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A big “HELLO” to our readers! As you probably know, this newsletter is written
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Gabrielle is a big help with her sister, and she is a wonderful teacher
Check inside For Siblings Only for some fun ideas of things to do with your brother
for her too! Gabrielle first wrote this story six years ago when she
or sister. And don’t forget to write to share your story with the readers of this
was 7. Now she is 13 and she is still a great teacher for her sister.
newsletter. We would all love to hear from you!
Check inside For Siblings Only for some fun ideas of things to do with
Susan Levine
your brother or sister. And don’t forget to write to share your story
Editorwith the readers of this newsletter. We would all love to hear from
you!

Susan Levine
Editor
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HAVING A SISTER LIKE MICHELLE
By Gabrielle Saydah and Susan Levine
Hi! My name is Gabrielle Saydah and I am 7 years old.
I will be in second grade in September. I have an
older sister named Michelle, almost 9, and two
younger brothers, Theo, age 5 and James, age 4.
Michelle has something called Rett syndrome. Some

children with Rett syndrome don’t talk at all and some

use sign language. Some children walk, and some use a
wheelchair. Michelle walks, but when we go to the
beach, she uses a special wheelchair. She doesn’t
talk, but every now and then a word pops out!

Michelle wears diapers, but sometimes she uses the

potty. Michelle loves to bite on a hairbrush. It helps keep her calm. My friends
always ask me why she does that, and I tell them that she likes the way it feels.

We have to be careful with small things because she might put them in her mouth
and choke. Michelle feeds herself with the fork if we put food on it first. She

loves to eat – once she even grabbed the mustard and got into it! Mealtimes can be
very messy!

Even though Michelle is older than I am, I act like the oldest in my family. I

sometimes help feed her and get her diapers when mom needs one for her. I also
help watch her so she won’t get into trouble. I like being the “big” sister, but
sometimes I wish I had an older sister that I could do more things with.

Michelle has problems doing things like other children her age, but she still gets to

do fun things! She goes horseback riding at a special riding place. We both go to a
special dance class for children who need extra help to learn. I am a helper in the
class and I show them how to do the dances. I am also Michelle’s partner so I can

help her dance. My other friend goes with her sister who has trouble learning too.
Michelle even went to a summer sleep-away camp last year. I missed her a lot, but
I know she had a good time.
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The worst part about having a sister like Michelle is that she pulls hair and

sometimes bites when she gives kisses. But the best part of having a sister like

Michelle is that she is very loveable and she likes to cuddle with me. She smiles
when she is happy and when I give her kisses and hugs. I like it when Michelle
smiles. It makes me smile too!

FOCUS ON FEELINGS:
Gabrielle is such a helper with her sister, Michelle. Even though she is supposed to
be the little sister, Gabrielle does a good job being the big sister! She even goes
with Michelle to a dance class for children who have trouble learning so she can
help her. Gabrielle and Michelle both have fun in the class! I know many of our
readers are good helpers with their brother or sister too.
When you have a sister or brother who has trouble learning, it’s nice to know that

there are other children in your area who also have a sibling with some differences.
Gabrielle has a friend from school who goes to the dance class along with her

sister who needs help to learn. The four of them all go to the same dance class.

Not everyone has a sibling with a syndrome like Down syndrome or Rett syndrome,

or a condition that has a name like autism or cerebral palsy. Your brother or sister
might just be slower at learning, but his or her

delays might not have a name to go along with it.
You might not have a friend like Gabrielle does,
who also has a sibling with a disability, but you
can “meet” other children through this

newsletter! You know that there are other kids
out there just like you who have a brother or
sister with learning differences. It’s nice to
know you are not the only one!

For Siblings Only

Page 4

Another way to meet children who also have brothers or sisters with a disability

is through special meetings called sibling groups. Sometimes these fun meetings

are held at a school or another program that helps children with disabilities. The

groups might be hosted by an agency like ARC or United Cerebral Palsy, or another
school program. One way to find out about

meetings like these is by visiting a web site about

sibling groups: www.siblingsupport.org. If you get
a chance to go, I know you will have a great time!

Gabrielle and her two younger brothers also go to

sibling groups. They like talking about their sister

and doing art projects and playing games there too.
If you live in the central New Jersey area, you can

attend sibling groups at Family Resource Associates in Shrewsbury, NJ. Meetings

are held on the last Thursday of every month from 4-5 pm for children aged 4-9.
Your parents can sign you up or find out more by calling 732-747-5310 or by
visiting the website at www.frainc.org. We also have groups for brothers and
sisters aged 10-15.

When I asked Gabrielle about the best thing about Michelle, she smiled when she
told me about cuddling and hugging her sister. Having a sister to cuddle with is

really special! Thank you, Gabrielle, for sharing you story with For Siblings Only.

We learned a lot about your very special family!

BROTHER/SISTER THINGS TO DO:
Spring is a great time to get active and get outside! Here are some ideas of fun
things to do with your brother or sister. Read through our ideas and find one that
you’d like to try. Get a grown-up to help you set things up so you and your sibling
can get the most out of the activity.
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1.)

Nature rubbings -- Take a walk outside with your
brother or sister and look at all the Springtime
things. Talk about what you see – the birds,
flowers, leaves growing on the trees. Take some
blank sheets of paper with you and chalk or crayons
with the paper removed. Make a rubbing by laying
the paper over what you want to rub – the bark on a
tree, the sidewalk or the driveway. If you want to do a rubbing of a piece of
wood, a leaf or the grass, place it on the sidewalk first. Then lay the paper
on top and rub with the side of the crayon or chalk over the paper. Surprise!
You’ll see the shape of the object or the bumps on the tree or sidewalk.
Help your brother or sister too. If the
activity is too hard for him to do alone, let him
watch you. Have him feel the object you are
rubbing first and then show him the finished
picture. Rubbings can be done with indoor
things too like a penny, a piece of fabric, etc.
When you are all done, the two of you can look
at all the pictures you made. Can you tell what
everything is? Enjoy your interesting artwork!

2.)

Bean Bag Throw --This is an outdoor activity you can do in
your driveway or on the sidewalk. Get some chalk and some
bean bags. Draw a design on the sidewalk or driveway to be
your target. You can draw several
circles, a bull’s eye pattern or a big
face. Take turns throwing the bean
bags to the target. Show your sibling
how to try to get the bean bag into
one of the circles. Help if she needs
help. If your sibling can’t stand or
walk, sit her close to the target and help her throw. Be sure to say “hooray”
for each time she tries. Help her clap for you too! This is a good game to
teach throwing and aiming and taking turns.
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Bat the Ball – Springtime is baseball season. Why not
help your sister or brother learn to bat a ball? It’s
best to use a light plastic bat and a Nerf ball or a light
plastic ball. Hitting a moving ball is hard, so it’s best to
do this activity with a ball that’s sitting still! You can
use a tee ball stand if you have one or you can hang the
ball from a string attached to a
tree branch or any other place
Mom or Dad thinks is a good idea. Hang the ball low
enough so it’s easy for your sibling to reach when
standing or sitting down. Show your sibling what to
do and help if he needs help. Again, be sure to work
on taking turns and clapping for each other!

SPECIAL DEFINITIONS:
AUTISM:
Children with autism learn and play differently from other children. They may

have trouble learning to talk and understand what others are saying. Children with
autism usually have trouble playing with others. They might have behavior

problems and have more tantrums and crying fits than most children have. The
behavior problems might happen because they are having such a hard time
understanding things around them.

Children with autism might see, hear, feel, smell and taste

differently than other children. For example, they might get
very upset with loud noises or bright lights that wouldn’t

bother you. Smells might bother them and they may only like
certain kinds of food. They can be very fussy with their

clothes or have a favorite toy that they want to hold all the time. A child with

autism might make funny noises or flap their hands when they are excited. Some
of the children can’t seem to sit still and are always moving around.
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Every child with autism is different. Some might learn very quickly and be able to

go to regular classes in school, while other children might always need extra help to
learn. Some adults with autism can go to college, get a job and even get married!
Doctors are not sure what causes autism, but they know that they have

differences in their brains, probably from even before they are born. Kids with
autism can learn, and even with their problems, they can be pretty fun brothers
and sisters!

LET’S VISIT THE LIBRARY:
The first book to share is a book I helped to write! The

book was written by me, the editor of For Siblings Only,
and my friend, Brian Skotko. Brian is a doctor who has
two sisters, one of whom has Down syndrome.

The book can be ordered from Woodbine House

(www.woodbinehouse.com). You might also find it in your
local library or bookstore. Brian and I also run sibling

workshops together, and we certainly had fun writing the book! If your brother or
sister has Down syndrome, I think you’ll like what we had to say.

“For Siblings Only” newsletter is published in print and on-line with partial funding from the
Monmouth County Board of Freeholders.
We thank the Page Hill Foundation for its support to mail these quarterly newsletters.
“For Siblings Only” is partially funded by The Bell Family and Monmouth Park Charity Fund.
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Fasten Your Seatbelt: A Crash Course on Down Syndrome for
Brothers and Sisters by Brian Skotko and Susan Levine,

Woodbine House, 2009.

This new book from Woodbine House answers more than 100
questions asked by brothers and sisters about living with

someone with Down syndrome. Some of the questions came

directly from the readers of this newsletter! The book gives

some facts about Down syndrome, with answers explaining

medical problems, how children with Down syndrome learn, and
what people with Down syndrome can do when they are adults.
Other parts of the book help brothers and sisters talk about
embarrassing moments, frustrating behaviors and getting

enough attention at home. This book is suggested for children aged 11 and older,
but the book can be good for younger readers and their parents too.

Ben, King of the River, by Albert Gifaldi, Albert Whitman, 2001.
Chad and his family are going on a camping trip. Chad is worried
about how his little brother, Ben, will be on the trip. Ben is five
years old, but he doesn’t act his age at all. Ben was born with a
disability. He is still in diapers and he doesn’t always like new
things. Chad loves Ben, but sometimes his brother can be

embarrassing and frustrating. On the trip, Chad gets upset
when some boys make fun of Ben, but later in the story, he
discovers that the boys are understanding of his brother’s

differences. Chad notices how happy Ben is when he is in the

river “where he splashes and plays and holds his hands up high like he is king of the
river!”

The book also includes a note at the end from the author’s nephew who has a

brother with a disability. There are also tips for children who do have a sibling
with learning challenges. This book is great for children aged 5-9.
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CALLING ALL KIDS:
Do you have an idea for the next issue of For Siblings Only? Why not write and tell
us about it! Or you can answer the questions below and send them in. Then, next
month, you’ll see your answers in the newsletter! You can mail your answers to:
For Siblings Only, 35 Haddon Ave., Shrewsbury, NJ 07702, or e-mail them to

slevine@frainc.org.

1.) Gabrielle, in this month’s story, likes to help her sister learn to dance in her
special dance class. What do you like to teach your brother or sister who
has trouble learning?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
2.) Gabrielle is proud of her sister for learning to ride a horse. What makes you
feel proud of your brother or sister?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
3.) When do you feel proud of yourself?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
4.) Gabrielle was surprised when her sister tried to eat the mustard! Has your
brother or sister ever surprised you with something he or she did? ____
What was it?
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
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5.) Now is your chance to write your own story for this newsletter. You can

write about something you and your sibling did together, something you are
proud of, or something you worry about. Ask mom or dad for help if you

need it. The students who read For Siblings Only are some of the best
story writers in the whole world!

___________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________
6.) Your name _________________________________ Age ___________
Your sibling’s name_____________________________ Age ___________

Your sibling’s disability _________________________________________

Your address_________________________________________________
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