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Monday, March 27th, 2006

Our exceptional students say Yes I Can 
By Nick Martin

KAITLIN Larabie is brutally frank about the effects of having fetal alcohol syndrome. "When I was in my mom's tummy, she drank, and I got a disability. Sometimes we can't remember, and we forget," said Kaitlin, 11.

On April 7, Kaitlin will tell an international conference of special education teachers in Salt Lake City how FAS makes her think differently than most people.

And she'll tell them FAS won't stop her from becoming a teacher, Kaitlin said.

She's among five Manitoba kids among only 24 North American students honoured this year with international Yes I Can Awards.

"It's awesome," Education Minister Peter Bjornson recently enthused.

Awesome indeed in their achievements. These five kids with severe physical and mental disabilities have become part of the life of their schools while preparing for lives beyond the classroom.

There's Eddie Badescu, a severely physically disabled student council president at Grant Park High School; Chantelle Johnstone, an autistic 11-year-old at Montrose School who's recently started devouring novels; Jeff Goodman at St. John's High School, who used to utter barely a syllable and now is exploring the working world; and Myles Hunt at J.H. Bruns Collegiate, delayed in development but now well on the way to a career as a metal worker.

Kaitlin is one of the students in David Livingstone School's remarkable FAS program.

"We're learning to be proud of ourselves," teacher Deb Thordarson said. "People see this as a behaviour -- they don't see this as a physical disability of the brain."

Kaitlin's self-advocacy outstanding achievement award means "helping other kids with their work and stuff, and explaining about my disability, what happened in my mom's tummy and what it did to me."

 Chantelle fully integrated into the grades 5 and 6 classroom this year. "It's just magnificent, the way it's worked out for her," said Montrose principal Bob Stefaniuk.

She is good at math and geography, said Chantelle. "Colour by numbers is my favourite," she enthused.

"She's written some poetry this year. She's done a science project on skin," said aide Jan Cutler, adding that Chantelle is on her fourth novel and just finished a project on Lester Pearson.

Badescu has Lesch-Nyhan syndrome, a very rare genetic disorder that has robbed him of motor control. 

He uses a $5,000 form of laptop that allows him to type in answers, which the machine then 'speaks' aloud.

Badescu, with some nifty keyboarding, said that he won "because of my success at school, including my term as president of the Grant Park students council."

After he receives his award in Salt Lake City, Badescu said mischievously, "I would also go to a casino and play poker, go to a bar for a few beers, and see a Utah Jazz (basketball) game," his machine spoke as he hooted with laughter.

He's already going to the Community Ventures day program four times a week, said teacher and department head Joyce Billinkoff. 

Jeff Goodman of St. John's came to the school six years ago.

At the time, his speech was severely limited, and in frustration, he would yell or even strike out at students and teachers, said his teacher Rod Campbell.

Now Jeff goes out to job sites. Recently, he was at North Main Auto, salvaging useable car parts.

"It's nice... getting an award," Jeff said. "It's a nice school."

Myles Hunt is training for a career as a metal worker. He takes classes each morning at J.H. Bruns Collegiate, then heads over to Winnipeg Technical College for the afternoon.

"I take English in this semester. The last semester, I took math and science," said Myles, a 17-year-old.

"In the afternoon, I go to Winnipeg Tech and take industrial maintenance technician," he said. "I hope to keep on with my metal work -- that could lead to being a metal worker.

"I've worked with a lot of neat tools," including lathes and a bandsaw, he said.

Teacher Lesley Sisco said that Myles was adopted from Russia, and it was his experience between birth and age four that affected Myles. "It's hampered his learning," she said.

Jim Hoddinott, who just finished his term as president of the Manitoba Council for Exceptional Children, said that only once before has the province had this many international award winners.

"We're getting far more schools applying for students to get awards. We're able to get students success when you have the schools, parents and community members working together," he said.

The Yes I Can awards are sponsored by the international Council for Exceptional Children, and presented in a wide variety of categories for academic and community achievement among students with disabilities. 

The local chapter of the council is still looking for donations to help with the cost of the trip, which can be sent to 63 Apex St., Winnipeg, R3R 3A4.
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