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Friday, March 31st, 2006
Special-needs role model  dies at age 20

Student leader was to get award

GRANT Park High School has lost a student leader described as a role model by advocates for the disabled.

Eddie Badescu, 20, died yesterday morning. The profoundly physically disabled student council president at Grant Park won an international Yes I Can Award and was looking forward to picking it up at a ceremony next week in Salt Lake City, Utah. 

His family was not commenting on his death last night, nor was Joyce Billinkoff, head of the special education department at Grant Park.

"I just can't believe the news," said Anne Kresta, who has two sons with special needs at Grant Park.

"He was a model of how inclusion can work for all kids... and of how far they can go," said Kresta. 

Badescu had Lesch-Nyhan Syndrome, a very rare genetic disorder that robbed him of motor control. He could speak two or three words at a time, but with considerable effort. 

"I'm really shocked," said Winnipeg MP Steven Fletcher. He said he met Eddie at Grant Park High School last year at a professional development day workshop on inclusion. Fletcher, who uses a motorized wheelchair and requires a personal assistant since a devastating car accident 10 years ago, said although Eddie used a keyboard device to communicate, he was a powerful speaker.

"It's just one of those moments you carry forever... His message was more powerful than any of us could probably articulate:  Appreciate life -- it's worth living," Fletcher said.

Winnipeg School Division board chairwoman Joyce Bateman took a few minutes to get over her shock at the news of Badescu's passing.  

"Oh God -- he was a very special kid who made phenomenal things happen," said Bateman, who knew Badescu and was at the inclusion conference Fletcher attended as well.

"When all of his colleagues, teachers and students didn't look at the limitation but the wonderful person that was there, he showed us that we're not limited."

Bateman said Badescu was a true believer in inclusion and wasn't out to help only special needs kids. "It was a two-way street for him," said Bateman. 

"He included and worked with all kinds of kids -- special needs or not. He was a leader and he broke through a huge barrier just by being president."  She said there will probably be grief counselling available at the school next week when students return from March Break.

Badescu was one of five Manitobans to receive the Yes I Can awards sponsored by the international Council for Exceptional Children. The awards are presented in a wide variety of categories for academic and community achievement among students with disabilities. He won the award because of his success at school and his term as president of the Grant Park student council. 

In a story the Free Press ran earlier this week, Eddie joked that after he received his award in Salt Lake City he wanted to "go to a casino and play poker, go to a bar for a few beers, and see a Utah Jazz (basketball) game." 
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