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Dogs strolled on the lower level of the 
Washington Hilton Hotel, Seeing Eye 
dogs on the leashes of their blind 
owners. A sign gently reminded this par

ticular public that wheelchairs were not 
permitted on the escalators. Another sign 
above a table indicated this was the place 
for the hearing impaired to make ar
rangements if they needed the services of 
an interpreter.

Meanwhile, a steady stream of people— 
both those with obvious disabilities and 
others—lingered in the exhibition hall, 
where representatives of a variety of com
panies, government agencies, rehabilitation 
services, disability rights groups, manufac
turers of high-tech aids designed for the 
disabled, and even an instant wheelchair 
repair service shared space.

This was the setting for the 1990 Annual 
Meeting of the President’s Committee on 
Employment of People with Disabilities, 
which drew between 3,500 and 4,000 par
ticipants to the nation’s capital in early May. 
The theme of the meeting: ‘ Agenda for the 
’90s: Full Employment for All.”

During the meeting’s opening session, 
President Bush gave the cause of maximiz
ing the employment and other potentials 
of people with disabilities a boost when he 
expressed his continuing support of the 
Americans with Disabilities Act [ADA]. 
The sweeping new legislation aims to give 
an estimated 43 million disabled Americans 
protection against discrimination in employ
ment, housing, public accommodations, 
transportation, telecommunications and 
public services.

In his remarks, Bush declared, ‘‘it is 
time—past time—that people with disabil
ities are included in the mainstream of 
American life.”

The ADA, he added, ‘‘will form the 
foundation for policies and programs that 
can create opportunities for Americans 
with disabilities to find and hold jobs, and

By Harriet Jackson Scarupa

“ We’re concerned with 
minorities across the 
board, but given the high 
proportion of African 
Americans with disabilities, 
that’s where we place 
much of our emphasis.’ ’

—Sylvia Walker

to enjoy the income and satisfaction that 
productive participation in society brings 
to us all. And no longer can we allow ig
norance or prejudice to deny opportunities 
to millions of millions of Americans with 
disabilities.”

Three hours after he spoke, a special 
symposium was held at the meeting to ad
dress the employment status of what some 
have called ‘ ‘the most oppressed group in 
America.” That group consists of those 
who face the ‘‘double whammy” of being 
the object of discrimination and stereo
typical attitudes because they are members 
of a minority group and because they have 
a disability.

‘ ‘Minority Americans with Disabilities,’ ’ 
as the symposium was entitled, was co
sponsored by the President’s Committee 
and the Howard University Research and 
Training Center for Access to Rehabilita
tion and Economic Opportunity (HURTC), 
which organizationally falls under the aegis 
of the School of Educations’s Center for 
Handicapped Children and Youth.

HURTC began operations in July 1988 and 
is funded by a $2.2 million, five-year grant 
from the National Institute on Disability and 
Rehabilitation Research of the U.S. Depart
ment of Education. Located on the univer
sity’s west campus, it is one of 38 research 
and training centers in the nation supported 
by the institute. But it is the only one 
‘ ‘focusing across categories on the employ
ment needs of minorities,’ ’ explains Sylvia 
Walker, the center’s director and a member 
of a congressional task force established 
relative to passage of the ADA. ‘‘We’re 
concerned with minorities across the 
board, but given the high proportion of 
African Americans with disabilities, that’s 
where we place much of our emphasis.’ ’

Jay Rocklin, executive director of the 
President’s Committee, calls the center’s 
work ‘‘absolutely essential” and explains 
why. ‘ ‘At a national conference we conduct
ed at Howard in 1987 on the employment 
problems/successes and issues facing 
disabled Black Americans, we determined 
some statistics that are kind of shocking.
And that was that 82 percent of all disabled 
Black Americans are unemployed and of 
the 18 percent who are, 65 percent earn 
$4,000 or less a year.

‘‘I see the Howard center as a catalyst 
for bringing attention to this issue and also 
for beginning to develop some creative 
solutions. If we continue to do what we’ve 
done in the past, we’re going to continue 
to live with the problem. So what we need 
is some new thinking and new ideas and 
new solutions.”

As for ‘ ‘bringing attention to the issue,’ ’ 
consider this scene at the ‘ ‘Minorities with 
Disabilities” symposium.

With two interpreters on either side of 
her signing her message for any hearing im
paired members of the audience, Walker 
opened the program with a charge to ‘ ‘help 
us celebrate the capabilities and the poten
tial of people with disabilities.” The em-
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phasis on this particular symposium, she 
added, was “ the preparation of minority 
youth with disabilities for future employ
ment.”

At the symposium’s four panels, repre
sentatives from the worlds of rehabilita
tion, education, government, business, 
religion, science and technology exchanged 
views on the issue. But the scene-stealer 
was a blind 14-year-old named Thomas 
McKeithan.

During what was billed as a “ Dialogue 
in Science and Technology betw een 

8 Students and Professionals,’ ’ he was asked 
what adults could do to help students with 
disabilities get ready to enter the job mar
ket. “ Don’t just shove them out in the 
workplace,” he answered. “ Teach them 
how to fill out a job application, to learn to 
take notes, to learn to listen.. .Teach them 
what they need to know. Don’t feel sorry 
for them. Help them.”

Earlier, during his more formal presen
tation, he directed his message to other 
young people with disabilities. It was part 
recipe for success, part paean to deter
mination. One excerpt: “ You have to use 
your own abilities and have good study 
habits. You have to love and respect your
selves.”  A nother excerp t: ‘‘The 
technology today for blind and disabled peo
ple is just great. There are some problems, 
but you can’t let them get in your way. Say, 
‘I can make it.’ Don’t say to me, ‘A blind 
person cannot achieve.’ If that were so, how 
could I make honor roll?”

A final excerpt, this one almost a chant:
‘ ‘You can make it. Regardless of what peo
ple say, you can make it. Many times I felt 
like giving up, but I kept on going. I still 
achieve. Achieve. Work hard. You can 
achieve somehow, some way, somehow.’ ’

McKeithan has been involved in a num
ber of programs run by the Howard center, 
including a contest it sponsored for youth 
on the theme of “ Embracing Diversity.” 
At the symposium, Walker and Rocklin 
presented him with a plaque for his award
winning essay in that contest. He had 
received similar recognition at a conference 
held at Howard in late March. That con
ference, “ Future Frontiers in the Employ
ment of Minority Persons with Disabili
ties,’ ’ was also co-sponsored by the Howard 
center and the President’s Committee.

Activities
Participating in national meetings and spon
soring or co-sponsoring conferences are

just two of the activities of the Howard 
center.

It also conducts research, provides 
fellowships and training for graduate 
students, runs a youth leadership training 
program, coordinates a parents advocacy 
group, serves as a clearinghouse of infor
mation, and produces and disseminates 
publications and videotapes.

The center’s work is not done in isola
tion, but through extensive collaboration. 
It has a national advisory committee; has

The center participates in 
national meetings, sponsors 
or co-sponsors conferences, 
conducts research, provides 
fellowships and training for 
graduate students, runs a 
youth leadership training 
program, coordinates a 
parents advocy group...

set up task forces in Washington, D.C., 
Atlanta, Detroit, Los Angeles and New 
York City; includes in its network not only 
the President’s Committee, but also a wide 
range of other entities, among them: 
Harlem Hospital; the Queens (N.Y.) Inde
pendent Living Center; the United Church 
of Christ; the National Institutes of Health; 
the Native American Research and Train
ing Centers at Northern Arizona Univer
sity and the University of Arizona. Also: 
NASA, the American Association for the 
Advancement of Science, AT&T, IBM and 
Digital Equipment (the latter five all hav
ing a vested interest in increasing the na
tion’s technical and scientific manpower 
from all groups.)

‘ ‘We touch base with 2,000 to 3,000 peo
ple in one way or another,”  Walker 
estimates. “ Some may be just getting our 
newsletter (there are about 2,000 on our 
mailing list); we reach about 800-1000 
through conferences; the task force groups 
have 20 to 30 people in them; our advisory 
group, at least 40; the youth group, 60, but 
we had 200 turn out for a youth career day.’ ’

“ For the most part,’ ’ she adds, ‘ ‘we are 
a support center versus being a direct serv

ice center.” That is: the center does not 
itself train individuals for jobs or place them 
in jobs, but all its activities share the same 
ultimate goal: to increase the employabil
ity and employment of minority people with 
disabilities.

Underlying that goal is its philosophy, as 
spelled out in its literature, that ‘ ‘every in
dividual, no matter how severely disadvan
taged or disabled, can benefit from com
petent, appropriately designed rehabili
tation and related services.”

Three Questions
Before taking a closer look at some of the 
projects of the Howard center, there are 
a few questions that need to be answered 
to help put these projects into perspective.

First: Who are these  people with 
disabilities?

The immediate image of a blind person 
with a cane or a Seeing Eye dog or a crip
pled person with crutches or in a wheel
chair comes to mind. But the scope of 
those with disabilities is far larger than this.

Walker, who is herself legally blind, gives 
a more precise breakdown: ‘ ‘There are five 
major categories of people with disability: 
those who are deaf or hearing-impaired; 
the visually-impaired and the blind; those 
with physical disabilities; those with chronic 
health problems, such as arthritis and sickle 
cell disease; and, finally, those with men
tal disabilities, and these might include 
mental illness and mental retardation.”

Second: What about terminology?
In recent years, the term “ people with 

disabilities” has replaced the term “ handi
capped.’ ’ Explaining this shift, Walker says: 
“ There’s more of a stigma with the term 
‘handicapped,’ which evolved out of the 
concept of someone with a cap in hand beg
ging. ‘Handicapped’ is used more in the 
context of the limitations that society places 
on you, whereas the term ‘disability’ is 
more related to the physical impairment. 
But there are people who are not overjoyed 
with that term either. There are other 
terms, such as ‘physically challenged,’ 
which Ted Kennedy Jr. [the Massachusetts 
senator’s son, who lost a leg to cancer] has 
introduced.”

There’s also been a shift from saying 
“ the disabled” or “disabled people” to 
“ people with disabilities.” This may seem 
like quibbling, but to Walker and other dis
ability rights activists there’s a principle 
involved. “ When you say ‘people with 
disabilities’—instead of ‘disabled people’— 
you’re emphasizing that the person is
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Jay Rochlin, executive director of the President’s Committee on Employment of People with Disabilities, and Sylvia Walker, director of the Howard 
University Research and Training Center for Access to Rehabilitation and Economic Opportunity, presenting Thomas McKeithan (center) with 
an award for an essay he wrote in a contest sponsored by the center.

Reviewing plans for the Howard center are (left to right): Charles Asbury, director of research; 
Sylvia Walker; and Satwant Kaur, director of training.
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what’s most important, not the disability,” 
she observes.

Third: Where do African Americans fit 
into the whole disability picture?

The answer: disproportionately. Accord
ing to a statistical report drawn from 1980 
Census Bureau Data, 14.1 percent of Afri
can Americans between the ages of 16 and 
64 suffers from at least one serious disabil
ity, compared to 8.4 percent for whites. 
[See F. Bowe, Black adults with disabilities: 
A statistical report drawn from Census 
Bureau data, U.S. Government Printing 
Office, Washington, D.C., 1985.]

Walker tends to speak of a ‘ ‘combination 
of variables” to explain the disproportion. 
That is: Because African Americans are 
more likely to be poor, that means they’re 
more likely to have inadequate health care 
and inadequate diets, a factor in low birth- 
weight babies who are more prone to any 
number of problems, for instance. It also 
means they’re more likely to live in dilapi
dated housing where there is greater expo
sure to such health hazards as lead paint 
and asbestos; to work at the type of physi
cally demanding jobs that make one more 
vulnerable to accidents; to be perpetuators 
or victims of violent crime; to be caught 
up in the destructive downward spiral of 
substance abuse.

These are among the indicators of ‘‘an 
inexorable and odious connection between 
poverty, race and disability,” as two re
searchers at another conference co
sponsored by Howard have pointed out.

Poverty also serves to prevent African 
Americans with disabilities from having 
access to the kinds of services and aids 
they need if they are to reach their fullest 
potentials. Walker for example, recently 
purchased a close circuit reader, which 
magnifies printed type on a television 
monitor. It retails for about $2,000, putting 
it out of reach of someone who wouldn’t 
even understand the concept of discre
tionary income. The same is true for other 
examples of the new and often amazing 
‘‘assistive technology” that have opened 
up the educational and employment fron
tiers of even people with severe disabilities. 
(E.g., There are now computers someone 
who is paralyzed from the neck down can 
operate by wiggling a head pointer or blow
ing on a pneumatic straw.)

In addition, low-income Black families 
are likely to be less aware of the rehabilita
tion services that a person with disabilities 
may be eligible for than their more affluent, 
better educated counterparts. This ig

norance is often coupled with cultural at
titudes that, though often well-intentioned, 
actually end up hurting—instead of help
ing—a family member with disabilities.

‘‘Many Blacks—and Hispanics, also— 
have the attitude that ‘We need to take care 
of our own’ or ‘We’ll just make do,’ instead 
of turning outside the family for help,” 
Walker observes. ‘ ‘I think whites have been 
socialized to be more aggressive in terms 
of going after whatever services are 
available.’ ’

What it all adds up to: The Howard 
University Research and Training Center 
for Access to Rehabilitation and Economic 
Opportunity has its work cut out for it. To 
do that work, it has a staff of nine and a 
number of outside consultants.

Research
The center is overseeing seven research 
projects over a five-year period.

The most ambitious of these studies 
involves analyzing data tapes acquired from 
the National Center for Health Statistics in 
each year of a five-year period, starting with 
1986. Through this analysis, the center 
seeks to identify the prevalence and distri
bution of disability amongst economically 
disadvantaged minority groups to see if 
there are any identifiable trends, reports 
Charles Asbury, a professor of educational 
psychology in the School of Education, who 
serves as director of research for the 
center.

As for the why of the study, he says: ‘ ‘If 
we’re talking about people with disabilities 
the first thing you want to do is document 
how many they are, where they are, what 
kind of disabilities they have. If you want 
to make an impact on public policy, you 
can’t attack all the problems at once; you 
can’t deal with different types of disabled 
people all at one time; you have to prioritize 
what you’re going to do. And you don’t 
know how to prioritize until you study the 
prevalence of disability across the entire 
country.’ ’

In a paper he delivered at the ‘‘Future 
Frontiers” conference at Howard, he 
shared some of his findings from the 1986 
data. One of these findings: “. .  .approx
imately one in six persons with paralysis 
of the extremities is Black.” Elaborating 
the obvious, but a very important obvious, 
he added, ‘ ‘This fact has profound implica
tions for one’s ability to work, since most 
employment opportunities are likely to re
quire ability to use the upper and lower 
limbs in some fashion.”

A Guiding
‘‘Ask not for a lighter burden, but for 
strength to carry that which you bear.”

These words are from a meditation writ
ten about 20 years ago by Sylvia Walker, 
director of the Howard University Research 
and Training Center for Access to Rehab
ilitation and Economic Opportunity. They 
say a lot about her philosophy of life.

She elaborates: ‘‘If you only ask to be 
relieved of problems, then you will not grow 
stronger. If you ask to become stronger as 
you bear the things you’re confronted with, 
then you’ll be stronger and then you also 
can reach down and bring someone up.”

She adds: ‘‘I consider myself a strong 
person—with some limitations.’ ’ Many of 
those limitations have to do with her own 
disability. The 53-year-old educator/admin- 
istrator has been visually impaired since 
birth, but over the past 14 years her eye
sight has declined so much that she is now 
considered legally blind. She has no vision 
left in her left eye, and minimal vision in 
her right.

Some of the practical ways she copes 
with this: She uses various magnifying 
devices and relies on large print editions 
of publications, when available, for reading; 
dictates most of her papers, letters and pro
posals; has her secretary place a paper clip 
on letters to clue her in to where she’s sup
posed to sign them; gets advice from a 
neighbor about which blouse to wear with 
which skirt so the colors won’t clash; asks 
participants in conferences to stand up to 
be acknowledged, instead of raising their 
hands—because she can’t see raised 
hands.

Keeping her going, she says, is her 
strong faith and her strong will. ‘‘Ido have 
a lot of tenacity,” she admits. ‘‘I’ve often 
been surprised by it myself.”

Walker grew up in one of the few Black 
households in a predominantly Jewish 
neighborhood in Far Rockaway, Queens, 
New York City, roots that are still evident 
in her speech. She never knew her birth 
mother, but was adopted in infancy by a 
woman whom she regards as the dominant 
nurturing influence in her life.

Because of the family’s limited income, 
Walker says, she didn’t get her first pair 
of glasses until she was in the fifth grade. 
In school, to compensate for her poor eye-
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Light Who’s Legally Blind

sight, she’d sit in the front of the classroom 
in order to see the blackboard, and she’d 
hold things up close to her face (something 
she still does) in order to read her books. 
“ I did have difficulty reading,’ ’ she recalls,
‘ ‘and I think that was related to not seeing 
well.” The combination of having poor 
eyesight, being Black, being poor and being 
female meant that in elementary school she 
constantly had to deal with teachers’ low 
expectations of her capabilities.

In the first year of high school, she was 
placed in a special program for slow read
ers. By her sophomore year, she demon
strated she could read well enough to be 
placed in an accelerated English class. That 
marked a turnaround.

She was eventually able to go on to earn 
four higher education degrees: a B.A. 
from Queens College in education, early 
childhood and social science; an M.S. from 
Hunter College in education of the phys
ically handicapped; and an M.Ed. in in
structional practices—administration and 
supervision and an Ed.D. in education of 
crippled and other health impaired persons, 
both from Teachers College of Columbia 
University.

It was a long haul. After high school, she 
worked for awhile in a tool factory, and then 
in an office, finally managing to enroll in col
lege five years after her high school gradua
tion. It took her seven years to get her 
bachelor’s degree, partly because she had 
to work.

Her doctoral dissertation focused on dis
ability in Africa, the culmination of four 
study trips she made to Ghana in the 1970s. 
It is a marker of what she describes in a 
biographical sketch as her ‘‘keen interest 
in combining my specialization in adminis
tration and the education of persons with 
disabilities with my knowledge of com
parative and international education.”

Her jobs through the years have includ
ed teaching children with multiple handi
caps, and teaching college students at 
Hunter, the University of Cape Coast in 
Ghana and, of course, Howard, where she 
joined the faculty of the School of Educa
tion in 1978 and is now a full professor.

Through the years, too, she’s compiled 
an impressive list of consultancies, publica
tions, presentations and successful grant

proposals. In addition to the $2.2 million 
grant to support the center, proposals she 
wrote resulted in a previous $270,000 
grant to support a ‘‘Howard University 
Model to Prepare Teachers of Minority and 
Bilingual/Bicultural Handicapped Chil
dren,” and before that, a $650,000 grant 
to support a ‘ ‘Howard University Model to 
Improve Rehabilitation and Services for 
Minority Persons with Handicapping 
Conditions.”

She wryly confesses to a weakness for 
long titles, typical of the way she some
times pokes gentle fun at herself. Another 
wry confession, this one accompanied by 
a laugh: When she’s called upon to deliver 
a speech, she says, ‘‘I always quote and 
I do identify with people like David and 
Moses, people others may have seen as 
weak and not able, but whom God selects 
and gives what they need to do what He 
needs done. I think it’s part of what I call 
my Messiah complex.”

While Sylvia Walker may not be a 
Messiah, she has made a name for herself 
as a vigorous advocate for the needs of peo
ple with disabilities, especially those from 
minority groups. Observes Jay Rochlin, 
executive director of the President's Com
mittee on Employment of People with Dis
abilities: ‘‘She is known nationally and is 
highly regarded and respected.”

A reminder though: None of the accom
plishments on which her national reputa
tion rests has come easily. Asked what has 
pushed her to achieve against such great 
odds, she answers:

‘‘I think part of it might go back to the 
fact that I wasn’t cared for by my [biological] 
parent and I see myself as being very for
tunate that I was cared for, that I did 
survive—whether it is in an academic set
ting or just in life.

‘ ‘Along the way, other people have pro
vided me with support and encouragement. 
I’ve had some extreme opportunities, quite 
frankly. Even though I may have encoun
tered low expectations in elementary and 
high school, when I finished Hunter I was 
told I had outstanding abilities and should 
continue my education, and people helped 
me to do that. So, I think I’ve tried to really 
just give back some of the things that have 
come to me.” □

Another study, which draws its data from 
300 questionnaires completed about in
dividuals in eight cities, aims to pinpoint the 
obstacles that prevent or discourage 
minority individuals with disabilities from 
seeking or using vocational rehabilitation 
services. These obstacles can include low 
self-esteem, lack of a support system, hav
ing no access to transportation and having 
had prior negative experiences with reha
bilitation professionals.

Still another study examines the link 
between disability and substance abuse, 
drawing its subjects from patients treated 
at Harlem Hospital in New York City. It is 
being conducted by Herbert Thornhill, 
director of the hospital’s department of re
habilitation medicine, and Dennis HoSang, 
the department’s administrator for profes
sional services.

Thornhill’s observations on the link 
between substance abuse and disability 
sound like a report from a war zone. ‘ ‘We’re 
on the front lines and see it [this link] every 
day,” he says. ‘‘We see it in terms of the 
physical disability being caused by sub
stance abuse, in some instances, and then 
we see it indirectly. There’s just this horri
ble epidemic of physical trauma, physical 
violence and out of that kids are getting shot 
in the back and the head. Those who sur
vive come in mangled and they become 
patients for us and they’re straightened out 
neurologically, medically, physically and 
then they have to be helped to be integrated 
into society and that’s not being done. 
That’s just not being done.”

‘‘So,” Thornhill explains, ‘‘we want to 
document the situation and share that in
formation with people who are responsi
ble for policy and funding. It’s like these 
people [physically disabled substance 
abusers] weren’t in mind when they made 
up the health care budget.”

A fourth study ties into another major 
societal problem: youth suicide. Consider 
just this one fact: Suicide is the second 
leading cause of death in the U.S. for peo
ple between the ages of 15 and 24, as a re
cent article in The Washington Post has 
pointed out. [Traffic accidents come first.]

Eva Molnar, clinical associate professor 
of pediatrics at Howard, and Roberta Clark, 
program coordinator at the Edward C. 
Mazique Parent Child Center in Washing
ton, are heading up this study. Their sub
jects are “approximately 125 economically 
disadvantaged inner-city adolescents ages 
13-18,” to quote from an overview pub
lished by the center. These teens, who are
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enrolled in a Job Corps program in the 
nation’s capital, will be given a standard 
published test that is traditionally used to 
measure degrees of depression and its 
extreme expression, suicidal thoughts.

Asked how such research relates to the 
center’s mission to increase the employ- 
ability and employment of people with dis
abilities, Asbury turns into somewhat of a 
scold. ‘ ‘When we talk about disability here 
at the center, we don’t just limit it to physi
cal disability,” he says. ‘‘All disabling con
ditions are within our purview. Depression 
is a very, very debilitating disability that 
often affects everything in a person’s life, 
including his or her ability to prepare for 
a career or hold a job.” As for suicide, he 
exclaims, ‘ ‘The ultimate of being disabled, 
of course, is to be dead!”

And the ultimate aim of the study, he 
says, is to ‘‘find out what kind of things 
might be instrum ental in preventing 
depressed people from being successful 
suicides or, in another vein, to ameliorate 
the circumstances surrounding their feel
ings of misery so they can be productive.’ ’

The center’s three other research proj
ects have the following titles, which, un
fortunately, reflect the same fondness for 
jargon that marks much of the center’s 
literature: ‘ ‘Examination of Sociological and 
Psychosocial Variables which Facilitate 
Career and Employment Success Among 
Minority Persons with D isabilities;” 
‘‘Development of a Model for Predicting 
Employment Outcomes in Minority Popu
lations; ’ ’ and ‘ ‘An Identification of Factors 
that Enable Families to Cope with the 
Stressors of Disability Minority Group 
Membership.’ ’

‘‘We hope everything the center does 
will have an impact on policy,’ ’ says Asbury, 
speaking not just of its seven research proj
ects, but its seven training projects as well. 
‘‘The information that is generated from 
all these research and training centers is 
widely disseminated and is also tunneled 
back into the government.”

Training
Falling under the heading of training are 
many of the conferences and symposia 
sponsored by the center, which bring 
together rehabilitation professionals and 
others to learn from each other. ‘‘We use 
the center’s conferences as a resource in 
terms of our staff development activities,’ ’ 
points out Katherine Williams, administra
tor of the D.C. government’s Rehabilitation 
Services Administration.

Both the conferences and another of the 
center’s training projects—a Pre/Post Doc
toral Minority Scholars Fellowship Program 
in Rehabilitation—aim to better prepare 
minority and other professionals to more 
effectively serve disadvantaged and dis
abled people. As it is, there are very few 
minority professionals in the whole 
rehabilitation field, and even fewer in 
leadership roles.

Under the fellowship program, the center 
is able to provide financial support and train-

“ When we talk about 
disability here at the center, 
we don’t just limit it to 
physical disability All 
disabling conditions are 
within our purview/ ’

—Charles Asbury

ing for six students at the undergraduate, 
graduate and postdoctoral levels. These 
students fulfill the credentials for their 
degrees as specified by the academic de
partment at Howard in which they are 
enrolled, while also working on various 
projects run by the center.

Consider the case of Reginald Rackley, 
who is in a doctoral program in social psy
chology. He has been assisting Asbury with 
that study on the prevalence and distri
bution of disabilities and has attended some 
of the center’s conferences.

Working at the center, he says, ‘‘has 
broadened my horizons. Before, I hadn’t 
thought about people with disabilities and 
issues involving disabilities. And, when I 
saw someone who was obviously physical
ly disabled, I didn’t know how to react. I ’d 
hope the person wouldn’t come my way, 
that kind of thing. Since I’ve been around 
people with disabilities, I ’ve learned that 
they’re individuals like anyone else. Most 
people think the disability comes first. 
Here, at the center, we try to stress a per

son with a disability is a person first.”
His experience with the center has led 

him to seriously consider a career in the 
disability field. It’s also given his social con
sciousness a boost. ‘‘I want to make a 
contribution—what form that will take, I’m 
not exactly sure,’ ’ he says. ‘ ‘I know I want 
to do something for my community.’ ’

Community outreach, in fact, is integral 
to another of the center’s training pro
grams, this one called Bridges to Leader
ship 2000 and envisioned as a demonstra
tion project that can be duplicated 
elsewhere.

The program seeks to enlarge the career 
horizons of youth with disabilities and build 
up the skills and confidence they will need 
to make it in the world of work, explains 
Satwant Kaur, the center’s director of train
ing. About 60 students between the ages 
of 11 and 21 are enrolled in the program. 
Almost all of them are African American; 
almost all have some sort of disability, 
though those disabilities are not always ob
vious (as in the case of learning disabilities); 
and many are from low-income families.

Participants are bused from the regular 
schools they attend (seven in all) to par
ticipate in the program’s monthly meetings. 
Each of these generally focuses on a par
ticular career, with the students having 
prepared some kind of presentation on that 
career.

At a session on careers in law, for in
stance, students from one school acted out 
an ingenious mock trial in which Goldilocks 
faced charges of breaking and entering after 
being found in the house of the three bears. 
At a session on careers in education, reha
bilitation and psychology, the group heard 
a talk by George Covington, a lawyer on 
the staff of Vice President Quayle. Coving
ton is blind.

Sylvia Walker adamantly rejects the 
notion that telling disabled youngsters they 
can succeed in law—or any other profes
sion, for that matter—is fostering unreal
istic expectations. ‘‘Unless you let them 
shoot for whatever their maximum poten
tial is, they’re going to be stifled,” she says.

Exposing participants in the program to 
people with disabilities who are high 
achievers is important not only for young 
people with disabilities, but for others as 
well, believes Barbara Smith, a reading 
teacher at J.C. Nalle Elementary School, 
who accompanies some students from her 
school to the meetings. ‘‘Sometimes our 
children are so willing to give up so easily,’ ’ 
she says. ‘ ‘But when they see a person like
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Dr. Walker or Mr. George Covington or 
Miss Kaur and they see the obstacles 
they’ve had to overcome in order to 
achieve, it’s an inspiration.” [As a young 
girl growing up in India, Kaur was stricken 
with polio. It left her with one leg shorter 
and weaker than the other, causing her to 
walk with a noticeable limp. “ But,” she 
says, “ I don’t think of myself as ‘disabled’ 
because I think I can do anything that any
one else can do.” ]

Kaur and the teachers of students in the 
program have noticed a definite improve
ment in the participants’ communication 
skills, confidence levels and overall behav
ior, she reports. ‘ ‘At our first meeting in 
October of last year, the students were so 
shy,” she elaborates. “ No one wanted to 
come up to the mike and if they did, they 
didn’t feel confident enough to say ‘Hi, I’m 
so and so and I go to such and such school.’ 
Now, when they come up to the mike, they 
stand straight and tall and they can look at 
the audience and say what they want to say. 
It’s really wonderful to see that.”

Madalyn Evans, 18, is a recent partici
pant in the program and also has worked 
in the center’s office for the past two sum
mers, helping out with clerical tasks. She 
has an easygoing manner, gets A’s in her 
schoolwork and talks eagerly about her 
ambition to be a nurse. She’s also a 
4-foot-l “ little person” (the preferred 
term these days for dwarf.)

Explaining why she signed up for the pro
gram, she says: “ Dr. Walker said it would 
give me more exposure, that there would 
be kids my age, and we’d get to see things 
and learn about different things.” She’s 
found that. In fact, she was interviewed 
following a trip the center arranged for the 
group to visit the Goddard Space Flight 
Center, where she and a few others heard 
several NASA employees, including a blind 
African American electronics engineer, dis
cuss their work.

She also says the group is one in which 
she’d feel comfortable talking about any 
problems she’s had related to her disabil
ity -su ch  as the way people stare at her 
wherever she goes. As she puts it, “ I think 
I could talk about things like that here 
because there are some who have prob
lems worse than mine.”

Advocacy
This sense of empathy also runs through 
still another demonstration project the 
center sponsors as part of its training ef
forts. And th a t’s a group that brings

together parents of children with disabil
ities to share information on available 
services for children with disabilities and 
legislation affecting children with disabili
ties; to offer support when a parent is feel
ing overwhelmed; and to band together to 
help combat stereotypes about people with 
disabilities and increase public awareness 
about their needs.

The Parents Advisory Committee, as the 
group is called, is small (a dozen people at 
best), partly, perhaps, because its regular

"We need to help in what
ever little way we can so 
that children with handi
capping conditions and the 
circumstances of their 
families can be known to 
the general public. That 
will make it easier for our 
children to go out into 
the world

—Shirley Dyer

monthly meetings are at such an incon
venient time for working parents (11:30 on 
a weekday morning.) But it is able to reach 
more people through the dissemination of 
its biannual newsletter, which has a circula
tion of 2,500 and is distributed through 
schools, churches, supermarkets and com
munity organizations.

Shirley Dyer, who has an autistic 16-year- 
old daughter, serves as the group’s presi
dent. When asked why the group is so im
portant to a parent like her, she bristles a 
bit, then answers: “ Well, it’s important not 
just to ‘a parent like me,’ but to the general 
public, simply because there are so many 
children with handicapping conditions. You 
rarely see them in public places and when 
people do see them, they are treated as 
if they’re aliens. And that’s only out of 
ignorance.

“ So, it’s the position of this committee 
that we need to help in whatever little way 
we can so that children with handicapping 
conditions and the circumstances of their 
families can be known to the general public.

That will make it easier for our children to 
go out into the world—to be educated, to 
get jobs, to socialize, to be accepted.”

There’s another reason public awareness 
about people with disabilities is so impor
tant, she believes. And that is this: “ Every 
one of us can become a handicapped per
son at any given moment or could have a 
child who’s handicapped, or later, a grand
child who’s handicapped, or friends who are 
handicapped or have handicapped people 
in our lives in some way. We’re not apart 
from it. I think we need to get away from 
this ‘them’ and ‘us’ syndrome.”

Not surprisingly, the center has found in 
Dyer a compelling conference speaker. At 
its “ Future Frontiers” conference, she 
spoke on the topic: ‘ ‘Maximizing Potential: 
The Parents’ Role.’ ’ Later, at a meeting of 
the Parents Advisory Committee, she ex
plained to those who couldn’t attend the 
conference how the topic of her remarks 
relates to the employment of people with 
disabilities, the overall conference theme. 
She put it simply: “ Before you can con
sider employing someone like my daugh
ter, you have to deal with maximizing 
potential.”

Maximizing the potential of people with 
disabilities—for employment and every 
other endeavor in life. That’s what the 
disability rights movement—which, in turn, 
was inspired by the civil rights move
ment—is all about. That’s what the Amer
icans with Disabilities Act is all about. And 
that’s what the Howard University Re
search and Training Center for Access to 
Rehabilitation and Economic Opportunity 
is all about.

When you ask Sylvia Walker why Howard 
should be involved in this effort, she has 
a ready answer:

“ Since its founding in 1867, Howard has 
traditionally focused on the needs of per
sons who are outside the mainstream in 
order to give them equal access to oppor
tunity, and also Howard’s philosophy is to 
develop every individual to his or her fullest 
potential. And I think that’s consistent with 
our mission here at the center.” □
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