious ceremony.


paramount: Superior to others.
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RYAN’S WORLD


Ryan lay motionless on his back with his arms stretched straight at his sides. He was intent on his personal ritual. 


Ryan was awake, yet he kept his eyes closed while listening to the sound of the gentle spring rain pelting the roof above his bedroom. Taking several deep breaths, he began first to erase all thoughts from his mind and then to slowly and selectively place images on the empty space. Chocolate chip cookies came first.


Ryan imagined the tantalizing aroma of warm chocolate chip cookies. He could see his mother bending over the shiny new stove, lifting the cookie sheet from the oven. . . .
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She turned and smiled toward Ryan as she set the tray of steaming cookies on the island in the center of the spotless kitchen. Ryan poured two tall glasses of cold milk and carried them to the lace-covered table. He and his mother laughed and joked as they enjoyed this after-school snack while gazing through large French doors into the flower-filled yard. Mom rose as the back door opened and Ryan’s father stepped into the sun-filled room. 


“How was the office today, Honey?” she asked as her lips touched Tom Delaney’s stubbly cheek. 


“Fine, the Smith case has been a challenge, but I think I have everything under control now,” he replied. “I see you’ve been busy.” Tom chuckled while glancing at the counter filled with cookies before turning toward his son. “How was school today, Ryan? I know you were worried about that science test.” 


“I think I aced it,” Ryan said. “Thanks for going over the pretest with me last night. It really helped.” 


Tom Delaney set his briefcase beside a chair as he joined Ryan at the kitchen table. “Congratulations! I’m always here for you, son. Don’t ever be afraid to ask for my help when you need it.” 


Debra Delaney returned with another glass and filled it with milk for her husband. 


“Thanks, Dad. You’re the best,”Ryan responded. “I’ve been meaning to tell you that I’m thinking of going out for wrestling. The coach visited our gym class last week and told us a lot about the program. He said that two of last year’s seniors even got college scholarships. I’m strong, and I think I could be pretty good at it. What do you think?” Tom smiled and patted his son on the back. “Don’t worry about college; we have money set aside for that. But I think wrestling sounds fantastic. I’m really proud of you, Ryan.” 


“I know you’ll be good at anything you put your mind to, Ryan,” his mother added. “And your father and I will have a great time cheering you on at the matches.” 
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A loud clap of thunder brought Ryan back to reality. The gentle rain became a raging thunderstorm as he struggled to release his fantasy, open his eyes, and get out of bed. He sat up just in time to notice a mouse scurry under the chest of drawers.


I hate mice, was the first real thought of Ryan’s new day, and he felt it was appropriate to his situation in life. Ryan didn’t own a large wardrobe, and the clothes he did have lay dirty and scattered across the stained carpet. Selecting the least offensive of the lot, he dressed without bothering to take a shower.


The smell of cat urine grew more noticeable as Ryan opened the bedroom door and called Butch. “Do your duty,” he ordered as he picked up the large gray cat and placed him inside the bedroom; then Ryan closed his bedroom door and stepped into the small hall. Ryan didn’t bother to walk quietly down the hallway because he knew his father had been called in to work, and no amount of noise was ever great enough to wake his mom.


Sitting on the ripped upholstery-covered seat of a kitchen chair, he contemplated the room and felt defeat sink through his body. Dirty dishes were piled high in the sink and across the counter. Food-encrusted pots and pans were tumbled on each other on the old stove, and an open garbage bag had belched much of its contents across the soiled linoleum floor.


Ryan took a deep breath, gathered his courage, and rose to begin washing dishes. His growling stomach reminded him how hungry he was, but he had already eaten enough meals in the middle of this mess during the preceding week; he didn’t want to eat again while staring at the mess.


When Debra Delaney entered the kitchen in the early afternoon, the dishes were done, the garbage was back in the bag, and Ryan had made a pot of coffee. The thirteen-year-old had not acquired a taste for the beverage, but he knew how much his mother liked it . . . and he hoped it would keep her from looking for something else to drink.


“Morning, Mom. I made scrambled eggs for you. Would you like toast to go with them?”


“Aren’t you a sweet boy,” his mother exclaimed. “I’ll skip the toast, though. Just the eggs and some coffee will be fine.” Ryan saw the worried look that skipped briefly across his mother’s face as she brushed aside the unpaid bills that lay scattered across the tabletop. As he set the plate and cup before her, Debra’s arm was stretched beyond the sleeve of her robe, and Ryan couldn’t help but notice a new set of bruises. “That smells wonderful, Ryan.” She took a bite. “And it tastes even better than it smells. I’m lucky to have you. In fact, what would I do without you?” She stared blankly at the peeling wallpaper beyond the table’s edge, as though contemplating an empty life without Ryan.


“I’m not going anywhere,” Ryan reminded her. “So you can stop worrying about that.”


“Where’s your father?” Debra looked anxiously around the room, as though she had just remembered her husband.


“He was called in to work by that temporary employment agency. Don’t you remember? They phoned a couple of days ago.” “Yes, of course, I remember now.” Ryan knew she was lying. She had so much trouble remembering things lately.


A noise from Ryan’s room caught her attention. “What in the world is that?”
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oppression of the child.
—Maria Montessori






