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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 three 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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juvenile court: A court that deals with juvenile offenders and children beyond parental control or in need of care.


custody: The care and keeping of a person or thing.
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TROUBLE


Just like every other Friday evening, I ate dinner alone. When the phone rang, I don’t know why I bothered to answer—I knew it was Jeremy, because he called me every other Friday night. But since I had no other plans, I picked up the phone.


“Hey, Zeek, wanna shoot hoops?” Jeremy asked.


Jeremy wasn’t good at basketball, but I didn’t have anything else to do that night. “Sure,” I said.


“I’ll be right over.” He hung up without even saying good-bye.


Although I had gone to this high school for most of my freshman year, I still didn’t feel accepted. I thought this place would be different. I remember the day we moved here; I hoped my life would be better, that it would be easier for me to make friends. But I soon learned that even though other minority families lived in the area, I was the only multiracial kid in the neighborhood. Both at school and in the neighborhood, kids would say hi to me, but Jeremy was the only one that ever asked to do anything with me.


I rinsed the dishes and set them in the drainer. I sure didn’t want Dad having another reason to yell when he got home. He always seemed to yell the most on Friday nights.
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Jeremy rang the doorbell. I opened the door and he walked into the living room, bouncing a basketball.


“Hey, Zeek, you alone?”


“Yeah, Mom took Carlos and Jadira to stay with my grandparents, and then she went to finish her double shift.”


“Wanna play 'hide-n-drink'?” Jeremy grinned.


“Okay. Dad won’t be home from work for a few more hours. He’ll never know.”


I poured a small glass of water, and then we walked to the shed at the end of the driveway. Inside the shed, I reached behind a red toolbox and pulled out a bottle of vodka.


Jeremy laughed. “I can’t believe your old man still hides it in here.”


“Yeah. I guess he figures Mom won’t know since she can’t smell it on his breath.”


We took turns chugging the vodka. After a few swigs, I poured a little water in the bottle to make it look like no one had touched it. With Jeremy following me, I closed the shed, put the empty glass back on the kitchen counter, and we headed down the street. If we talked, I don’t remember what we said. After a couple blocks, we walked around the side of the school, toward the basketball court.


“Zeek, I got something to show you. You aren’t gonna believe it!” Jeremy pointed. “It’s over there.”


We walked to the edge of the school property. Jeremy crawled behind some bushes and held up a full-size skeleton.


“I took it from a science room earlier today. I figure I can pull a great prank on someone. Who should I scare?”


“I don’t know,” I said slowly.


I looked at the skeleton while Jeremy talked about what he could do with it. Finally, he placed the skeleton on the ground and we walked to the basketball court.


A few minutes later, Jeremy stopped shooting hoops. “See that little window in the door of the school?”


“Yeah,” I said.


“Let’s have a contest, see who can break it first.” He dropped the basketball.


I know it was a bad choice, but I agreed. We each picked up a rock and threw it at the window. We weren’t far from the building and even though the window was small, both of our rocks hit the window—almost at the same time. The glass shattered.


“Hey, you!” a janitor shouted through a classroom window.


“Jeremy, someone saw us.”


Jeremy laughed. “What’s he gonna do, hit us with a mop?”


“Joe, there’s a couple kids outside throwing rocks!” the janitor yelled to someone.


“But there’s more than one person in there,” I said.


“So there’re two janitors.” Jeremy started running. “Come on,” he said over his shoulder, “they’ll never catch us.”


I picked up the basketball and headed to the street, but Jeremy said he didn’t want to leave the skeleton. So I turned around and went with him behind the bushes. All of a sudden, I heard a deep male voice.


“Boys, come on out,” a man said.


I froze.


“I said to come out,” the man said louder. “Put your hands over your heads and kneel on the ground.”


Jeremy and I crawled out from behind the bushes, knelt on the ground, and lifted our hands. Two police officers towered over us. One officer told me to stand up, and then he searched me while the other office did the same to Jeremy. Then the older officer told us to turn around.


“What do we have here, another friend?” The younger officer pointed to the skeleton.


“Looks like he could use something to eat.” The older officer laughed.


“What’s your name?” the younger officer asked.


“Jeremy Hughes.”


“Zeek Martinez,” I said.


“Zeek, is that your real name?” the younger officer asked me.


“It’s short for Ezekiel,” I muttered.


“Ezekiel. Haven’t heard that name in awhile.”


“I was named after my grandfather,” I said.


“Nothing wrong with a grandfather’s name, Ezekiel,” the older officer said. “Boys, you've just won yourselves a ride to the station.”


I felt like I was in a cloud. I could hear an officer talking with Jeremy, but I didn’t pay attention to them. I don’t even know what happened to the skeleton. I just looked at the ground as an officer clasped the cold steel handcuffs around my wrists and walked me to the police car.
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HISTORY OF AMERICAS JUVENILE JUSTICE SYSTEM


America’s juvenile justice system came from the English. They believed that at age seven, children were able to tell the difference between right and wrong. If it could be shown that children between ages eight and fourteen were intelligent enough to understand the nature and consequences of what they had done, these children could be held responsible for criminal acts. They could be subjected to the same type of trial and sentence as adults.


In 1684, a girl named Jane Owen was indicted for stealing a silver mustard pot and three silver spoons. She was found guilty and was sentenced “to be burnt in the hand.”


A New Parent


Parens patriae is a Latin phrase used when the government acts as the guardian to protect the interests of children who cannot take care of themselves; it is sometimes referred to as “the state acting in the best interest of the child.”
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Crime s contagious.
—Louis D. Brandeis, Supreme Court Justice
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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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