
On May 22, 2007, my son Jonathan graduated from 

Sandalwood High School.  He marched in to the 

strains of Pomp and Circumstance, student number 

421in a class of 848, and sat with his peers in folding 

chairs on the floor of the Jacksonville Veteranôs 

Memorial Stadium. Dead center.  No assistance.  

Complete with annoying tassel, roomy blue gown, 

uncomfortable black dress shoes and strangulating tie. 

And when his name was called, he walked calmly and 

proudly up the steps and onto the stage as 847 

students suddenly stood and cheered.  He turned to 

the audience, gave them a ñtwo thumbs upò with the 

slight twist of the hips known to be his signature 

move and brought down the rest of the house.  For a 

brief moment, the world stopped to recognize just one 

unique person. 
 

I do not believe Jonathanôs peers cheered because he 

had achieved unheard of academic success.  He had 

not.  He continues to struggle with basic reading, 

writing and math.  I do not believe they cheered 

because he had learned to ñblend inò with his         

non-disabled peers. He had not.  He is a whole foot 

shorter, speaks his own language and bops through 

the halls to the music in his head with a huge smile.  I 

believe they cheered because they liked him.  And 

they liked him because he was different. 
 

This is Jonathanôs success story.  But it is not the one 

we wrote for him when his life began. 
 

My husband is a financial whiz.  And I am an 

educator.  Jonathan was supposed to be the King of 

Academics.  We brought him up on that path ï early 

literacy, therapies, tutors, labels in the home, labels in 

the car, labels on our bodies.  We counted everything 

ï groceries, toys, pennies and pets. We took him 

everywhere, made him do everything and praised his 

every effort. But as he went through his preschool 

years, it was clear that he was different.  Not just 

different from his neighborhood peers, but different 

from his peers with Down syndrome.  He was one of 

the original participants in Hope Havenôs 

Individualized Computer Instruction for Children 

with Down Syndrome ï and the only one to hate it.  

He did not like to listen to stories, identify letters and 

words, or eat sitting down.  At Down Syndrome 

Association meetings, the child care provider 

assigned to him was the only one that resembled a 

hurricane survivor when the evening was over.  His 

teachers tried to tell me there might be ñother 

issues,ò but I tried not to listen.  Then one morning 

when he was six years old we found him outside in 

the front yard at 8 a.m. on a Saturday morning 

singing while sweeping (with a broom) the leaves off 

the lawn, dressed in sheer pantyhose pulled up to his 

armpits, Dadôs yard goggles and a scarf. It was 

clearly time to 

write a new 

success story. 
 

Despite all our 

efforts to identify 

a  w i n n i n g 

combination of 

medications and 

behavior plans, 

Jonathanôs school 

years were filled 

with reading and 

math struggles, 

h i gh  e ne r gy 

learning and 

exhausted family 

members.  Middle 

school was scary, 

not for him, but 

for us, as he 

battled his way through the halls with 1,600 

emotionally charged typically developing pre-teens. 

But he loved going to school and clearly stated that 

his favorite subject was ñmy friends.ò  Because of his 

size, spontaneity and inability to remain on task, we 

felt his needs were best met in an exceptional 

education classroom, and we were delighted to see 

steady ï but slow ï progress in academic areas.  But 

when a decision regarding high school needed to be 

made, Jonathan chose the most diverse and biggest 

school in the city.  And he chose inclusion. Lots of it.  

The first years were great.  He showed amazing self 

confidence and his academics continued to progress.  

But in his senior year, challenges arose.  Class 

periods were changed to block schedules with 90 

minutes per class, and class size hovered around 100.                   
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The Down Syndrome  

Center at Hope  
Haven Childrenôs 

Clinic and Family 
Center  is  

dedicated to bringing 
 positive, strength-based  

assessments and 
information to the families 

of children with Down  
syndrome. An 

 interdisciplinary team 
evaluation consists of an 
education consultation,  

behavioral / medical  
evaluations, physical,  

occupational and speech 
therapy evaluations.  

Families receive a  
comprehensive report  

describing their child along 
with home and/or school 
suggestions for further 

growth.  

In-school visits are 
 available upon request.  

 
Thanks to the generosity of 
individual, foundation and 
corporate donors, families 
pay just a small co-pay for 

Down  
Syndrome Center team 

evaluations. 
 

For information or to  
schedule an  

 appointment, contact  
Marie Schuller at   

(904) 346-5100 ext. 286 
Or MarieS@hope-haven.org 

 
Visit our website at 

WWW.HOPE-HAVEN.ORG 
 

These evaluations are not 
intended to replace primary 

care or services  
already in place.  

Graduation :  The Writing of A Success Story 
By Laura Watts, M.Ed. 

LAURIE PRICE, MHSA, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, HOPE HAVEN CHILDREN' S CLINIC AND FAMILY CENTER    
LAURA WATTS, M. ED., PROGRAM DIRECTOR  
JOSEPH PESEK, MD, FAAP, BEHAVORIAL PEDIATRICIAN  
KRIS OWEN, PT ñ APRIL LANE, OTRñLINDSEY HAUGAN, OTR/L  
TIM STAVROPULOS, MA. CCC-SLP ñ MANDI  HU NT, MA. CCC-SLP 
MARIE SCHULLER, ADMINISTRATIVE ASS ISTANT 

A big THANKS goes to  

Diane Simmering  
for her work on the  
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