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SPECIAL EDUCATION AWARENESS WEEK

…. Brought to you by OHES PTA and Pupil Services

“Special Needs, Special Kids: Reaching for a brighter future together” 

Please support us as we take this week to promote the awareness of 
children with special needs of all kinds. Learn what makes them special. 
Learn what makes them kids! 

Wednesday, May 16, 2007
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Dear Parents,

Orchard Hill Elementary School PTA, Pupil Services and our Special Education Teachers
would like to take this opportunity to help the parents and children of our community 
learn more about the special needs of some of the children in our school. 

We will be reading wonderful stories and doing activities in each classroom through out 
the week. The activities are aimed to help the children understand the Special Needs
of some of their fellow classmates while learning how to show respect, 
empathy and friendship.

We would also like to share with you this information packet to help you and your family
learn more about these special needs and the different qualities of these children.

You will see that, like you, people with special needs have their own special skills and 
challenges. And just like you, they want to be accepted and understood.

People with special needs may not always act the exact ways that you expect, but if you 
take time to understand them, you will get to learn new things and make new friends!

Please take a few minutes to sit with your children this week to learn more about the 
special children in your community.

Sincerely,

Principal

PTA President

Pupil Services Director
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Understanding Differences

What do all your friends, family, teachers and the people in your community have in
common?

We are all different from one another. Everyone you know and everyone you will ever 
meet is special and different in some way. The world would be a boring place if people 
were all the same. Often, the hard part is accepting others because they are different and 
knowing how they might want to be treated. 

Here are some helpful tips to review with your child:

 Think about how everyone is different from each other and how nice it feels when 
people accept and include each other.

 Learn more about that person. Learn what makes them different. Learn what makes 
them the same as you. For example, when you know a child with Autism – try to 
learn what you can about Autism and how it might affect that child (see pg 7 for 
information on Autism). 

 Explore how and why that child may act differently than you do. You can even try to 
imagine some of the things that are hard for them and how things might feel to them. 
For example, the child you know with Autism might be very quiet or repeat the same 
things over and over again. It might be hard for that child to always know the right 
words to say, so they may stay quiet or repeat what is familiar. Imagine how hard it 
might be to play with your friends if you could not always tell them what you are 
thinking or how you are feeling? They might not know that you are still interested in 
playing together. 

 Think about how other people talk to children who are different and how they treat 
them. Now imagine how it would feel if people acted in those ways toward you. 

 Once you understand how that person may feel, you can think about ways to be 
thoughtful and supportive of them. Remember the child you know with Autism who 
had a hard time expressing himself? Maybe next time you can try to keep the 
conversation going by suggesting some words for him to use. Remember that if he is 
repeating what you say, he is not teasing you or mimicking you – he is just stuck.
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How can people be different from one another?

 Looks: 

People look differently from each other in all sorts of ways: some are tall while others
are short; some have dark skin and others have light skin; some have long hair while 
others have no hair.

Did you know that children with special needs like Autism, Cerebral Palsy, Epilepsy 
and Learning Disabilities often look just like you and me?

 Skills: 

People have different skills and talents. Some people are good at spelling or science, 
while others might be great singers or good at sports.

Did you know that children with special needs like Autism, Cerebral Palsy, Epilepsy 
and Learning Disabilities can play sports, be good at music, spelling and math?

 Challenges:  

People also have different challenges, or things they find hard to do. Some people 
find that learning math takes them longer than it takes others. Others have a hard time
riding a bike or playing soccer.

Did you know that children with special needs like Autism, Cerebral Palsy, Epilepsy 
and Learning Disabilities might have the same challenges as you and me?

 Fears: 

Everyone feels scared sometimes. Some people don’t like the dark and sleep with a 
night light. Others get upset when they see a spider or hear loud noises. Things that 
scare one person can be different from things that scare someone else.

Did you know that children with special needs like Autism, Cerebral Palsy, Epilepsy 
and Learning Disabilities might have the same fears as you and me?

 Personality: 

Some people like to play with their friends all the time. Others like to be alone or play
with just a few friends. Some people love to talk and share lots of stories with their 
friends while others might be more shy or quiet.

Did you know that children with special needs like Autism, Cerebral Palsy, Epilepsy 
and Learning Disabilities have different personalities, just like you and me?
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Activities

Help your child understand what it means to be different and the importance of accepting 
difference by filling out the following:

How are you Different?

There are many things that I think are fun and that I am really good at doing. One of the 
things I’m really good at is ______________________________________________

There are also some things that are hard for me to learn. Some of my friends are good at 
these things and I wish I were too. One thing that I think is hard is 
_____________________________________________________________________
When I can’t do that well, I sometimes feel ___________________________________.

I know that everyone looks different from each other and this is how I think I look 
different – I am __________________________________________________________.

I get scared of some things that might not make other people scared. One thing that 
sometimes makes me feel scared is __________________________________________.

I notice that people act differently when they are upset. Some people like to be quiet and 
alone; others want to be around friends. Some people cry and some people might get mad
and yell. When I’m upset, I usually __________________________________________.

How do YOU like to be treated?

When I feel different, I hope that people will: (circle all that apply)

  Treat me nicely   Lend a hand

  Be my friend   Be patient

  Not laugh at me   Help me feel better

  Understand me   Be kind

You probably circled all of them! That means you hope others will take time to 
understand you and be kind to you!
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Common Questions Kids ask about Kids with Special 
Needs

 How did that person get that way?
 Can I catch what he or she has?
 Why doesn’t that person’s body work right?
 Why does that person look funny?
 Why does that person act funny?
 Why doesn’t that person talk?
 Why does that person cry and scream so much?
 How come he or she has to miss so much school?
 Will he or she die?

Guidelines for Responding
 Be sure you understand the question
 Always correct misinformation or incorrect assumptions
 Don’t ignore children’s’ fears; address them.
 Respond immediately to a question, fear or inaccurate information
 Examine your own behavior and language.

Remember: Teachable moments are life’s serendipity! Be prepared! 
Teachable moments are unplanned, spontaneous events for parents and teachers to 
anticipate with zest. These moments are powerful teaching tools. Enjoy, value, and savor 
each one.

Example 
Situation:
A mother and her daughters are having fun at a neighborhood picnic. The girls see a little 
boy just sitting there. The boy looks withdrawn and is not speaking. The girls begin to 
giggle.

Response:
Ask the girls why they are giggling. Explain to them there might be several reasons why 
the boy is not speaking. Maybe he can’t, maybe he can not speak very well and is shy 
about this, maybe the boy has trouble understanding words, or maybe he is just shy 
around girls.  Help the girls understand how the boy might be feeling because they 
laughed at him. Ask the girls to think about a way to be thoughtful and supportive of the 
boy. 
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Special Needs Defined

Autism

What is Autism?

Autism is a complex neurobiological disorder that typically lasts throughout a person's lifetime. 
It is part of a group of disorders known as Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD). Today, 1 in 166 
individuals is diagnosed with autism, making it more common than pediatric cancer, diabetes, 
and AIDS combined. It occurs in all racial, ethnic, and social groups and is four times more 
likely to strike boys than girls. Autism impairs a person's ability to communicate and relate to 
others. It is also associated with rigid routines and repetitive behaviors, such as obsessively 
arranging objects or following very specific routines. Symptoms can range from very mild to 
quite severe. The cause is unknown.  Currently, researchers are investigating areas such as 
neurological damage and biochemical imbalance of the brain. Autism is not caused by 
psychological factors. 

How do you treat Autism?

There is no single treatment protocol for all children with autism, but most individuals with ASD
respond best to highly structure educational programs. Some of the most common interventions 
are Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA), Floortime Therapy, Speech Therapy, Occupational 
Therapy, Sensory Integration Therapy, Relationship Development Intervention, Verbal Behavior 
Intervention, and the school-based TEAACH method.

How does Autism affect a child?

Children with autism vary greatly in ability, intelligence, and behavior. Some do not speak; 
others have limited language that often includes repeated phrases or conversations. Those with 
more advanced language skills tend to stick to a few topics and have difficulty with abstract 
concepts. Repetitive play skills, a limited range of interests, and impaired social skills are 
common. Unusual responses to sensory information – for example, loud noises, lights, or certain 
textures of food or fabrics are also common.

What are the educational implications?

Educational programs focus on improving communication and social, academic, behavioral, and 
daily living skills. Behavior and communication problems that interfere with learning require the 
assistance of a knowledgeable professional trained in autism-specific teaching strategies. The 
classroom environment should be structured so that the program is consistent and predictable. 
Students with Autism learn better and are less confused when information is presented visually 
as well as verbally. Interaction with non-disabled peers is also important, for these students 
provide models of appropriate language and social behavioral skills. 
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Autism Awareness Activity 

Communicate Through Pictures

You have learned that some children with Autism sometimes have trouble talking. They 
sometimes might use pictures to express what they want to say.  Here is an activity where
you can practice communicating in a new way.

Without talking try to tell someone what you did last weekend by drawing a picture.  
Then ask someone to tell you what he or she understood from looking at your picture.

Draw your weekend story here:
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ADD / ADHD

What is ADD / ADHD?

Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD), also called Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD),
is a developmental disability characterized by three predominate features: inattention, 
impulsiveness, and in many bunt not all cases, restlessness or hyperactivity. The disorder is most 
prevalent in children and is generally thought of as a childhood disorder.  Current estimates 
suggest that approximately 50 to 65 percent of children with ADD will have symptoms of the 
disorder as adolescents and adults.

What are the characteristics of ADD?

The signs of ADD are inattention, impulsiveness, hyperactivity, poor motor control, 
disorganization and social skill deficits. From time to time, all children can display inattention 
and impulsiveness and can exhibit high energy levels. With the ADD child, these behaviors are 
the rule, not the exception. Keeping in mind that some degree of difficulty exists with every 
child.

What are the educational implications?
The classroom environment needs to be structured and predictable, with rules, schedules and 
assignments posted and clearly spelled out. Proper seating is needed keeping the child away from
minimal distractions. Directions need to be clear and simple and should be given a few at a time. 
The curriculum will need to be modified in accordance with the child’s organizational skills and 
his ability to pay attention and concentrate. Behavior management is critical. Behavior charts, 
used in combination with other educational interventions, often produce positive results.

Self-esteem is vital!
Most undiagnosed and untreated children with ADD/ADHD suffer from low self-esteem. Many 
also show signs of being mildly depressed. These feelings stem for the child’s sense of personal 
failure. For the child with ADD, the world is often an unkind place.
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Downs Syndrome

What is Downs Syndrome?

Down syndrome is the most common and readily identifiable chromosomal condition 
associated with developmental impairment. It is caused by a chromosomal abnormality. 
Cell development occurs with forty-seven instead of the usual forty-six chromosomes.

Down syndrome occurs in one out of every 733 live births, and more than 350,000 people
in the U.S. have this genetic condition. Down syndrome affects people of all ages, races 
and economic levels. Today, individuals with Down syndrome are active participants in 
the educational, vocational, social and recreational aspects of our communities. In fact, 
there are more opportunities than ever before for individuals with Down syndrome to 
develop their abilities, discover their talents and realize their dreams. For example, more 
teens and adults with Down syndrome each year are graduating from high school, going 
to college, finding employment and living independently.

How does Down syndrome affect a child’s appearance?

Youngsters with Down syndrome are usually smaller than their non disabled peers, and their 
physical as well as intellectual development is slower . More than fifty clinical characteristics 
have been identified with the syndrome, but it’s rare to find all or even most of them in one 
person. 

What are the educational implications?

Research has shown that stimulation during early developmental stages improves the child’s 
chances of developing to his or her fullest potential. Continuing education, positive public 
attitudes, and a stimulating home environment have also been found to promote the child’s 
overall development. The level of mental impairment, behavior, and developmental progress in 
individuals with this syndrome varies widely.

Because of the range of ability in children with Down syndrome, it is important for families and 
members of the school’s educational team to place few limitations on potential capabilities. It 
may be effective to emphasize concrete concepts rather than abstract ideas. Teaching tasks in a 
step-by step manner with frequent reinforcement and consistent feedback has proven successful. 
Independent living centers, grous-shared and supervised apartments and support services in the 
community are important resources for persons with Down syndrome.
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Epilepsy

What is Epilepsy 

Epilepsy is a neurological condition, which affects the nervous system. Epilepsy is also 
known as a seizure disorder. It is usually diagnosed after a person has had at least two 
seizures that were not caused by some known medical condition like alcohol withdrawal 
or extremely low blood sugar. These seizures can happen any time during the day or 
night. 

What is a Seizure? 

A seizure is a sudden surge of electrical activity in the brain that usually causes a child’s 
body to move and jerk suddenly. People with epilepsy can’t control their movements 
during a seizure. Sometimes they won’t know what is happening when a seizure occurs 
and may lose awareness of where they are and what they are doing.

What are the medical considerations?

Most children with epilepsy take medication. Teachers can help by reminding the child to
take medicine on schedule. Explaining the seizure process to the students is also 
important.

Seizure Time-Line Activity

Children observing an epileptic seizure will be less frightened if they are aware that 
epileptic behavior follows a predictable pattern, or sequence, and they know what to 
expect. This time line is a health and safety learning activity.

1) When ia person has epilepsy,
some of the cells in the person’s
brain act up causing a loss of 
control for a short time

2) The person with 
epilepsy may wander 
around, may stop and stare,
or may fall down,

3) People nearby should clear
the area of anything that 
might injure the person if he 
or she falls down,

4) The person with epilepsy 
goes into convulsions and may 
shiver, shake, make strange 
noises, roll his eyes, foam at the
mouth, wet their cloths, or do 
unusual things. The person 
cannot hear or speak and does 
not realize what is happening. 
The person with epilepsy may 
stare and not be able to talk 
clearly until the seizure is over

5) The person with 
epilepsy may feel tired 
and/or confused after a 
seizure and may want to 
rest. The person does not 
remember what happened

6) The person who had 
the seizure will behave 
normally when he or she 
wakes up.
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Learning Disabilities

What is a Learning Disability? 

Learning Disability is a disorder that affects people’s ability to either interpret what they 
see and hear or to link information from different parts of the brain. These limitations can
show up in many ways—as specific difficulties with spoken and written language, 
coordination, self-control, or attention. Such difficulties extend to schoolwork and can 
impede learning to read or write, or to do math.

Learning disabilities can be lifelong conditions that, in some cases, affect many parts of a
person's life: school or work, daily routines, family life, and sometimes even friendships 
and play. In some people, many overlapping learning disabilities may be apparent. Other 
people may have a single, isolated learning problem that has little impact on other areas 
of their lives.

Not all learning problems are necessarily learning disabilities. Many children are simply 
slower in developing certain skills. Because children show natural differences in their 
rate of development, sometimes what seems to be a learning disability may simply be a 
delay in maturation. 
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Learning Disability Activity
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