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FOREWORD 

Middle school can be a harrowing 
experience for kids, not quite children 
but not quite young adults either.  

Disability can make this tumultuous time of life 
more complicated.  The idea for this publication 
stemmed from my desire to go back in time and 
have a conversation with my middle school self. If I 
could “pass on” all of the information I have learned 
about living with my disability, my earlier experiences 
would have been much easier. I would have had 
a light to walk toward in a very dark tunnel. 

The purpose of this project is to empower kids by 
exposing them to stories that foster self-acceptance 
and increased confidence.  The publication is also 
designed to expand parents’ toolboxes, enabling 
them to be more effective support systems.  Pass 
it On is envisioned as a tool for not only parents 
but for school counselors and teachers, as well as 
any other person guiding a child through life.  

This publication is the result of the hard work of 
many DAPi members and the guidance of our advisor 
Aillie McKeever who helped secure a grant from 
the Learning Disabilities Foundation of America 
to fund this project.  Through collaborations with 
North Shore Community College faculty and staff,  
this project has evolved from the mere realization 

that kids need more information into the collection 
of diverse stories that you see before you. It is 
our sincere hope that this publication will have 
a positive impact on many students who are 
struggling to find their own lights to guide them.  

These are our firsthand accounts as we  
remember them from our individual experiences.   
We have included only the names of people  
who have helped us on our journeys.  In  
some cases, details have been changed to  
protect identities. Our stories and messages  
for parents are not prescriptive.  They contain  
strategies and advice that we think are  
important, but it is always best to consult with  
professionals about each individual situation.  

“A journey of a thousand miles
begins with a single step.”  

    - Lao Tzu 

Joseph Ruggiero 
Delta Alpha Pi  

North Shore Community College 
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THE  GOOD FIGHT: 
A JOURNEY TO 

SELF-ACCEPTANCE 
AND DISCOVERY 

by Teresina Weaver 

Have you ever been told you have zero  
self-control? Or that you have anger  
issues? Welcome to my eighth grade  

life! I was kicked out of my initial middle  
school for lack of discipline, which surprised  
me because I didn’t understand that level of  
inflexibility.  I knew everyone around me was  
ready to give up on me.  I made a vow to change  
and be a better student.  However, I failed. 

I wouldn’t classify myself as a jokester, but I 
do believe others feed off of my energy.  For 
example, if I acted rowdy during classes,  
my friends would too.   That wasn’t the only 
problem, but it definitely factored into it.   

In eighth grade at my new middle school, my Spanish 
teacher was the definition of eccentric.  She wore 
bright colors; her favorite was flamingo pink!  She 
spoke hyperactively, she stuttered, and she spread 
her arms in excessive motion like an injured bird.  I 
was learning a subject that I had never encountered 
before, and I felt my manic teacher made everything 
worse.  My friends and I were crazy.  I mean, what 
fourteen-year-old isn’t?  Yet I always felt targeted 
by my Spanish teacher, as if, in a room of 20-24 
students, I was her main focus.  It was as though 
she had radar on me.  If I blinked, I swear she knew 
about it.  If I moved a muscle, I swear she sensed 
it.   Adults always say that they can see everything 
kids do because they have eyes in the back of their 
heads, right?  I am positive that this woman did.  

My Spanish teacher had an obsession with three 
things:  Popeye, The Little Mermaid, and Shrek. 

These were three completely different storylines that 
had little to do with each other, which my friends and 
I found amusing.   We watched these three movies 
in Spanish with English subtitles.  Unfortunately, I 
have the attention span of a pea.   Within minutes of 
watching the movies, I was doing something else.  I 
doodled.  I put my head down.  I whispered to my 
best friend.  Nothing I did was distracting to the 
entire class, yet it triggered my teacher’s attention,  
and she reprimanded me immediately. She took 
my notebooks and pencils, moved my best friend 
away from me, and threatened to kick me out of 
the class if I dared to put my head down again.  

Embarrassment was hard to accept.  Once I felt 
that I was being targeted, I went on attack mode.   
My anger spiked very quickly, and it was almost 
impossible to calm down.  I didn’t know how to 
control my emotions back then, nor did I have the 
resources to do it.  I had Spanish class three times 
a week, and I lost my temper every single class.  I 
attempted to report my teacher, but my voice was 
never heard.  My principal made it clear that I was 
the problem because I lacked the ability to focus 
on what was going on in class.  My principal also 
said that my attitude was horrible, which was 
the main reason I couldn’t last ten minutes in my 
Spanish class.  I felt judged and unsupported. 

I thought things would get easier when I went to 
high school.  I was dead wrong.   At this point in 
my life, I was really emotional.  I felt that everyone 
I came in contact with had a problem with me.   
As a result, my first couple years of high school 
consisted of many conflicts.  I was involved in 
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physical altercations with other girls and screaming 
matches with teachers and deans.  Once, during 
my sophomore year of high school, I was having 
a horrible day.  Things at home were terrible, so I 
already came into school in a bad mood.   A few girls 
were harassing my friend during lunch and I asked 
them to back off.   They continued to pick on her until 
I couldn’t take it anymore.  I fought those girls for 
saying nasty things to my best friend.  My emotions 
were always controlled, so when I fought it was the 
best release.  With every hit I almost felt better. I was 
suspended for two weeks.   Again, I was brought 
into the principal’s office and told that my attitude 
was horrible.  I was told that this was the main 
reason I couldn’t handle disagreeing with another 
person without physically harming them.  I heard 
the same thing every year.  

on, my parents split up.   
They couldn’t stand each 
other but also couldn’t 
afford to not live with each 
other.   The house I grew up 
in didn’t feel like my house 
anymore.   Yet I was forced 
to be there, constantly 
listening to the two people 
I loved most fight like they 
never shared ten plus years 
together.  My father was 
detached from me in every 
way possible.  My mother 
wasn’t focused on me because she’s human and feels 
sadness just as we all do sometimes.  So, though I 
had two parents, I felt like I didn’t have any at all 
because they were so caught up in their own issues.   
I needed to feel something, so I began acting out.  I 
started stealing and ended up getting caught.  I was 
handcuffed and thrown into the back of the police 
car and brought to the police station.  It was one of 
the most horrifying and traumatic events I have been 
through.  I did it because I wanted my parents to see 
me.  I wanted them to focus on me for once.  Even if 
it was just to bail me out of jail, I just wanted their 
attention.  But, of course, I was mistaken about this 
strategy.  My parents just picked me up from the 
station and brought me home.   They yelled at me 

While all of this was going 

for five minutes and then delved into how each one 
was a bad parent.  Suddenly, I was invisible again.  

After all of these events, my school finally hit 
a breaking point.  I was evaluated.   They told 
my mom that there was a problem that caused 
me to be a poor student both in and out of the 
classroom.  Hearing that really hurt me.  I felt so 
helpless.   To hear that my struggle to control myself 
that was the sole reason I was failing made me 
shut down.  I felt that I didn’t belong, not at my 
house and now not at school.  I didn’t want to be 
somewhere I wasn’t wanted, so I started skipping.   

I did eventually hit rock bottom.   That was a day 
of my junior year when it was time to apply to 
college and I realized that my grade point average 
wasn’t even going to get me into community 

college.  So imagine 

u have a  the horror on my face 
and the thoughts racing 

ontrolling 
 through my head when 

ometimes, 
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 I wish I could tell you that 
it is easy to understand 

otions 
 your problems and 
conquer them, but it 

vely.
  isn’t.  Different people 
handle things in various 
ways.  I met someone 

who changed me.  I know self-motivated change 
is the way most people conquer things, but 
sometimes allowing relationships and other people 
to help with that change is more useful than you 
think.   A boy came into my life and made me see 
that I wasn’t a problem.   When we were together,  
certain things he did triggered my anger and I 
would scream and yell, but he worked with me and 
showed me different techniques to approach him 
more effectively.  He made it clear that I wasn’t a 
horrible person; I just had things I needed to work 
on.  I needed help in finding different techniques to 
communicate in a way that could be understood.  

Since I do get angry quickly, one of the things I 
learned was to go on walks.  It seems crazy, but 
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walking helps clear the mind so that you can 
process what actually bothers you. That way, when 
you come face to face with a problem again, you 
are way more level-headed. Another technique 
I learned was to write it out.  Everyone’s art is 
different.  It could be drawing or singing, but 
for me it was writing.  I felt that my thoughts 
were always jumbled up, but when I wrote them 
out, they made sense.  I didn’t feel confused or 
overwhelmed anymore. The last technique I learned 
was to just cry.  I had anger problems and I was 
told to fear my feelings because I expressed them 
so wildly. This, however, was wrong. In order to 
know when you’re about to get to the point where 
you lose control, you have to experience it. 

These techniques helped me become a successful 
college student.  I now know my limits.  I can 
understand the steps that lead to me to explode 
and try all my techniques before I get to that point. 
If I get overwhelmed, I step out of class. When I 
am having a bad week (because that still happens 
at some points in life), I cry and write it out. The 
great thing about college, though, is that there are 
far more resources than you have in middle and 
high school. My advice is to lean on your friends 
and allow them be a resource when you feel alone. 
Friends will give you a way to release your feelings 
and teach you how to channel your emotions.  Every 

journey is different, so I advise you to try different 
things and don’t be afraid to make a mistake. You 
may slip up and lose your temper. As a middle 
schooler, you’re still learning.  Even if you have 
a hard time controlling your anger sometimes, 
you can get better at expressing your emotions 
effectively. As human beings, it’s what we do. 

Message to Parents 
by Teresina Weaver 
Parents, please remember your child is learning. 
It may be hard to remember the time when you 
were a kid encountering new problems. Your 
child is still finding himself.  I struggled with 
my anger, and it was difficult for my parents 
to understand me.  It affected our relationship 
because I felt scared to be too emotional around 
them.  I felt scared to confide in them because I 
felt they didn’t understand me. 

Middle school is a tough time because kids are 
going through so many changes.  Before you get 
upset with them, take a step back and ask your 
kids to explain to you how they feel through 
speaking, writing, artwork, or some other form. 

It could actually become a technique for them. 
They’ll learn early to actually express their 
feelings before it has to become physically or 
emotionally uncontrollable. 

Kids need to know they have you to lean 
on. That is the biggest challenge as a child: 
to feel alone, to hurt, and to not understand 
these changing feelings because they are new. 
Consider going on a silent walk with your child 
so you both can sort out your emotions. Then 
talk after. Work with your kids and be interested 
in them.  It means more to them than you think. 



   
 

 
  

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 
 

 
  

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 
 
 

A BLESSING, 
NOT A CURSE
 

by Brittany Sandage 

Ihave never felt disabled, but I have always 
felt a little different. As a kid, there were 
a few things I knew for sure, and the fact 

that I was dyslexic was not one of them. I knew 
that I didn’t like to read aloud in class, I knew 
that I could get through reading assignments by 
reading the first and last pages of a book, and I 
knew that I didn’t enjoy movies with subtitles. 

When I was in elementary school, I read the 
newspaper to my dad as a way to practice 
reading since it took me so much longer than my 
classmates. With him looking over my shoulder, 
I stumbled through the articles, butchering the 
carefully-crafted news stories along the way. He 
corrected me, as I often said a different word 
than the one in print. He repeated that I just 
needed to read what was there. Desperately trying 
to carry out his instructions, I went more and 
more slowly but continued to make mistakes. I 
became more sensitive; he became increasingly 
frustrated that I wasn’t following directions. 

Heading into middle school, each student had to 
pick a second language to learn. With a romantic 
hope of being bilingual, I was so excited to begin 
French class. But in my first French class, I learned 
that my issues with reading the newspaper were 
a cake walk comparatively. Smart enough to 
get good grades in other classes, I just had to 
work harder than my peers. But no matter how 
much time I spent studying French, this subject 
continued for years to result in my lowest grades. 

By the time I got to my freshman year of my 

undergraduate education, I had memorized just 
enough of the language to test out of two levels 
of French, completing my university’s language 
requirement. In my first year of college, I excelled 
in my coursework, earning straight A’s my first 
semester. After struggling so much in school, it was 
nearly a miracle that I was doing so well. However, 
my grades were based on turning in assignments 
and participating in classes. My grades the following 
semester were based solely on limited-time exams, 
including midterms and finals. My world started to 
implode, culminating in me leaving school without a 
degree. With high-achieving parents, this failure was 
incredibly painful, heartbreaking, and shameful for 
me. I couldn’t understand what went horribly wrong. 

Around the same time, my much younger brother 
was in early elementary school, and it was time 
for parent-teacher conferences. My brother’s 
teacher told my parents that he was a bright child 
but he was struggling in reading and writing. 
She asked if he had ever been tested for dyslexia 
because she felt certain that this was the obstacle 
keeping him from progressing with the rest of 
the students. Laughing at the suggestion, my 
parents informed the teacher that he had a sister 
who was just like him. They were almost using 
this as an explanation and not considering what 
the teacher had said. But taking their reaction in 
stride, the teacher calmly told them that it is likely 
then that they had two dyslexic children. I wish 
today I could send her a thank you note because, 
in that moment, I don’t think anyone in my family 
grasped the impact of what she had done for us. 
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My brother and I both got tested. He was tested first  
in Massachusetts where my family lived at the time.  
After multiple days of testing, he was found to be,  
without a doubt, dyslexic.  With this confirmation in  
hand, his psychologist was able to suggest a facility  
in Indiana, where I was living at the time, and I was  
tested as well. It has now been so many years that I  
no longer remember the tester’s name or even what  
the building or office looked like. But I have a clear  
image of four cards on the table in front of me and  
being asked to put the cards in order. I remember  
the cards were black and white and almost looked  
like comic strip squares with the same characters in  
slightly different positions doing slightly different  
things.  As a 21-year-old, I was sure I could “ace”  
this testing if they were all going to be like this. I  
did as instructed, arranging the squares into a line  
to tell a story. Eagerly, I asked if I was correct, and  
to my frustration, the tester neither confirmed nor  
denied my accuracy. She took notes and asked me  
to explain how I got to the order I had chosen. 

Looking back on the testing,  
I wish I had had the insight I  
do now about being dyslexic  
and what it looks like from  
the outside. I didn’t realize  
how many of the key signs  
of dyslexia I was displaying  
during this testing. My  
dyslexic traits were going  
unrecognized in my daily  
life.  The tester finished her  
analysis and sent a report to my parents. I was sent  
a copy and, to this day, I haven’t made it through the  
entire packet. Really, the report itself was presented  
in such a challenging format that it could have been  
the test for dyslexia! Using unpronounceable clinical  
words and long scholarly definitions, the packet  
told me (via my parents reading it and giving me  
the summary) that I too was undeniably dyslexic. 

My family was starting to see that my “Brittany
idioms” were actually due to being dyslexic.  
Pronouncing headache as head-ic-ake is one  
that we still talk about today. I cannot sound out  
words as most people do.  When I read a word, my  
brain can’t make sense of the word’s suffix.  The  
report strongly suggested that, due to my form of  

dyslexia, any second language requirement should  
be waved.  Things were starting to make more  
sense, but I didn’t know what to do with this new  
information, and it wouldn’t help me in completing  
my undergraduate degree.  At this point, I thought  
“Yeah, this is nice to know, but it’s too little too late.”  

Luckily, my brother was able to enroll in a dyslexic  
elementary school designed to teach children in  
different ways. My mother was able to take classes  
facilitated by his school to learn how to teach and  
tutor dyslexics. She came home excited to share tricks  
she had learned, many of which I was doing without  
realizing. One that was new to me was a fast way to  
visualize a “b” versus a “d” by making the “OK” sign  
with both hands and having your thumbs touch.  When  
the student looks down at the “bed” made with her  
fingers, it reads in the order of the word, a “b” being  
made with the left hand and a “d” with the right.  

This is a trick I still think of today. But the world has  
gotten more technologically advanced since then,  
which has helped me compensate for my dyslexia  

over the last decade.  Two  
years ago, I was afforded  
an incredible second  
chance at college. My  
brother was accepted to  
the University of Denver  
for the fall of 2014.  When I  
found out I was being laid  
off, I put in an application  
moments before the  
deadline.  The appeal of this  

school for me, and the only reason I was willing  
to entertain the idea of returning to college in  
my 30s, was the incredible support program the  
school has to help students with an enormous  
array of learning differences.  The Disability Services  
Program (DSP) has the ability to customize support  
for each student and his or her individual learning  
differences. Support includes specialized tutors, note  
takers, alternate formats created for each quarter’s  
texts, and even extended time options for tests. 

All of these resources are meant to help compensate  
for any difference that could hold a student back from  
performing at a rate similar to his or her peers.  As  a  
result, I am graduating from college with high honors  
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and a bachelor’s degree in Business Administration. I 
earned high enough marks that the University of Denver 
has accepted me early into the master’s program 
for Business Analytics. As a result of proving myself 
through academic excellence, my early acceptance 
means that I don’t have to take more standardized 
tests for admission; these tests were the only hurdle 
that stood in the way of me entering graduate school. 

I still struggle with dyslexia on a daily basis, but I 
have learned about tools that are available to help 
me. I have learned that it is ok to use every form of 
help offered; moreover, I have learned that needing 
help is not failure. Still unable to sound out words, I 
try to get as close as I can and hope spell check will 
catch any of my errors.When I’m so far off that even 
spell check can’t help, I copy the word into a search 
engine. I find someone to review everything that I 
write, either through the school’s Writing Center or by 
emailing my parents. My textbooks are all converted 
and read to me by text-to-speech software. 

I have learned that my accomplishments are not 
diminished by being different and needing to use 
additional resources; they were actually only possible 
for me through those means. I have even gotten back 
into French classes that are based on how I learn, 
connecting the 
word in front of 
me with pictures 
and sounds. 
Learning how 
I learn has 
been the most 
valuable part of 
my success. 

Message to Parents 
by Brittany Sandage 

In determining a message that I think parents 
would find most valuable, I turned to my own 
parents. They have seen my struggles with self-
esteem due to being so different, my failures 
academically, and my initial surrender to the idea 
that excellence was outside of my capacity. But 
they have also gotten to see how wonderfully 
successful my brother has been and, ultimately, 
how academically successful I have become too. 

Exploring the resources available for every 
learning style is vital to helping your child learn 
in the way that is best for him or her. Resources 
range anywhere from finding a specialized school 
like the one my brother attended to locating a 
school that has an internal program designed to 
help extraordinary students. It can be something 
as small as listening to an audiobook instead of 
reading a hard copy. 

But there is also value in teachers who are 
educated about learning differences, about how to 
recognize them, and what these differences mean 
for students. My teachers noticed that something 

was not quite the same for me as it was for my 
peers, but they assured my parents that it couldn’t 
be anything severe, as I was always articulate. Had 
it not been for my brother’s teacher identifying the 
resources that were available and how much they 
could help him, I’m not sure where either of us 
would be today. 

A learning difference is as emotional for the 
student as it is for a parent who doesn’t share 
that difference. Not being able to understand 
enough about dyslexia myself, I was unable 
to communicate about what was going on 
when I was growing up. Now that I have more 
information about my type of dyslexia, I can 
help my parents and peers understand. Finding 
someone to explain to you how a learning 
difference directly affects your specific child is a 
great start to an achievable path of success. 

I have never felt disabled—just different—so 
being able to explain this feeling and talk through 
those differences with my parents has made a 
world of difference for me. Discovering how to 
support your child is no small achievement, but it 
will be so valuable to both you and your child. 



 

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 
 

 
  

 
 

 
  

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

  
 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 

TEARFUL 
BEGINNINGS 

by Steve Peguero 

Middle school was a weird time for 
me. I mean, sure, in some shape or 
form, middle school has been one of 

the weirdest times of everyone’s life. But in my 
school, I always stood apart from the crowd—and 
not always for the better. To put it in simple terms, 
I used to act pretty immaturely most of the time, 
calling myself seven years old when I was really 
eleven or twelve. I was also dealing with social 
anxiety that got worse in new environments. In 
order to show you what I mean by that, I should 
start from just before I began middle school. 

I had just graduated from elementary school and I 
thought to myself, “Hey, maybe I’ll get to take the 
bus to school next year.” I thought taking the bus 
to school was the coolest thing ever, so I asked 
someone in the main office if I was on the bus 
route. To my disappointment, I lived a bit too close 
to be picked up by a bus, so I had to walk to school. 
I didn’t take the news very well; I cried for the rest 
of the day. I remained upset about it for the rest of 
the summer up until the first day of middle school. 

Being part of a new school distracted me from 
being upset about having to walk to school every 
day (which, by the way, was only a few extra 
blocks farther away than my elementary school). 
I’m not sure if it was that helpful, though. Many 
of the other sixth graders came from the same 
elementary school as I did. Still, seeing a bunch of 
new students’ faces plus being in a new building 
was overwhelming, especially after being in the 
same school with the same faces for six years. The 
teacher in my first class took notice of my distress, 

so she called the school counselor to come and 
talk to me. In a few minutes, the counselor arrived 
in the class and called my name. I was reluctant 
to go with him, but I eventually did. We walked 
down the long hallway, and he tried to get to 
know me better. I didn’t say much, though. I just 
remember thinking “Why am I going with this guy? 
I liked my old elementary school counselor much 
better.” I examined his somewhat unkempt hair 
and thick glasses. When he told me his name, Mr. 
Levine, I just said “Nice to meet you” without really 
meaning it. I continued the awkward walk until 
we reached his office. In his office, I was greeted 
by two other counselors and a couple of eighth 
graders. Everyone was nice, but I had the sudden 
urge to bolt. It was just too many new faces for 
me to handle at once. I had to get out of there. 

So I did. 

Without warning, I darted out of the office. I 
could hear Mr. Levine telling the two eighth 
graders to stop me. That only made me run 
faster. I ran down the long hallway and down 
several flights of stairs, skipping steps whenever 
I could. I was in such a panic that I did not give 
a thought to what I would do after I got out of 
the school. It did not help that I could hear the 
eighth graders getting closer. I finally reached 
the first floor and saw the exit. Doors never 
looked as great as they did at that moment! 

I darted to the exit as quickly as I could. Then, 
when I was just a hundred feet or so from the 
exit, I felt someone grab my arm. It was one of 
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the eighth graders who had been chasing me. I  
tried to resist, but he would not let go. So I cried  
while I tried to break free without success.  The  
teachers in the surrounding classrooms flocked  
into the hallway to see what the noise was  
about.  At first glance, it looked bad for the eighth  
grader. I mean, he was holding down a crying  
sixth grader against his will. Luckily for him, Mr.  
Levine caught up to us just in time and explained  
the situation.  All the teachers then returned to  
their classrooms and Mr. Levine approached  
me. I was a mess, tears and snot everywhere.  

Mr. Levine got down to my level and did his best  
to calm me down. He asked me why I ran, which  
I wasn’t able to explain. He asked about different  
things, such as what I  
enjoyed doing, my favorite  
animals, what I liked about  
elementary school, and  
what kinds of games I  
liked to play. I remember  
saying that I liked playing  
Chutes and Ladders. He  
told me that he had Chutes  
and Ladders in his office  
and that I could play the  
game if I came back with him.  That cheered me  
up. Mr. Levine and I played Chutes and Ladders  
and a variety of other games for the rest of the  
school day while we got to know each other.  
That’s when I thought “Maybe he’s not so bad  
after all,” and I was right. He became my go-to  
person when I was going through something  
difficult, and he always made me feel better.  
I guess I just needed to give him a chance. 

As the months passed, I became more accustomed  
to everything middle school had to offer.  What  
was new and scary soon became old and ordinary.  
The teachers were nice and the new kids were  
friendly. I have always been a bit quirky, but I  
made friends easily, which made my experience  
in middle school much better. I think being  
around older kids helped me grow up to the  
point where I could finally say my real age. I  
still had my days when everything was just too  
much, but I had Mr. Levine to talk with whenever  
that happened. Sometimes I got to hang out in  

his office all day.  Three years went by quickly  
once I was comfortable in my surroundings.  

Before I knew it, I was set to graduate from  
eighth grade. Not only that, I was moving out of  
state to start high school in a whole new place.  
That made the switch to middle school seem  
insignificant comparatively.  The transition was  
not easy, and I ended up becoming more of an  
introvert for most of my high school experience.  
My social anxiety might have been partly to  
blame but, as in middle school, it was short  
lived. I was not a person who got easily upset  
over things like I had been. Since I had already  
gone through the shock of change once in  
middle school, I believed high school wouldn’t  

be so hard to adjust to.  
Fortunately, I was right.  

I steadily grew up  
and matured through  
my high school years,  
made a couple friends,  
and somehow became  
fairly popular in  
school regardless of  
my quirks. Now I’m in  
college on the verge of  

transferring to a larger college to learn more  
about animal science, and I’m excited for the  
change this time around. I even have plans for  
the future to move to different countries and  
experience other cultures.  You can’t get much  
more different than that! What I’m trying to  
say is that I learned to not be afraid of change,  
to embrace it. Change is a part of life. In the  
end, I’m happy that I experienced it.   
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Message to Parents 
by Steve Peguero 

First, I want to thank you for your unconditional 
love and support of your children, regardless 
of whether they have a disability. Being a 
parent is not easy. I can definitely say that I 
gave my parents a run for their money with 
my misbehavior in school, hyperactivity, and 
immaturity. I didn’t pay much mind to my 
parents’ efforts to keep me on the right track but, 
as I got older, I became appreciative. 

I’ve met parents who would not acknowledge 
that their children had disabilities. They would 
just convince themselves that their children 
were normal when, in reality, there is no such 
thing as “normal.” Most people in the world 
experience disability in some shape or form or 
will eventually. It’s not something parents should 
be ashamed of. 

All children want is to be accepted for who 
they are. They look to you for guidance and 
encouragement, even if they don’t always seem 
to show it. It is important for you to not overdo it 
or shelter your child. Doing so only makes it more 
difficult for your child to interact with other kids 
and adults due to their lack of exposure to the 
world. This was my case, to be honest, although 
I was able to catch up during my college years 
once I had more freedom. 

I still have trouble advocating for myself since I 
was so used to my parents doing it for me. I am 
still learning how to define myself as a person. 
I always look to my family for support when I 
need it. Let your child experience as much as 
he can, even difficult things and failure. Your 
son or daughter will thank you later. As long 
as you support your child through changes and 
love your child no matter what, you will have a 
happy kid. 
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TWIST
AND SHOUT

by Joseph Ruggiero 

 
 

Ibelieve kids and teenagers are afraid of what  
is different because it makes them worry  
that they might be different themselves.  A  

lot of people think being different is wrong.  They  
think whatever most people are like is normal,  
and they want to believe that they are normal  
too.  The truth is, there is NO normal. Everyone is  
different, and I am writing today about one of my  
differences:  Tourette’s syndrome (TS). Basically, I  
have body and facial twitches and make noises I  
can’t always control.  These twitches and noises  
are called tics. Sometimes, I don’t even realize  
I am doing it. I have had tics since I was five  
years old and, for most of my life, I was very self-
conscious about it.  These days, I really like who  
I have become as a person, and that includes  
appreciating every part of me…even the Tourette’s. 

I didn’t know I had tics until my parents began to  
ask if something was wrong with my eyes. I was  
about five years old, and they said I was blinking  
and squinting much more than other people.  
They brought me to an eye doctor who couldn’t  
figure out what was going on. He told my parents  
my eyes were probably just dry, and they began  
putting medicated cream onto my eyes every day.  
The cream was cold and blurred my vision and I  
really hated it, but my parents said it would help  
me blink less, and I didn’t want to be different. 

Eye blinking was my first tic, but others showed  
up soon after. I stretched my mouth open wide,  
flared my nostrils, and made little grunting noises.  
My neck turned from side to side and I would  
stretch my arms, shoulders, wrists, and legs. Other  

kids at school were noticing, and it was really  
embarrassing.  They used to ask “What’s wrong with  
you?!” and bullies used to tell me I was a “retard.”  
I began to notice my tics when they happened  
and think less of myself. I wanted to be “normal”  
and I cried in my mom and dad’s arms, begging  
them to fix me. I didn’t know back then that no  
one in the world is really “normal.” Everyone is  
different and our differences make us unique. 

By the time I got to middle school, I could sense tics  
coming before they happened, but I couldn’t really  
hold them back yet.  With practice, I could hide them  
for short periods of time. I focused all my attention  
on holding them back, leaving no concentration for  
class. I went to the bathroom several times during  
class and released the tics in a bathroom stall.  After  
I got them all out, I went back to class and held  
them in again until I couldn’t any more.  Then back  
to the bathroom stall I went to let them out again.  
I believed hiding my tics was more important than  
learning, and I chose to hide them rather than pay  
attention to the teacher.  This was wrong of me,  
but I couldn’t be convinced otherwise at the time. 

Up until high school, I had refused to try taking  
medication. I remember my face hot and red with  
anger that I couldn’t control my own body, but I  
believed that if I went on medication, it meant I had  
been defeated. I refused to let Tourette’s syndrome  
win. Besides, I told myself, medication probably  
wouldn’t work because of how bad my tics were. In  
fact, I didn’t think anything would ever help. I had  
a bad attitude. I was angry and upset with myself  
all the time. I felt like I was living in a nightmare  



I couldn’t wake up from. I became depressed and  
disinterested in friends, family life, and school. 

Things got worse before they got better. Eventually  
I found out I was falling so far behind in school  
that I was in danger of not graduating with my  
class, meaning I would be repeating my senior  
year. I was very scared of that, and reluctantly I  
agreed to try my first medication. It didn’t even  
help! Not wanting to give up, I tried several more,  
but none of them helped either. I was convinced  
I had been right all along about medication. I  
didn’t realize I just hadn’t found the right ones,  
the right combination, and right strengths yet. I  
didn’t realize there was another piece to the puzzle  
I had been missing either.  With the help of tutors,  
I was able to just barely graduate high school. 

I stopped the ineffective medication and struggled  
with my tics throughout my early 20s. It affected my  
ability to keep a job, which  
was super frustrating.  
I worked part time for  I didn’
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various companies and  
lived with my parents.  
It wasn’t until my mid-
twenties that I connected  
with a neurologist, a  
doctor who treats problems  
with the nervous system.  
Psychiatrist Dr. Alice  
Flaherty is the head of the Movement Disorders  
Clinic at Mass General Hospital (MGH), and it  
was she who suggested that I give medication  
another try, as well as try a type of counseling  
called Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT). I didn’t  
have high hopes, but I gave it a try.  Working with  
Psychologist Dr.  Thilo Deckersbach from the MGH  
Outpatient Psychiatry Clinic, I started fighting back  
against my Tourette’s with both medication and  
therapy. I spent a year trying different medications  
with Dr. Flaherty.  All the while, I met twice a week  
for several hours with Dr. Deckerbach for CBT.  
Eventually, we found a winning combination of  
medication: very high doses of the drugs Prozac,  
Wellbutrin, and Abilify TOGETHER made a major  
difference in how bad my tics were. Combining  
this with CBT meant my tics were much less  
frequent. I had found the missing piece! 

I felt liberated and in control of my life for the first  
time since I could remember. I decided I wanted to  
help people too and began studying to become an  
Emergency Medical Technician (EMT). Everything  
was so much better. My tics were less distracting,  
and I could focus on my teacher. I graduated EMT  
school with a 99% average and could work reliably  
for the first time in forever, but that wasn’t enough  
for me.  While I worked on an ambulance responding  
to 911 calls, I started taking college classes and  
applied to nursing school.  There was nothing  
that could stop my determination to succeed. 

Now, here I am graduating in May of 2017 as a  
Registered Nurse. I was invited to join an honor  
society and served as its president. I have lots  
of friends and hobbies, including activities that  
require careful control of my movements. Looking  
back on my childhood, I have realized how bad  

my attitude was about  
my disorder. I should have  
cared so much less about 

 
what people thought 
of me and cared more 
about being happy with 
who I was. I should have  
realized that medication 
is there to help people,  
and there is no shame  
in taking it. If I had been  

ok with trying medication as a kid, I wouldn’t  
have had to waste so much time later in  
life trying to find the right combination. 

I have been much happier accepting Tourette’s  
syndrome as a part of me ever since I stopped  
worrying about what other people thought of me.  
The older I got, the less people cared that I had tics  
anyway.  These days, I am happy to just be me and,  
even though I still have tics, I don’t try to hide them  
anymore.  Tourette’s will probably always be a big  
part of my life, but it no longer controls it. Only I  
can do that now, and if you have tics, so can you.   
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Message to Parents 
by Joseph Ruggiero 

If your child has Tourette’s syndrome, 
you may find yourself having a hard time 
supporting him or her effectively as a parent. 
For those without the disorder, it can be 
hard to imagine what your child is going 
through. Keeping in mind that I don’t speak 
for everyone with TS, the easiest way to 
describe a tic is to think of it as an itch. Tics 
come on abruptly and randomly, and they 
grow in intensity over time. Just like itches, 
sometimes tics can be ignored temporarily. 
Unfortunately, the only way to satisfy one 
is to scratch it, and therefore the only way 
to be rid of the tic impulse is to act on it 
which creates a sense of relief. Depending 
on the movement involved, tics can also 
create pain and discomfort, leading to muscle 
aches and nerve tingling in the affected 
regions of the body. While the physical pain 
is obviously uncomfortable, the mental stress 
of not being able to control your movements 
can cause significant anxiety, frustration, 
and self-resentment. Many tics cannot be 
controlled. They happen involuntarily, and 
your child may not even realize he has 
done it. Other people have an increasing 
sense, called an aura, that a tic is about 
to happen and are more aware of them. 

Imagine you are copying a paragraph from 
a textbook to a notebook, and there is a 
person in the room who randomly blows 
on a whistle. The whistle is your aura. It is 
blown quietly at first and gets louder and 
louder as time goes on. There is only ONE 
way to stop it. You have no choice but to 
drop the pencil on your desk and slap your 
thigh with your writing hand. Only then will 
the whistle stop, and you can pick the pencil 
up and resume writing. This could happen 
every two minutes or every two seconds. 
Imagine how frustrating it would be to 
be a slave to that whistle and how much 
time is wasted dropping and picking up the 

pencil, as well as finding your place in the 
paragraph you were copying. The dropping 
of the pencil and slapping the thigh is just 
an example of how disruptive tics can be in 
school, especially in a testing environment. 
Many children develop the ability to ignore 
the whistle temporarily, but let’s be honest, 
how much could someone concentrate on 
the task at hand with someone blowing an 
ear piercing whistle? The only real option 
for maximum concentration is to give in 
and complete the tic. For some children 
who have not developed an ability to ignore 
the whistle, the instant the whistle begins, 
their body completes the tic as if it were on 
autopilot. If it’s a simple tic such as twitching, 
squinting, or making a noise, the child may 
not even realize he or she did it. Complex 
motor tics that require cooperation from 
the child, such as slapping your thigh in the 
example above, are hard to miss, however. 

Think back to when you were your son or 
daughter’s age. Think of the pressure to fit 
in. Remember how factors as simple as the 
clothes you wore influenced your social circle. 
Now consider the fact that your child has 
noticeable differences. He or she twitches 
or makes faces and noises. Children of 
this age are incredibly insecure. This is not 
only relevant to your child but also to the 
children who would make your child feel like 
an outcast. Psychologically, all children are 
looking to bolster their position in their social 
circles to reduce their own fear and anxiety 
about fitting in. This is often achieved at the 
cost of other children’s social status, and 
children with TS are easy targets for bullies. 

Many kids with TS are very mature for their 
age because they have had to deal with the 
setbacks and complications of their tics for as 
long as they can remember. Use this maturity 
as a tool to rationalize their bully’s behavior. 
Expose your child to the social science of why 
children might be mean to make themselves 
feel better. I think you will find that your 
child can handle the explanation. Here are 



some key points to focus on with your child: 

•	  Everyone is different, and differences  
are what make us special and unique. 

•	  People often bring others down because  
it’s the only way they know how to bring  
themselves up.  Your child is already  
mentally stronger than the bully. 

•	  The older children get, the less differences  
matter to both them and other people,  
so your child is ahead of the game. 

•	  With practice, therapy, and often with  
medication, your child can be and do  
whatever he or she wants. From singers  
to surgeons, there are people with TS  
already doing it.  TS is very common. 

•	  While most children would rather trade  
TS differences for “normalcy,” it’s  
important to remind them that a person  
is an adult much longer than a child…  
easy to say, not easy to hear.  While it’s  
difficult watching your child go through  
tough times socially, arming him or her  

with the skills to handle differences will  
make your child a much more successful  
and productive adult in the end. 

Finally, I want to be sure to address feelings  
you’re sure to be experiencing as the parent  
of a child with TS. If your experience is  
anything like my parents’, then you have  
been bouncing around to many different  
doctors and specialists before receiving this  
diagnosis.  While you are sure to be upset that  
your child has been dealt these cards, you  
may be experiencing some relief simply from  
finally having an answer to your concerns.  
You should not feel guilty for feeling this  
way. It is only when we begin to understand  
an issue that we can effectively react to it.  
It is my sincere hope that you have a more  
specific understanding of the disorder and  
what it entails and, armed with this new  
knowledge, you can be ready to support your  
child through his or her promising future. 
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I WISH
I WASN’T HERE 

by Max Donovan 

 

Every day I woke up at seven for school,  
perfectly bored yet extremely anxious. Before  
I got out of bed, I rubbed my feet together  

for three minutes and then took a nine minute  
shower, and so on. For breakfast, I had to have the  
same thing each day because it was just easier to  
play it safe instead of being anxious all day about  
new numbers weighing me down.  After I finished  
getting ready for school, I realized my brother,  
who was now in high school, had left a mess in  
the kitchen. Begrudgingly,  
I looked at the clock and  
realized I would either miss  
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homeroom or have time to  
clean up, and I chose the  
latter.  Though being late  
made me anxious, I knew  
that leaving things out  
of place would make me  
unable to focus at school. 

Growing up with Obsessive  
Compulsive Disorder  
(OCD), as well as multiple other disabilities, has  
been an incredible struggle for all aspects of my  
life. OCD is a condition that causes a person to  
have repeating thoughts and behaviors. Besides  
being late to school because of it, I have also lost  
friends, been hospitalized, and been bullied for  
it. Despite this, I know that recovery is possible.  
I have gotten a lot better at handling it.  

I first started noticing that I had OCD in elementary  
school when my teacher pointed out that I took  
longer to do organizational tasks, not because  

they were hard but because I kept going back to  
make sure they were done just right.  The thing  
with OCD is that, even if you have already handled  
whatever is triggering it, you still feel the need to  
do it again or check on it to make sure it is correct. 

In middle school, many of my teachers would pick  
on my OCD, but they never had a counselor speak  
to me about it. I had one teacher in particular  
who was really awful about it and would joke  
about it in front of the entire class.  After a while,  

it started to affect my  
ability to show up to class  
because I did not want to  
be mocked for something  
that I had no clue how to  
fix. In my mind, my OCD  

  was already fixing things.  

While this was happening,  
some of the other kids  
in the class who were in  
my other classes started  
bringing it up. More and  

more people were hearing about how “weird”  
I was. Because of this, other kids who had OCD  
became more comfortable talking to me. It was  
nice to talk with other people like me.  Though  
some of the other kids had different types of  
OCD or anxiety disorders, it was good to hear  
that I was not alone. For some of those kids, it  
was a lot easier to hide their OCD or anxiety  
because they only had an issue with hoarding  
(collecting and hiding things) or intrusive thoughts  
(unwelcome thoughts that are hard to stop), but  
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they still had to deal with it day in and day out. 

The surprising thing about OCD is that sometimes 
the patterns may be hidden from everyone, 
including you. When I was in middle school, I 
was aware of my disability, but so many people 
thought the condition was a good thing that I 
considered my OCD an academic strength. Once 
I was able to stop doing one obsessive behavior, 
I would immediately start doing another to 
replace the first one subconsciously. This went 
on for many years. Doctors did not realize 
what I was doing until it became a problem, 
which is why it’s important to be vigilant 
about treating obsessions and compulsions. 

It is also important to talk to others about what 
is going on, especially if you’re experiencing 
intrusive, bad thoughts. Talking about them will 
give the thoughts less power over you. If you 
expose yourself to the anxiety of changing a 
habit or fighting a thought, you are likely to stop 
thinking about that behavior altogether. Soon, 
it will feel foreign to you, or you will be able to 
manage the anxiety of going against it. 

Message to Parents 
by Max Donovan 

If your child is struggling with OCD, it is helpful 
to find someone at his or her school who your 
child feels comfortable talking to, as well as a 
therapist your child likes. Make sure that you 
know what exactly triggers your child to start 
obsessing over something, so you will know 
when your child will be stressed or need help. 
Lastly, do not put off treatment because OCD is 
not likely to clear up without treatment. 
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Today was just like any other day.  I was in 
the vice principal’s office listening to another 
lecture about what I did wrong and how it 

wasn’t appropriate for a school environment.  But 
for the life of me, I can’t remember why I was there 
or what I did wrong during most of my time in 
middle school. Time really is a funny thing.  After a 
while, you seem to forget most things except the 
very worst and the very best parts of your life.  All 
I remember was sitting in the chair opposite the 
vice principal’s desk, barely listening to her lecture 
on ethics, thinking about what I was going to 
write in a fake apology letter to whomever I had 
supposedly wronged that day.  For some reason, 
forcing a kid to write an apology letter for something 
he didn’t care about or feel sorry for really helped 
the healing process.  Or at least it made it look 
like the vice principal made some sort of impact.

Whenever I got in trouble, I always named a group of 
my friends at the time and said that they encouraged 
me to do it.  But the truth was, even if they 
sometimes came up with the ideas, I was usually the 
one to carry out the plan.  I always wanted to do it.  I 
began to like the rush of doing things that I wasn’t 
supposed to do.  I reveled in the reactions of my 
friends because I was willing to take it a step further 
then they would.  In some ways, that made me feel 
good.  It became the thing that made me special.

I wanted to fit in because, a lot of the time, I felt 
like an outsider.  I had to take different history, 
English, and reading classes.  My teachers had me 
seeing the school therapist because my parents 
got divorced a couple of years before.  It was 

not like there was really anything emotionally 
wrong with me, just the normal awkwardness 
that comes with that age.  And it’s not like I 
wasn’t smart; I just had trouble paying attention 
and reading because of my ADD and dyslexia.  

The feeling of disconnect made me want to act out 
so much that they eventually took away my privilege 
of sitting with my friends during lunch.  Instead, 
they made me eat lunch in the room where all 
of the special needs kids had their classes.  This 
punishment only made things worse because all 
I could think was “So this is what you think of 
me.”  The restrictions never made me stop acting 
out.  They just made me change my focus to doing 
things that couldn’t be traced back to me like 
drawing phallic symbols on the bathroom wall and 
pulling stupid pranks such as ding dong ditching and 
mooning cars off of school property.  I was a stupid 
kid at the time looking to express his frustrations 
about the world and the hand that it dealt me. 

I barely passed middle school.  It wasn’t so bad 
that I was going to have to retake the eighth grade, 
but it was bad enough that they were thinking of 
putting me into a specialized program that went 
beyond an average IEP (Individualized Education 
Program).  Most of the classes were located in the 
same room, and there was no way I was going to let 
that happen to me. So I buckled down and started to 
get to work.  With the help of the special education 
teachers, I was able to get my grades up from D’s 
and F’s to C’s and B’s. After I graduated, I went 
to my friend’s house and we celebrated. I would 
still be taking “skills classes,” which was the level 

REBEL
by Alexander Schlecht



below the average classes.  These classes allowed 
me the freedom to wander around high school like 
a regular student, but instead of having a normal 
study hall, I had to work with a special education 
teacher who would try to help me with all of the 
things that I was having trouble with in school.  

I went into high school with the same attitude that 
I have when I start anything new.  At this point in 
the story, you might be thinking that I didn’t really 
care about how I performed academically. But,  
whenever I start something new, I always put a lot 
of effort into it because it’s interesting and I want 
to do well. Deep down, I’m competitive.  Then, after 
a little while of doing the same thing, I start to 
hand in assignments late or sometimes not at all 
because I usually get bored with the whole process. 

Due to my IEP, I had to continue with my reading 
drills, which didn’t make me happy. In the end, I 
never had that much say on the matter. But, if it 
wasn’t for the special 
ed teacher in my study 
hall, I don’t think that I I beg
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could have become the 
man that I am today. His 
name is Jim Umile, but 
I always called him Mr.  
Umile, and I will always 
consider him a lifelong 
friend. He helped me to 
see that I was capable of 
doing much more than I thought I could. He pushed 
me to be more. He helped me understand the way 
that I process things, which allowed me to see that 
there wasn’t anything holding me back but myself.  

I still hung out with the same friends that I had 
in middle school, but I wasn’t able to see them 
often. I stopped pulling pranks and was doing 
pretty well in school, but I still felt the urge to do 
something extreme and push the limit.  This was 
in my sophomore year of high school when my 
friends and I decided to do something so stupid 
that I don’t think I will ever forget it.  At the time,  
I had a paintball gun.  We came up with a plan to 
sneak out at night and go to the highway near a 
local college and shoot at the oncoming cars from 
a cliff on the side of the road.  Thankfully, nobody 

got hurt, but after the last paintball I shot, the 
driver pulled over to the side of the road.  We ran 
all the way back to my friend’s house. I realized 
that I couldn’t keep doing stupid stunts like that.  

After a while, I got a new group of friends and 
started to hang out with them.  They were pretty 
much the opposite of my old friends. I started 
to buckle down and was able to move up to the 
average math class.  At the end of my senior year, I 
was also taking anatomy, which was only offered 
to the students who took the average classes. I was 
still lazy when it came to school work, but that was 
only because I didn’t like being told to do something.  
I preferred to do the research on my own terms. I 
became interested in Buddhism and fantasized about 
becoming a monk. I wasn’t unhappy with my life.  
I was just fed up with school and having to go to 
college because that was what I was expected to do.  

In the end, I went to college and was able to get 
all A’s and B’s for the first 
semester. My interests 
bounced between several 
majors. I made a bunch of 
friends and joined a couple 
of different clubs, but I 
still wasn’t fully engaged 
in the college experience.  
After the first semester, I 
started to do worse in my 
classes. Once I knew I could 

succeed academically, I got bored. It was the same 
thing day in and day out. Eventually, I was kicked 
out of college because I finished two semesters 
with pretty bad grades.  They made me take a 
semester off to think about what I wanted to do. 

During that time, my mom urged me to take  
classes at North Shore Community College. I  
remembered that I had enjoyed cooking as a kid  
and had wanted to become a chef. I never pursued  
it because doctors told me that it would be too  
hard for me with my learning disabilities. But now,  
I thought “Why not?” I haven’t looked back since.  

I get pretty good grades in my classes now, and  
I never get bored because I work with my hands  
and always learn new things.  Today, I am the  
President of the Delta Alpha Pi Honor Society,  
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soon to graduate, go into the culinary field, 
and work my butt off so that I can make my 
dream a reality. I was able to do this because of 
the support of the people I care about and my 
drive to pursue my real passion, despite what 
people told me I could and couldn’t do. 

Message to Parents 
by Alexander Schlecht 

I want to open this message by saying that I 
know that raising a child with a disability can be 
challenging. You may have to fight tooth and nail 
just to get the school system to give your child 
what he needs and, in most scenarios, you only 
come away with a fraction of what your child 
needs. For that, I want to thank you for giving 
up so much of your time and putting in so much 
effort for us to be able to thrive. Without parents 
like you, I don’t think that a publication like this 
could have ever been written in the first place. 

I know how hard it can be to understand your 
kids at this time in their lives. The truth is, no 
matter how hard you try, you might never 
understand them. Your child is changing faster 
than anybody can keep up with, and a disability 
adds another level of complexity. New social 
situations and the increasing maturity of your 
child’s peers may cause your kid’s disability to be 
more apparent to other students. 

At the same time, I don’t want you to worry. It is 
a tough and awkward time for every kid entering 
middle school, no matter their level of ability. 

Because you see them struggling, you might 
feel you need to rush in and nurse their wounds. 
All the time you spent fighting for them may 
make you think your child will always need your 
advocacy and involvement. 

But all of this gets in the way of the child finding 
himself and growing into a successful adult. I 
know it might be painful and you might want to 
march down to the school to talk to the principal, 
but that’s the last thing you should do when a 
problem arises. In the long run, it will only hurt 
your son or daughter. It’s not like your child 
doesn’t need you anymore; it’s just that he has 
started on his way to maturity. It’s only going 
to hinder your child if you continue to hold on. 
The world can be a scary place. That is why kids 
need to practice self-reliance and get ready for 
it - because they won’t always have you to fall 
back on. 
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KNOWLEDGE
IS POWER

by Kevin Sokol 

 
 

Sometimes the hardest things in life  
turn out to be the most rewarding.   
That has been my experience with my  

education.  I have ADHD, which makes it  
difficult to concentrate and do well in school.   

Socially, I had a great time in middle school.  I  
was a very outgoing person.   These years were  
some of the best times for me when it came to  
hanging out with friends, and I looked forward to  
going to school.   The hard part was when it came  
down to doing my actual  
schoolwork.  Being in a  
few smaller-sized classes  
helped me understand  
the schoolwork, but it  
sometimes made it more  
obvious to people that I had  
a disability.  It is not always  
cool to be in smaller classes  
and to only see friends  
during lunch.  However,  
as I got older, I stopped  
caring about that.  It was  
more important that I got a good education,  
despite what others thought about me. 

During middle school, I dreaded getting report  
cards.  I felt like they were grading me as a  
person.  If I didn’t get good grades, I thought  
I was not a good person.  It took me years to  
realize that the grades were not a reflection  
of my personal value.   Academic success is  
important, but I believe it’s more important  
to be a good person.   When I put my absolute  

best effort into everything I do and have a  
positive outlook on life, I always feel successful  
now.   The letter grade is not a label for me. 

Moving on to high school, I learned a new word.   
This word was advocate.  I started to attend  
yearly meetings with my teachers and my parents  
to make sure I was doing well in classes and that  
my learning needs were being met.   As I became  
more familiar with my disability and which  
learning techniques worked better than others,  

my parents pushed me  
to advocate for myself.   
This meant that I needed  
to speak up for myself  
instead of hoping that my  
parents would take care  
of everything, especially  
in meetings where my  
voice was influential.   
Learning to speak up  
for myself was a useful  
tool for getting a better  
education and for doing  

better everywhere in my life.  

College was a big change from high school.   
Although this is a time when students are expected  
to take full control of their education, there are  
still a lot of resources to help students succeed.   
For example, I qualified for extra time for tests  
and a note sharer in classes.  I could even record  
the professor teaching so that I could listen to the  
recording later if I forgot what he said or didn’t  
understand part of the class.  It took time and  
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self-discipline for me to focus and get the support 
I needed to achieve good grades. This struggle 
helped me become more successful as a person. 

I was able to overcome my disability and have a 
positive outlook on my life and future. While in 
college, I became the Treasurer of the Veterans 
Club and was invited into the honor society Delta 
Alpha Pi.  I am now finishing up at North Shore 
Community College with an associate degree.  I 
plan on transferring to a four-year school to 
continue my education and reach my goal of 
obtaining a bachelor’s degree in Marketing. 

Remember, education will not always be what it’s 
like in middle school. What I would suggest to 
middle school readers is to figure out what motivates 
you in life. You may think that what motivates you 
has nothing to do with school.  However, that is not 
always true!  Imagine going to college to create 
video games or to be a chef.  One of the best things 
about college is your ability to take full control of 
your education. You can choose what classes you 
take, what time of day you take them, and even 
what days of the week you want to go to school.  So, 
if you want to have classes only three days of the 
week and only in the afternoons, you can do that. 

No matter what you’re going through or 
how you learn, sticking with school during 

all of the hard times will be rewarding in the 
end.  So many possibilities exist if you keep 
a positive attitude and try your best. 

Message to Parents 
by Kevin Sokol 

As a parent, it is important to learn about your 
child’s disability in order to help your child 
succeed in life. When your child is young, he or 
she might not have enough confidence to speak 
up and get help in the classroom. This was a big 
thing for me up until the middle of high school. 
It took self-confidence and awareness of exactly 
what I needed for me to start speaking up for 
myself.  It also took time for me to mature and to 
realize the importance of education. 

The most helpful thing you can do for your child 
is be as supportive as possible. When I was 
in grade school, I felt like a bit of an outcast 
for being in smaller classes and knowing I had 

difficulty learning compared with other kids. 
The awareness of difference is an additional 
issue that kids with disabilities must confront. 
Reassure your child that having a disability does 
not reflect his value as a person. The most you 
can ask of your child is his very best effort. 



 
MIRROR MIRROR:
SEEING  BEYOND THE

REFLECTION
by Elizabeth Guay 

 

 



 

Middle school was a hard time for me,  
as it is for many. It’s a stage of self-
discovery that can be confusing.  

When I was younger, I encountered challenges 
that turned into deeper psychological problems 
later in life. Even with great friends and a 
supportive family at home, I struggled with 
internal battles. It was a challenge of highs and 
lows that I had to learn to cope and live with.  

The biggest problems I faced in life were problems 
with body image and self-acceptance. I’m sure 
many people can relate to the feeling of not liking 
themselves or their bodies. It’s a real and prevalent 
problem. I have always hated my body ever since I 
can remember.  These feelings of hatred started in 
the beginning of middle school. I remember walking 
down the narrow hallways feeling like everyone’s 
eyes were on me and my imperfections. I wanted 
to hide myself because of how shameful I felt. I 
thought I was fat and ugly. I thought my thighs were 
gigantic and my arms were too awkwardly big. I 
thought my stomach stuck out too much and that 
my cheeks were too chubby. I wanted to rip myself 
out of my skin and be free of it and all of its flaws.  
I remember sitting in most of my classes, feeling 
so awkward in my own body that I tried to hide it 
in baggy sweatshirts. I didn’t want anyone to stare 
at me because I couldn’t bear to look at myself.  

Now let me paint you a picture of reality.  These  
thoughts of feeling “fat” were very real inside of my  
head, but they were not a physical actuality. It wasn’t  
the actual size of me that was the problem; it was  
the way I viewed myself that was. I felt extremely  

insecure with who I was.  What I was experiencing  
was Body Dysmorphic Disorder (BDD, for short).  
According to research, BDD is an illness that is defined  
as an obsession with a physical flaw.  The brain of  
a person with BDD has a messed up perception  
of themselves.  This can cause anxiety and stress.  
Thoughts of being fat occupied my mind 24/7.  This  
inaccurate perspective was like looking at a fun-
house mirror.  The mirror distorted my image, but my  
mind believed it. It was actually really scary to first  
look back at old pictures of myself and to confront  
the idea that my mind was lying to me. I felt that  
the little girl I was looking back at was not me.  

In middle school, I began to develop depression.  At 
the time, I didn’t know what these feelings were 
and why I felt them. It all began with loneliness.  
I remember feeling so alone and empty, although 
I had a great group of friends. It was like being in 
my own little bubble, separated from the world 
around me. Sometimes I would wake up with a 
heavy feeling of grief over me; it felt like a very 
heavy blanket of despair had been laid on top 
of me. I was sad, but I didn’t know why. I knew 
what depression was, but I didn’t believe I could 
be experiencing it because I thought many people 
had lives worse than mine. I didn’t think I had a 
right to be depressed if I was in some ways better 
off than others.  What I failed to understand was 
that depression is a psychological illness. It comes 
from your mind, regardless of who you are. I wrote 
off these feelings of loneliness and detachment 
as being nothing because I did not understand 
them.  Things got worse for me from there.  
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On top of loneliness, I began to have feelings 
of numbness. I believe a lot of people have the 
idea that depression is a constant feeling of 
sadness. It was not only sadness but a feeling 
of nothing at all.  At times, I was not happy,  
nor was I sad. It was like I was going through 
the motions of life but not truly living it.  

I put a lot of pressure on myself growing up. I 
longed for acceptance from my friends and peers,  
which stemmed from the deeper issue of not being 
able to accept myself. I always worried what others 
thought of me and if they liked me. I overthought 
everything and judged myself way too much. I 
compared myself to other girls, thinking they were 
skinnier and more beautiful than I was. Back then,  
I believed skinny equaled beautiful. Our society 
makes us believe we are inferior if we do not have 
a perfect body. But let me tell you, I was wrong.  
In no way does skinniness equate t
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I started to fall down a 
deep hole of self-hatred 
and depression in high 
school. I hit my absolute 
rock bottom in 10th grade.  
I continued to hate myself 
to a point that it was 
debilitating. I was sad and 
scared all the time. I would 
cry when I came home 
and then eat a bunch of 
food to make myself feel better.  Then I would 
feel guilty and hate myself even more.  

I developed an anxiety disorder in high school and 
had about three anxiety attacks a day.  An anxiety 
attack is a crippling experience that made me feel 
like my thoughts were racing at one hundred miles 
per hour. It made me feel like my skin was crawling 
and my head would explode from intense emotions.  
I would sit on my bedroom floor and cry myself to 
sleep every night from overwhelming hopelessness.  
I was no longer going to school because I couldn’t 
get up in the morning without having an anxiety 
attack. I missed a lot of school days and classwork 
because of this. My grades plummeted to D’s and 
F’s, and I no longer thought I would be graduating 
from high school. I wasn’t sure if I would be able to 

continue living like that. I truly didn’t want to. My 
mom, the savior she is, noticed this downward spiral.  

I was finally brought to an emergency evaluation 
at a hospital.  That was the beginning of my 
recovery. It was scary, and I didn’t want to go. I 
felt extremely embarrassed. But it saved me.  After 
having the emergency evaluation, I was put into 
a partial hospitalization program.  This is a day 
program where you go in place of school for a full 
week.  There, I had a whole team of therapists and 
psychiatrists trying to help me. I had individual 
therapy sessions, group therapy, art therapy, and 
time to catch up on missed homework. I absolutely 
loved it. It was what I needed to continue surviving.  
After I left, I had to go back to school, but this 
time I had a lot more motivation. I still struggled,  
but I continued to get the help I needed.  

Therapy was scary because I felt I was crazy for  
having to go. However, that wasn’t the case.  

Therapy is an amazing  
tool that helped me  
understand my problems.  
I was able to learn ways  
to live with and cope 



with my depression and  
anxiety. I was, in fact, able  
to graduate with my class  
and get my diploma. It was  
not easy, but by all means  
it was worth it. It has  

taken years to get to the point I am at now. I  
can truly say that I love myself and my life.  

In the end, I have thrived and succeeded in my  
journey of self-acceptance and recovery. I love  
being with my family and friends who support me  
no matter what. Having these people in my life  
challenges me to be a better person, and they make  
me feel undoubtedly loved. Meditation has also  
been incredibly helpful. It brings me to a peaceful,  
safe place in my mind. Being physically active is  
also important to me.  While exercise is great for  
physical fitness, it also releases endorphins (a  
chemical in our brains that make us feel happy). I  
don’t look at exercise as a way to lose weight or  
change my body anymore. Instead, I do it to feel  
good and be happy. In addition, I’ve found some  
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things that I’m passionate about. For example, I 
love running, practicing yoga, making art, learning 
guitar, listening to music, and challenging myself 
in school. These simple things in my life keep me 
motivated and joyful. Going to college has had 
a positive impact on my life. I never got good 
grades when I was younger, but I’ve been able 
to find happiness and enjoy striving for success 
in college. It’s an amazing feeling to see myself 
progressing academically and to know that I am 
capable of great things. I am so excited to continue 
my education and strengthen my wellbeing. 

When I was younger, I experienced a lot of guilt 
for who I was and what I looked like. Raw feelings 
of depression and despair created a sorrowful 
hole inside of me. It was a horrible feeling to not 
like myself or the body I was in. It was the same 
body that I grew up in, that my parents kissed 
goodnight when I was little, the body that got me 
through all these hard times. And yet I had the 
audacity to hate it? What I’ve learned is that my 
body is my one and only home that I will have 
forever. It’s a home that I must take care of and 
love to its very essence. If I don’t, who will? 

If you take anything from my story, take the 
message that you are perfect and beautiful 

the way you are. The number on the scale does 
not represent your self-worth. You deserve 
self-love, and your body deserves respect and 
care. So love yourself unconditionally. You are 
worth everything imaginable in life. 

Message to Parents 
by Elizabeth Guay 

For parents whose children may be going 
through something similar, the most important 
thing to do is keep an open mind, educate 
yourself about what your child may be facing, 
and unconditionally love and support your child. 
I would not be where I am today without my 
parents. My mom and dad were always there to 
help pick me up. Even when they were confused 
and unsure about what to do, they got me the 
help I needed. They were there for me every step 
of the way. I was able to go to them whenever 
I was feeling sad, and their presence and 
accepting love helped me immensely. 

It will be hard to go through something like 
this, but accepting what your child is saying and 
going through is important. Just hearing them 

out will help. Your child may not want to talk, 
as depression makes you want to isolate, but 
physically being there with open arms will let 
your child know that you love them. Here are a 
few more strategies that might help: 

•	 Try to engage your child in activities that 
require physical activity like a walk or a sport. 

•	 If your child likes to draw or paint, get some 
supplies and offer to create alongside your 
child. 

•	 You can find meditation sessions online or 
even in phone apps. Search for one that 
you and your child both like and meditate 
together. 
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PROCESS AND
DEVELOPMENTS

by Jared Socolow

 

Middle school can be rough. It’s a time 
of change for kids, and everyone has 
different experiences. For those who 

struggle with learning disabilities or social difficulties, 
those experiences may not always be good 
ones. Growing up with both, I had an interesting 
childhood. I was an energetic, excitable kid who 
loved to have fun, and I actually did all right socially. 
When I got a little older, my parents noticed that 
I was just a tad bit different from other kids. After 
that, things started to get tougher for me in school, 
as I was finding social interaction more and more 
difficult. Middle school was by far the worst time for 
me. When I entered middle school, I didn’t realize it 
would be such a challenge, 
but it was also a time of great 
self-discovery. In the end, 
middle school was a valuable 
part of growing up that I 
wouldn’t trade for anything. 

When I started middle 
school, I immediately 
sensed how different things 
were. The curriculum was different, the classes 
were longer, and the fun and games were over. 
Even recess didn’t seem enjoyable. It didn’t take 
long for me to buckle under the heavier pressure 
of a more academic landscape. As soon as I was 
missing the fun days of elementary school, it hit 
me that I wasn’t a young kid anymore. I realized 
that I was taking my very first steps into a place 
older people went to learn. Pretty soon, I was 
constantly getting upset; I didn’t understand why I 

was having such a difficult time performing well. 

This took a toll on my parents. For the very first time 
in their lives, they were at a loss about how to help 
their child who had always been so happy. Now he 
was angry, upset, and confused most of the time. 
Being the brilliant, supportive, and resourceful people 
they are, my parents reached out to as many places 
as they could. I remember talking to many people. 
They all asked me the same things, stuff about 
me, what I liked and disliked, and how I felt about 
school most of all. Not long after that, my parents 
came to the conclusion that I either had learning 
disabilities, some form of a behavioral disorder, or 
likely both. Now, keep in mind this was before there 

was so much awareness 
about these sorts of things, 
so the problem wasn’t solved 
just by finding labels. In fact, 
the hardest part was just 
beginning. Now, my parents 
had to figure out a way to 
get me the support I needed.

In the days when disability awareness was hardly 
prevalent in schools, finding the right kind of support 
proved to be a grueling experience, both for my 
parents and for me. I got an aide, someone who 
could help me when I needed it. For a while, that 
worked out all right, but I still felt like I couldn’t 
adapt to the system. I was still finding middle 
school difficult, and I wasn’t enjoying myself. 

During this time, my father, sensing that I was still 
upset, explained something very important to me, 
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and it has remained a core part of my thinking 
ever since. My father works in the pharmaceutical 
industry, making medicines to treat diseases and 
conditions. Manufacturing medicines and bringing 
them to market takes years, usually decades. From 
doing research and collecting data to getting 
approval from the government, it’s a super slow 
procedure. What my dad explained was that 
this work was a process, just like me getting the 
right support in school was a process. We had to 
make changes to what we were doing and see 
what the results were. If they weren’t good, we’d 
make new changes until my needs were met. 

Keeping my dad’s insight in mind, I was able to 
remain positive during the most difficult times. Just 
like my dad’s line of work, this endeavor proved 
to be long, but ultimately things did work out. In 
a process, you have to make small changes and 
see what happens as a result. These are called 
developments. If the developments are good, then 
you build on them and keep making improvements. 
If they’re bad, then you go back and make different 

changes until the results are good. It usually 
takes a decent amount of time. Eventually, I got 
to where I needed to go. You will too. 

Message to Parents 
by Jared Socolow 

Let me begin by thanking you for reading this. 
I’m so glad to be sharing my story and hope 
that it gives support to you and your kids. My 
parents had to fight my town so hard to get me 
the support I needed. They hired a lawyer, and 
there were many meetings. It was a difficult 
and dramatic time. They did their best to shield 
me from what was going on, but I knew. I was 
actually glad it was going on; it helped me to stay 
positive knowing that real change was underway. 
I had friends who also dealt with the same kind 
of struggles, and I noticed that they were also 
getting help. Seeing this made me feel a whole lot 
better, I knew I wasn’t alone and that there must 
be other parents working to make changes so 
that their kids wouldn’t have to struggle. 

It’s my hope that with all the awareness around 
learning disabilities today, you won’t have to 
struggle like my parents and I did. I may not be 
able to relate to how you may be feeling since 

I’m not a parent, but the most important thing 
you can do for your child is to stay diligent 
and strong and help your child remain positive 
as well. That was the key for me during my 
struggles. My parents stayed resilient, even on 
the most difficult nights. I remember lots of 
drama, stress, and unhappy evenings. 

But it does get better. These days, I look back 
at my middle school years and I see them as 
a central, defining part of growing up. A lot 
happened to me during that time, Now that 
I’m in college, I’m grateful that I have this 
knowledge about myself, even though I found 
it by going through a difficult time. It’s very 
important to me that I share this knowledge 
and experience to spread awareness of learning 
disabilities and social disorders because I want 
to help others understand that these are nothing 
more than challenges to be won. But in order to 
overcome these difficulties, kids must be given 
the support they need in school, at home, and 
anywhere they require it. 
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CHALLENGE
ACCEPTED
by Elaina Fenstermacher 

 
 

Iwas twelve years old, taller than all the boys,  
experiencing the beginning phases of acne,  
and as lost as ever. My middle school merged 

kids from eleven elementary schools into a single 
three-floor building in the middle of downtown.  
There were metal detectors and security guards at 
every door as you walked in.  You had to remember 
to go up the “up” stairs and down the “down”  
because if you didn’t, you best believe you would 
be written up. I walked the halls as if I were running 
a marathon, never late to a single class.  The halls 
were organized chaos, filled with colorful murals,  
blue and gold lockers, and over 1,200 students.  

My middle school experience started off with a big 
barrier.  Throughout my life, I was told my handwriting 
was awful. I had occupational therapy and practiced 
constantly, using every pencil grip known to man. I 
rewrote assignments, and they were still not legible.  
Even today at the age of 22, I continue to hear 
jokes about my handwriting.  The most memorable 
one to date is that my writing looks like chicken 
scratches. I have fine motor issues, and it is very 
difficult to hold and use a pencil. I never use a pen.  

When I went to middle school, I was introduced to 
a device called an Alpha Smart.  The Alpha Smart is 
a basic typing device with a small keyboard using 
a 1 x 2 inch screen.  This was the school district’s 
“solution” to my poor handwriting.  The district did 
not allow me to have a computer in the classroom. I 
outgrew the Alpha Smart within a year of receiving 
it.  The IU (intermediate unit) and school district 
refused supply me with a computer, so my mom 
bought me my first computer for my eighth grade 

year. It was a cute, black Netbook with a purple 
flower pattern on the top. I was the first student in 
my school district to have a computer in class all day.  

Having a computer was the start of my being 
able to express my thoughts, ideas, and feelings 
in the classroom. It didn’t come without its 
setbacks though. In 2007, a personal computer 
in the classroom was not very common. It was a 
distraction for some students because they were 
so intrigued by it.  At the beginning of a new school 
year, in each of my classes, I talked with my teacher 
about why I had a computer. I explained that I 
needed it to take notes and to understand what 
I was writing. I would like to think that I helped 
pave the way for other students like me to have 
computers provided for them at my school.  

Even with this writing issue addressed, I was still 
horrible at tests. I don’t know anyone who truly 
enjoys them, but they are a part of school.  As much 
as I would love to get rid of them, it’s not possible.  
As a student in Pennsylvania, I started taking 
standardized tests in middle school. I had testing 
for several days in the areas of math, reading, and 
writing. It was at this time that I started to have 
my tests read to me. Reading comprehension has 
never been my strength. I don’t fully grasp the 
concepts from reading. However, hearing the test 
questions read aloud changes how I understand 
them. Math and I have also never had a positive 
relationship. My learning support teacher advised 
that I take my tests in private rooms with a reader 
so that I could fully concentrate on my exams.  
How lucky was I that the principal of my school 



was my reader on my first real standardized 
tests! This was the start of my fully implemented 
accommodation of a private place to test and a 
reader for classroom tests, quizzes, and standardized 
tests throughout the rest of my education.  

Up until this point, I knew I needed a computer for 
my poor handwriting, but I had never been told 
of my disability. I did not see the impact the label 
of a disability would have on my life in the years 
to come.  As I transitioned from the junior high to 
the intermediate school, I encountered a bigger 
challenge than my poor handwriting and test anxiety.

As you progress through school, you may be able 
to sit in on meetings called IEP meetings.  An IEP is 
an Individualized Education Program. IEP meetings 
identify which areas you are exceling in and which 
areas you are struggling in.  Attending these meetings
was the first step to me understanding my disability.  
I remember the IEP meeting 
I attended in tenth grade.  
I got up and closed the I was n
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door as the meeting got 
started and said “I’m sorry,  
but I am not able to fully 
concentrate with the door 
open.” I have an auditory 
processing disorder (ADP). 

Background noise, side 
conversations, fans 
running, and even someone 
tapping a pencil can distract me. I have a hard 
time concentrating on who is talking. I can see a 
person’s lips moving, but my ears are tuned in to 
some other sound. I wanted to make sure I was fully 
aware of what we were discussing at the meeting.  
We were talking about the future.  To be fair, I was 
only a sophomore, but I knew what I wanted to 
do after high school. I announced that I wanted to 
attend Clarion University to study film and become 
a video editor. In middle school, I had been given 
the opportunity to work in a studio production 
class instead of attending regular homeroom.  
Homeroom was too overwhelming and gave me 
anxiety. I continued with TV production and started 
taking classes in ninth grade. I was so excited to 
share my plans and hopes for the future with the 
group at the IEP meeting.  After I was finished, the 
IU representative stated that a four-year university 

might be too much for me to handle and suggested 
that I attend a community college or technical 
school.  The representative for the school agreed.  

I want to make it clear that I don’t think community 
colleges or technical schools are not as good as 
a four year universities. However, I knew what I 
wanted and where I was going to get my education,  
and that was at a four-year university. I also want 
to stress that I was never told that I couldn’t do 
something up until this point. I was never told that I 
couldn’t attain a goal or that I my dreams were too 

  big for my abilities. My mom never told me about my 
disabilities for this exact reason. She never wanted 
me to doubt my ability or to give up on reaching 
my full potential in every class. I can still remember 
leaving that meeting and knowing that I wanted 
to prove them wrong.  When I did, I made sure to  
share my successes with them, as well as all of the 
wonderful teachers and aides who supported me. 

College was my light at 
the end of one tunnel, but 


it was the start of a new 
tunnel. College gave me 

 
the opportunity to be at the 
same educational level as 
every other student.  There 
were no basic, average,  
honors, or gifted classes.  
It was an even playing 
field for every student 

attending college. College is different from high 
school because there are no IEPs. I had to learn 
very quickly how to advocate for myself. I became 
more independent in my work and learned how to 
manage my time. I created new study habits. For 
example, I now make flashcards for all my exams and 
usually study alone. I use the opportunity of office 
hours to talk with my professors about my disability 
and accommodations. Having open conversations 
with my professors about my disability has made 
a world of difference in my college classes.  

I  have  been successful in college because I have  
developed tools that give me the opportunity  
to excel in my classes. I have more assistive  
technology than I received in high school. I use  
Dragon Naturally Speaking to speak my thoughts  
instead of typing them. I use a Livescribe Pen to  
record lectures so that I can pay attention during  
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lectures and listen to them again later to clarify  
my notes. One of the most essential components  
of my success in college is a note taker. My mind  
goes faster than my hands can write or type, so I  
always seem to have gaps in my notes. I want to be  
able to fully concentrate on the lectures in class.  A  
note taker has helped me worry less about getting  
every word down so that I can focus instead on  
the material that the professor is explaining.  

Today, as a senior year in college, I have embraced  
being a student with a learning disability. I have  
learned that embracing it is much easier than trying  
to hide it. Being open and honest about my needs  
has made my college experience more successful.  

My advice to students with learning disabilities is  
to never give up on your dreams. Embrace your  
learning disability and work to find a solution  
that fits you.  The educational system isn’t always  
accommodating to learning disabilities. Being able  
to adapt to change and new situations is very  

helpful.  Also, having a friend who either has learning  
disabilities or understands learning disabilities  
can be extremely important in high school.    

Message to Parents 
by Elaina Fenstermacher 

Without my mom, I wouldn’t be where I am 
today in my education. Here are some tips that 
helped me: 

•	 Be an advocate for your child. Having a 
learning disability can be very confusing 
for kids, especially understanding the 
terminology. 

•	 Have an open forum with your child about 
his or her specific challenges. Having 
an open conversation gives your child 
the chance to freely discuss concerns or 
confusion about school subjects. It gives 
your child the opportunity to share the anger 
and frustration he may be having about 
school. Especially in middle school with 
all of the changes taking place, a learning 
disability can make it harder to adapt. 

•	 Embrace your child’s disability. This is 
something that is going to be a part of 
your child’s identity for the rest of his life. 
Be positive and encouraging about your 

child’s triumphs and struggles. I have 
wanted to give up so many times because 
of how hard school can be with a disability, 
but my mom constantly supported me and 
listened to my struggles. 

•	 Bring your child into the conversation at 
school when you think he or she is ready. 
Have your child actively participate in 
meetings because it is essentially about him 
and his future. A voice is the most powerful 
tool a student with a learning disability can 
use. Let your student voice his concerns, fears, 
successes and failures in these meetings. 

•	 When you think it’s time, explain your child’s 
disability in words the child can understand. 
Sharing this information can cause a child to 
believe he is at a disadvantage, which can 
diminish his faith in his abilities. Discuss your 
child’s difference in a way that is encouraging. 
I knew I was different, but I didn’t look at it as 
a barrier throughout my education. 

•	 Remember that every student with a learning 
disability has the ability to achieve success. 
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