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Ag children want to play and to have
nds. For children with developmen-
tal disabilities, it can be a difficult task
because they lack the social skill building
blocks to achieve their goal.

“It’s hard not knowing whether your child
has friends,” says Tina Fougere, president
and founder of the Canadian National
Autism Foundation,

Her son, Nathan, 13, a student at Winona
Public School, is autistic.

Last Monday, a few exceptional friends
were recognized at a special assembly for
their compassion, understanding and

- awareness in making Nathan a part of the
school community.

“Nathan is a big part of our community,”
explained school principal Jim Lindsay. “He
has to feel comfortable here. Everybody has
strengths and weaknesses, his are just a little
more unique.”

“They're people just like you and 1,” said
guest speaker, Walter Gretzky as he
addressed a gym packed with students, “The
kindness from of all of you make anyone
with any disability feel welcome and a part
of all of us. People have unselfishly helped
because they wanted to.”

Then he called the honourees forward —
Corbin Dodman, Bryce Labreche, Zac Young
and Nathan's twin sister, Tasha Fougere.
None of them knew about the assembly
beforehand. Tina and Mr. Lindsay, made the
arrangements. Teachers were informed just
days ago.

Corbin, Bryce, Zac, Tasha and Nathan
received a commendation from MP Tony
Valeri, Wayne Gretzky cards, a personally

autographed photo from Wayne Gretzky
and tickets to a Hamilton Bulldogs game.

The students don't see their actions as any-
thing special. All they did was make a friend.
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Four students at Winona Public School were recognized Monday for their compassion and
acceptance in helping a fellow student with autism. Pictured here (left to right) Bryce
Labreche, Tasha Fougere, Walter Gretzky, Nathan Fougere, Zac Young and Corbin Dodman.

Tina said plans for the event had to be kept
secret because Tasha “would get upset that she
was called up for doing something that she
feels she doesn't need to be recognized for.”

When Nathan started school, Tina asked
her daughter “if she could make sure, if she
saw him gelung picked on, she would stick
up for him.”

Tasha’s reply? “Why wouldn’t I1?”

“When I first met Nathan, I didn’t know
what he had,” says Corbin, “1 just play with
him and we hang out with him at recess. We
make up these handshakes now and I feel
really good and happy for him.”

But they do think they are making a dif-
ference.

“Since he's been hanging around me and
the others, he’s actually starting to learn
English better,” says Corbin.

Bryce agrees. “He couldn't talk when I
first met him and now he's doing work and
math and talking like crazy.”

But as much as Nathan is learning, he'’s
teaching as well. Students at the Winona
school now have a better understanding
and accept the differences in others. The
entire school has accepted Nathan for who
he is.

“They are special people that have a
diagnosis,” says Tina. “They are children
first and then, secondary, they are a child
that needs extra help. They must be thought
of as a child first.

“If you would have asked me at Grade 1 if
Nathan would be where he is right now, I'd
say no. I couldn’t envision him where he is
right now. He has gained so much, it's phe-
nomenal. He knows he has friends.”




