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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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handicapped conversion van: A van that has been specially adapted to pick up and carry a  wheelchair. It often has been  modified to include a lift. 


lift: Mechanical or electric ramp or platform  that can be  raised or lowered. 


service dog: A dog that has been  trained to help people with various disabilities.


physical disability: A  condition that causes a person to have difficulty with seeing, hearing, walking, talking, climbing stairs, lifting, carrying, or performing activities of daily  living.


activities of daily  living (ADL): Feeding, grooming,  dressing, bathing, writing, using a  keyboard or  telephone, etc.


severe disability: Unable to see, hear, walk, talk, climb stairs, lift, carry, or perform  activities of daily  living independently without the help of another or without the use of assistive technology.


assistive technology: Methods or equipment used to help people with disabilities perform ordinary tasks and become more independent.


assistive technology devices (ATDs): Equipment used by people with disabilities that helps them perform ordinary  tasks and become more independent.


physical challenges: Disabilities involving movement or manual function.


spina bifida: A birth defect in which the spine doesn't close and  the spinal cord is  vulnerable to injury. This condition often results in paralysis.


cerebral palsy: A condition characterized by brain injury before, at, or shortly after birth that results in abnormalities of muscle tone and coordination.
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A NEW NEIGHBOR: MEETING SOMEONE WITH PHYSICAL CHALLENGES


Samantha rifled through the pile of letters and magazines she held in her arms as she rushed inside from her trip to the mailbox. Ah! It was there. Her monthly issue of Yo, Girl! magazine had arrived. Dumping the rest of the mail on the kitchen table, she hurried to her bedroom, closed the door, and plopped stomach-first onto the double bed that dominated her room.


Is it here? She wondered, her heart thumping in her chest. She flipped through the magazine’s glossy pages. In a matter of moments her eyes spotted the column she sought: “Dear BJ: Awesome Advice by and for Teens.” Scanning the letters that made up this month’s advice column, she looked for a familiar signature. There it was! In print! Her very own letter! The letter she’d sent three months ago when she found out her best friend and next-door neighbor was moving away.


Dear BJ, 


I don’t know what to do. I just found out that my best friend, Ali, is moving. Her dad got a new job in another city about a thousand miles away. Our parents say we can still see each other a couple times a year—you know, like at Christmas and over summer vacation and stuff, and we can IM each other on the Internet. But it won’t be the same. I mean, Ali lives right next door and we do everything together. What am I going to do? She can’t move! We’ve been very best friends since we were little, and she’s the only true friend I have. Nobody understands like she does. Help! 


Signed, 


Sad in Cincinnati 


Samantha felt a renewed ache in her heart as she read her own words. Three months ago, her best friend was only going to move. Now she was gone. The vacant house next door with the “SOLD” sign out front confirmed her new reality. What would BJ say? What could she say? Nothing would bring her best friend back.


Dear Sad in Cincinnati, 


Losing your next-door neighbor is going to hurt, and hurt a lot. Don’t feel bad about being sad. It’s okay to be sad You’re facing a big loss. You can try to keep the friendship going over the long distance, but the friendship will change. You are right to expect that it will be different, because it will. 


My suggestion would be to keep in touch with Ali, grieve her absence, too, but allow room in your heart for the possibility of new friends. You have another kindred spirit living out there somewhere; I know you do! She may be someone you already know but never considered because of how close you and Ali have been. Or she may be a stranger, someone who has yet to enter your life. As someone once said, “Strangers are only friends we haven’t met yet. ” So grieve your loss; you’re entitled! But be alert for new friends. They’re out there! I just know they are. 


Yours truly, 


BJ Twiam 


How can I be alert for new friends when I miss the old one so much? Samantha thought after she read the reply. Maybe this time BJ Twiam really didn’t understand.


Samantha closed the magazine and put her head down on her arms. The revving of an engine and the pulsing “beep” of a large truck backing up interrupted her grief. Samantha wiped her face with her sleeve, sat up, and pushed the sheer curtain aside that covered her window. A moving van was pulling in next door. The new neighbors were moving in!
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“But she’s in a wheelchair, Mom!” Samantha protested when her mother insisted they go over and welcome the new neighbors. Samantha had spotted special equipment when it was unloaded from the moving van. She’d also seen the new girl get out of her parents’ handicapped conversion van by using a motorized platform, called a lift, to lower the teenager out of the van.


So much for finding a new friend next door, Samantha thought as she observed the neighbors’ arrival. Ali and I used to play basketball on that driveway. We used to roller blade there and toss lacrosse balls in the yard. We ran track together and swam together. Who am I going to find to do all that with now? 


“I think you should go over with me, just to say hi,” Samantha’s mother encouraged. “Who knows? Maybe you’ll have more in common with their daughter than you think.”


Yeah right. 


“C’mon, Sam. We’ll just run this plate of cookies over and introduce ourselves. It’ll be fun. I really think you should come with me.


“Okay,” Samantha sighed. “But only because you say so.” She didn’t want to go. She missed Ali, and the last thing she needed was to meet the people who were replacing the neighbors she’d had all her life. She wanted to stay away.
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Samantha didn’t know what to expect when she and her mother visited the neighbors, but she certainly didn’t anticipate what she found when they arrived. The house next door, Ali’s house, wasn’t the same: new ramps led to the front porch; a wider door had been installed. All kinds of changes had been made to the place.


What happened to the old door? Sam wondered when her mother knocked. Where was the door Ali and Sam had used almost daily for a decade, the one marred by a dent in the middle where Samantha had accidentally driven a lacrosse ball? She couldn’t resist peeking through the window at the top of the new door. Everything inside looked different, too. Boxes were piled floor to ceiling, fresh paint covered the walls, hardwood and tile floors replaced the old wall-to- wall carpeting, and the hall seemed wider, too. The new owners had done quite a bit of remodeling on the house before they moved in.


Samantha’s thoughts came quickly as she waited. It doesn’t even look like Ali’s house anymore. It doesn’t smell like her house. What did they do to this place? I just want Ali to live here again! 


“Hi, I’m Maggie Stevenson,” Samantha’s mother introduced herself when the door opened. “And this is my daughter, Samantha. We live next door and just wanted to welcome you to the neighborhood.”


A brunette, forty-ish woman with kind eyes stood in the doorway. Dressed in sweats with a towel thrown over her shoulder, she looked like she could have just come from the gym. She’d been unpacking instead.


“Well, ah, thank you! What a nice surprise. Oh, I’m Donna Vanderhoff, and that’s my husband, Rick, over there,” she replied gesturing to the tall man who stood behind stacks of boxes in the adjoining room.


The family seemed pleasant enough. They were excited to learn that Samantha and their only child, a daughter named Jenny, were the same age and would be in the same classes at school. The adults chatted a bit, and Samantha learned that Mr. Vanderhoff’s company had transferred him—the same reason Ali’s family’s had to move. The new neighbors had more in common with the previous owners than Samantha realized: Mr. Vanderhoff even coached basketball in their old town—something Ali’s dad had done.


That’s odd, Samantha thought. Why would he coach basketball when his only child uses a wheelchair? 


A bounding golden retriever startled Sam out of her thoughts.


“She won’t hurt you,” a laughing voice called as its owner wheeled around the corner into the foyer. Samantha saw a fit-looking girl with long, straight blonde hair rolling toward her. Her poise and easy manner immediately attracted Samantha.
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