
Sydney was our first child, born in October of 2001. We were a bit surprised to say the least
when she was diagnosed with Trisomy-21 and certainly went through a tough period early
on. We started to go online to learn more about Down syndrome but realized that the data
was so old and so negative that it just didn’t seem relevant. Additionally, I was lucky enough
to work with Special Olympics in college, and my experience with those with Down
syndrome was incredible. Ultimately, we were just happy to have a healthy baby. We had
the same goals for Sydney that we would with any baby. We wanted her to be happy and
healthy, go to school in the neighborhood, graduate college, get a job, live independently,
and ideally meet someone that she will love. I often tell people, when you first look at a
newborn baby, the thought is never “let’s go segregate this child.” You want and expect
them to be a part of society. 

Tell me a bit about those early years?

SYDNEY LEACH
INCLUSION STORY

What Drove you down the Inclusion Journey? 

Early on, we found a local pre-school in South Florida that
welcomed her with open arms. The experience was
wonderful. Having a teacher that was open-minded and
willing to include our daughter made a huge difference.
In fact, we had that experience in most years that Sydney
was in school. A good teacher can cover for any
operational challenges. 

Having Sydney included in pre-school also made a big
difference when we entered that IEP meeting before
Sydney was going to her neighborhood elementary
school. Having data that backed up her successes in an
inclusive environment was helpful. It became the natural
next step for her rather than a departure from a non-
inclusive environment.



Of course! Early on, the main challenges were that Sydney
wasn’t “fully” potty-trained and that Sydney liked to wander
periodically. If the school wants a successful outcome, then
they will typically work with you. We had that at Crown Point
Elementary here in Mandarin. Inclusion with a child with
Down syndrome wasn’t something that they had ever done,
so they wanted it to be successful. Potty-training consisted
of Sydney trying to go to the bathroom every hour or so.
Periodically, there was a mishap, but Stacy always sent her
with a change of clothes to avoid a bigger issue. We used
the “wandering child” issue to push for a paraprofessional as
well. The school wanted nothing to do with losing a child, so
the insurance policy was to ensure that there was a para in
the classroom. The para was crucial to ensure that Sydney
was not only safe, but that she was integrated into the
classroom. 
 
That’s actually a really important point. For those that think
Inclusion is just having your child in a typical class, it’s not.
Having your child sit in a corner with their Para while the
rest of the class does something else is not Inclusion. The
para should be instrumental in helping to make sure that
the child is part of the class and not singled out as the kid in
the corner.
 

What about successes? 

Were there challenges?

 At Mandarin High, Sydney was on the girls’ basketball team every year, as well as the girls’ flag
football team most years. Coach Yudin (flag football) treated Syd as any other athlete, and she
played rusher for many of the plays in that first year. Periodically, she would pull the QB’s flag
and the crowd…on both sides…would go crazy. In her Senior year, in the playoffs, Mandarin was
down by a few touchdowns at the end of the game. Coach Joyner called a running play for
Sydney and she ended up scoring. I have friends in South Florida that coach Flag Football and
they all knew Sydney after social medial blew up with the video of that play. I learned what
Twitter was shortly after that.

Without going into the entire life of Sydney, let’s just say that every year had some incredible
milestones. A couple that stick out:
 

1.

 



 
2. Homecoming: Unbeknownst to me and Stacy, Sydney was nominated for Homecoming
Court her Senior year and walked down the middle of the field at halftime. It was really
incredible. It meant so much that her peers nominated and voted for her. She knew
everyone at that school and they really loved her.
 
3. Graduation: Watching Sydney graduate high school with all of her friends was the
culmination of many years of hard work by Sydney and her teachers. We were overwhelmed
with emotion and knew that she was headed to college, just as we had dreamed.
 
4. Sydney was lucky enough to have a number of inclusive opportunities outside of school.
She was welcomed by the JCA here in Jacksonville and played in their soccer and basketball
leagues for years. Shortly after high school, she was at the JCA and asked the Athletic
Director if she could have a job. He said apply online, go through the interview process and
we’ll see. Needless to say, she did everything they asked of her and got a job as the
basketball timekeeper. I don’t believe any of that happens if we kept her out of their sports
leagues or segregated her from her typical peers. 

 Any advice?

What about successes? (cont.)

The successes are a bit about Sydney, but far more about those
around her. These were lasting memories for 100’s or maybe even
1,000’s of other kids and teachers. They really got to know
someone with Down syndrome and saw that they were more alike
than different. Many of these kids will be in a position to someday
hire someone like Sydney and whatever fear and misconceptions
that they might have had is now gone. That doesn’t happen when
you meet someone with DS for a few minutes or see them in
passing. The outcome of Inclusion is ultimately a more
compassionate and understanding society. If we continue to
segregate our children, then how can we expect them to suddenly
be integrated later in life? If we want to affect change, then we
can’t hide our kids.
 
To me, Inclusion is a belief. It is a belief that every individual has
something to contribute; that every individual should be valued
for who they are. When we segregate a group of individuals, our
society loses that value. We always felt that Sydney belonged with
her typical peers and we wouldn’t change a thing about our
inclusive journey.  


