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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. Understanding 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, 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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indentured: Bound to work for another person for a specified period of time in order to pay off a debt.


almshouses: Poorhouses; homes for the poor.


sectarian: Parochial; having to do with a religion.


emigration: The act of leaving one’s place of residence to move to another.


subsidies: Money paid by the government.


subsistence: The minimum needed to sustain life.
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CRADLED BY UNCERTAINTY


The wire was pressed so tightly against Bobby’s face that it made an imprint of the fence around his eyes and nose. Red marks faded to normal skin tones as Bobby stepped back and thought about his next move. After a moment, he dropped to the ground. Gravel scrapped against his belly as he pushed his thin arm under the chain-link divider that separated his yard and the abandoned building next door. Stretching his arm and extending his fingers, he could just touch the tiny ball of white fur. The kitten turned its wobbly head in Bobby’s direction, and Bobby smiled. The kitten came a couple of shaky steps closer, and Bobby was able to relax his outstretched arm a bit as a tiny pink tongue licked his fingertip.


Glancing up, he saw the gray mother tiger cat emerge from the broken basement window. Stepping softly over shards of broken glass, she moved silently. Ever so gently, she placed the black and white bundle she had been carrying in her lips on a clump of dandelions. The black and white kitten gave a squeak of protest when she abandoned him to retrieve his sibling. Another kitten wiggled as the mother cat placed the kitten beside her brother, out of Bobby’s reach.


Bobby sat up and once again pressed his face against the fence as he watched the mother cat disappear and reappear twice more. A black kitten and a tiny replica of the mother completed the family. The mother corralled her babies next to her body, and they snuggled against her for food, warmth, and security. Bobby watched, fascinated, while in the back of his mind he worried about his sister Cara.


He recognized Cara’s voice crying somewhere in the distance, and sunshine and kittens faded from view as Bobby squeezed his eyes shut and tried to squeeze his ears shut too. Bobby didn’t want to know why Cara was making those sounds.


His stomach rumbled as he opened his eyes and blinked. More than an hour had passed since the kindergarten bus had dropped him off at his doorstep, but Bobby didn’t know that. He just knew that he was hungry. With a sigh, he got to his feet, crossed the yard, and climbed the steps to his family’s apartment.


When he reached the top of the stairs, he heard a thump behind the door that held so many secrets behind it. Hungry and fearful, his hand trembled as he reached for the doorknob. Slowly and quietly he turned it, opened the door a crack, and peered inside. The television was on in Momma’s bedroom, and Bobby recognized the voices of characters on her favorite soap opera. Confident that she would be in there enjoying their company, Bobby tiptoed across the living room. Approaching the kitchen door, he was gripped by fear. His three-year-old sister lay face down and motionless on the floor.


Bobby rushed to Cara’s side, placed a hand against her cheek, and whispered her name. “Cara, are you okay?”


At the sound of her brother’s voice, Cara lifted her face. “Bobby, I’m hungry.” Tears mixed with the blood coming from her nose and red-brown stains dripped onto her favorite outfit—a pink dress, a sure sign that Cara had dressed herself that morning. Bobby grabbed the dishcloth and helped Cara wash her face and hands. Then he stepped onto the chair that Cara had fallen from and retrieved the peanut butter she was trying to reach.


The peanut butter and jelly sandwiches Bobby made tasted good, but the milk he poured into two small glasses was beginning to sour. Nevertheless, the children drank it and ate quietly as was their custom, so as not to disturb their mother. Cara loved eating lunch with her brother who always shared tales of school and bus-riding adventures. Today, her eyes grew wide as Bobby whispered about the kittens that lived next door.


“I want to see the kittens. Show me the kittens, please,” she pleaded.


“Okay, but be very quiet,” Bobby cautioned.


They quickly finished eating their sandwiches. Bobby held Cara’s hand as they crossed the living room. They were intent on their mission, both sets of eyes focused on the door, when Cara’s hand was suddenly ripped from Bobby’s grip. He turned just in time to see Cara’s little body hit the sofa with a thud as Momma released her. Cara uttered a surprised shriek but then fell silent. Bobby’s mouth hung open in shock, and Momma slapped his chin up to shut it.


“What do you brats think you’re doing sneaking out of the house behind my back?” She reached up and locked the dead bolt that was beyond their reach. Turning on her heel, she stomped toward the kitchen.


“Your father left me in charge, and you don’t do anything without my permission. Look at the mess you two made! Well, you march your butts in here and clean it up right now. I’m expecting friends tonight,” she shouted and returned to her bedroom.


Oh no! Bobby thought. He didn’t like Momma’s friends. They were all mean, and one of them was especially bad to Cara.


“Maybe we can hide while her friends are here,” he whispered to his sister. “Don’t cry. I’ll clean the blood off the floor.”


A plan was beginning to take shape in Bobby’s mind. They would try to avoid trouble by being quiet and staying out of Momma’s way for the rest of the afternoon. They’d build a fort at the back of the long, narrow closet in their bedroom. Remembering that his father kept a small flashlight in a kitchen drawer, Bobby opened the drawer, took the flashlight, raced quickly to the bedroom, and hid the flashlight in the closet. When he returned to the kitchen, Bobby rinsed the glasses, plates, and knife.


They had lived in several places, but the problem with this small apartment was that there weren’t many hiding spots. Bobby sometimes felt bad when he hid from what was happening to Cara, but he couldn’t stop Momma from doing those things, and when he interfered or cried, he got in really big trouble. Tonight he would take Cara to the closet, and they would both be safe.


“Where is Daddy? When is he coming home?” Cara whispered as she and Bobby left the kitchen.


“He’s on a ship in the Navy. I don’t know when he’s coming home—maybe soon.”


Bobby sighed. Life was nicer when Daddy was around. Sometimes he played ball with Bobby, and Cara hardly ever got hurt when Daddy was home. Also, Momma’s friends never came around when Daddy was home.


Bobby and Cara spent the rest of the afternoon in their bedroom. From the window, they could see the mother cat’s yard, and they watched as she carried her babies back through the broken window.


“Where’s she taking them?” Cara asked.


“Into their house.” Bobbie remembered watching the mother cat feed her kittens and how she lay beside them while they played, and he knew the mother cat would keep her babies safe during the night. “Let’s build a fort.”


Cara was reluctant to enter the dark closet at first, but when Bobby turned on the flashlight, she followed him. “How do we build it?”


Bobby didn’t want to risk angering Momma by messing up the beds, so he took two blankets down from the shelf. He unfolded one of the blankets and placed it in the farthermost corner of the closet. Next, Bobby handed stacks of clothing to Cara and showed her how to pile them in front of the blanket. The second blanket was reserved for a cover.


“There,” he said. “It’s ready. As soon as Momma’s friends get here, we’ll go inside, and we’ll stay there until they leave.”


Cara was worried about the friends’ visit, but the idea of staying in the fort with Bobby comforted her.


Everything went according to Bobby’s plan. He and Cara stayed out of Momma’s way until about seven o’clock when she opened a couple cans of soup. Momma’s mind was on her upcoming visitors, so the meal was uneventful. After dinner, Bobby and Cara went to their room, closed the door, and waited for about an hour. Hearing a knock at the front door, they listened hard to determine who it was. When he heard a woman’s voice, Bobby relaxed a bit.


“They’re laughing,” he told Cara. “I think it’s okay.”


The children looked at Cara’s picture book while they continued to wait. An hour or so later, they heard a louder knock at the front door. This time they recognized a male voice.


“Don’t cry,” Bobby cautioned Cara. “You’re going to be okay. We’ll be safe in the fort.”


Settling into the closet, Bobby pulled the extra blanket over their heads and turned on the flashlight.


“We need to be really quiet,” he whispered. “We might have to stay here for a long time. Let’s just lie down and try to sleep.”


Cara nodded in agreement, but sleep didn’t come easily for either child. Bobby turned off the flashlight and the two children closed their eyes, but they were listening intently for dangerous sounds beyond the closet door. Eventually, the children dozed off, only to be awakened by the sound of heavy footsteps in the hallway outside their bedroom.


“Where are the kids?”


As soon as they heard the man’s gruff voice, Cara’s tiny fingernails sunk into the flesh on Bobby’s arm. No one responded. The children’s bodies shook as they heard the door to their bedroom open.


“Shhhh.” Bobby put his hand over Cara’s mouth.
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Unlike human children, baby rabbits (like many other animal offspring) will be independent from their mothers within a few months.







Make Connections
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Of all the offspring of animals on the earth, human beings need the most care for the longest period of time. Many animals can walk within moments of birth, for ex ample, and are able to run from danger within week s. Some animals begin to eat adult foods shortly after birth. Birds born in spring have all their feathers, know how to fly perfectly, and are able to migrate thousands of miles by the end of summer. Human babies, on the other hand, learn to talk and to walk very slowly, require almost constant care for several years, and must be loved and nurtured long after that in order to achieve normal development.





WHAT IS FOSTER CARE?


The word “foster” means to nurture or encourage. When a child’s biological parents are unable or unwilling to properly care for their children by providing them with food, shelter, and safety, others must do so. People who are not the biological or adoptive parents of the children that they care for are providing foster care. They provide food, shelter, and safety for these children in a nurturing and encouraging environment.


Most children enter foster care because of parental abuse or chronic neglect. More than a half million children are in foster care in the United States. The majority of children who need to be placed in foster care are eventually returned to their biological families.
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A PARTIAL HISTORY OF FOSTER CARE BEFORE THE TWENTIETH CENTURY










	2000 BCE

	Protecting orphans was part of the code in Babylonia.






	787 CE

	An asylum was established for abandoned infants in Milan, Italy.






	1300

	The Great Code (the first document to define adoption) was written by Alphonso V of Castille. Children could only be adopted between the ages of seven and fifteen and only with permission of the king.
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A child should be able to take for granted that sheis loved
and safe. Unfortunately, all too often,
this is not the case.
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