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Yes, I Can! DisABILITY Lessons 
By ©Toby Karten   

“Being different does not entitle you to give up or believe in excuses,” said an award-winning student.  Embracing the world with contagious can-do-attitudes, combined with family and educational support systems, kids with disabilities repeatedly said, “Yes I Can!” at Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) 90th Conference in Denver, Colorado. Passionate, fearless, energetic, determined, and enthusiastic lives were revealed.

As I was walking in the convention corridor to present a session on the topic of Facilitating Inclusion, a young woman in a wheelchair approached me and asked where a room number was located.  I told her that it was on the lower level and that I thought there was an elevator around the corner from the escalator we were nearing. I could not even finish my sentence, before she sprinted ahead of me, full steam ahead, and fearlessly positioned herself backwards in her wheelchair on the escalator.  I followed her and walked onto the same escalator with a rolled suitcase that with trepidation I placed on the step above my feet, as I hesitantly descended. This young woman had what was perceived to be a disability, but her determination and confidence allowed her to leap forward. Speaking with individuals with exceptionalities and the people who are part of their support systems at the convention revealed how students with disabilities reach their achievements, despite what some people perceive to be flaws or imperfections.  Educators, families, and students turn the unlikely into not only the possible, but also the remarkable. 
Yes I Can is an awards ceremony that recognizes students for their achievements in the categories of academics, arts, athletics, school and community activities, self-advocacy, technology, and transition.  This year the conference honored the lives of 29 young individuals with disabilities.  I listened to students’ stories and heard perspectives from parents, family members, educators, friends, and community partners, as I searched for some common threads that comprise their unique tapestry. Armed with Kleenex tissue in one hand and my iPad stylus in the other, I attentively recorded how these students spun their disabilities into accomplishments.  
Laughter, tears, smiles, frustrations, and moments of uncertainty are common factors that were presented by William Bodgan, the Yes I Can Master of Ceremonies.  Their families and people in their support systems communicated that these young individuals devote their lives to being role models for other students with and without disabilities.  Programs were handed out and the next two hours revealed how these students evolved into successful individuals.  Their everyday lives are beyond exemplary ones as they approach each day with a gusto and positive outlook that says-move over world, I have arrived!  

Brandon Drucker, age 20, from Ft. Lauderdale Florida, diagnosed with autism, a disorder usually noted for communication impairments, is a public speaker in two languages.  Sarah Fitzgerald, age 17, from Ketchikan, Alaska who has osteopetrosis, a rare bone disorder, is her school’s student council secretary and an accomplished singer.  She entertained an audience of over 100 family members and friends during the dinner reception.  Paige Norton, 18, a young lady with Down syndrome, is an accomplished athlete in bowling, swimming, speed skating, soccer, and track and field.   Amre Haskell, age 18, who has ataxia, a disorder that affects motor coordination, stemming from a traumatic brain injury, asserts that drawing calms her down and shakes away life’s struggles.   Kristina Halstead, who has limited motor capabilities, sat in a wheelchair, with an initiative spirit, and was recognized for her role in school and community activities.  
“Just because you have a disability doesn’t mean you can’t try your best,” says Kristina.  

India Scott who is now 14 years old, lost her sight at age 5, but her fearless determination allows her to embrace challenges, as she participates in the marching band, forensics team, drama club, and reading competition team.  
Cade Garner, who has cleft lip and palate, is a public speaker.  
 “Never give up,” says Avery Blanchard, who has multiple disabilities.  
At an interview panel the next day, some of the students and their families elaborated more details.  Several of the family members shared how they continually reach out to their children’s teachers to help them to understand their sons’ and daughters’ abilities. 
“Some of the people I’ve dealt with have PhD’s, but my three letters are M-O-M and I have to trust my intuition,” shared one mother. 
“My son has a great deal of compassion and resiliency,” says James McNeil “Mac” Livingston Starnes’ mom. Mac has a rare medical condition of Congenital Bilateral Perisylvian Syndrome and is basically nonverbal, but his animated expressions at the ceremony communicated his sense of humor to the audience.  
“Take the time to learn more about disabilities and do not put people into categories,” said one dad.  
“The world needs our children,” stated another dad on the panel. 
Other family members including parents and siblings spoke about sleep deprivation, ongoing struggles, compassion, patience, and persevering attitudes.  The students themselves told how they learn to understand their own strengths and interests.  
“There are days that I look normal, but sometimes there is so much I do not understand.  When the teacher asks for questions, I don’t know what questions to ask,” shared a young man with a learning disability.  
“My strengths have weaknesses; capture our interests,” shared a student.
“Look at me, not my disability. I was made this way for a reason, to show that having a disability doesn’t make you different.” 
Disability lessons are offered from their stories.  Self-awareness, proactivity, goal-setting, perseverance, the presence and use of support systems, and emotional coping strategies are six success attributes that were identified in a 20-year study of students with learning disabilities. LD online offers the results in a guide for parents. The study also denotes the lack of research that says just how to teach these skills.  

“There is a balance between helping, doing for, and supporting,” stated Pamela Lowry, an Assistant Professor from Georgian Court University at a CEC dinner reception.  
The complexity of factors with teachers, environments students, and topics involved in the special education process can viewed at this video.  

The stories of individuals with disabilities, besides those who attended this ceremony, reveal many successful lives of people who fearlessly and successfully forge ahead to accomplish great feats.  
“It is sometimes the fear that holds you back,” said Dan, a young man in a wheelchair who went parachuting.  
 Clay Marzo, one of the world’s best surfers who has Asperger’s, connects his visual skills with the water’s sensations. 
Ludwig Van Beethoven, an accomplished composer, did not hear the audience applaud his works since he was deaf. Albert Einstein, Henry Winkler, Walt Disney, and Whoopi Goldberg are just a few individuals who have dyslexia, and have accomplished incredible feats from the sciences to the arts.  Temple Grandin, an autism advocate and accomplished animal scientist who has autism, discusses the importance of early interventions and support systems. Disabled World Towards Tomorrow offers more examples of famous people who have disabilities.

School systems today are advocating that students with disabilities are included in general education classes and are exposed to the same breadth of knowledge, regardless of their perceived or tested ability levels.  The Common Core State Standards advocate high academic expectations for all students in English language arts and mathematics.  This website offers facts for students with disabilities, with information on Universal Design for Learning (UDL) as a way for students with disabilities to access the knowledge and skills.  UDL principles are based upon neuroscience and believe that the curriculum should be diversely presented by educators and expressed by students in multiple ways. The universal aspect offers a broad range of goals, methods, materials, and assessments for all students.  Preparing teachers how to deliver the curriculum using these principles requires training.   As indicated by the sampling of students with disabilities who were honored at the ceremony, no two students are alike, so the learning experiences also need to differ. 
“Students need to show what they know,” says Ricki Sabia, a mom of a son with Down syndrome and Associate Director of the National Down Syndrome Society Policy.  
Sabia also talks about response to intervention (RTI) connecting with UDL as a way to allow the interventions to work.  The Center for Applied Special Technology (CAST) offers research-supported classroom strategies. This UDL video has an overview of how students’ unique fingerprints require educators to minimize the barriers and maximize the learning with flexible curriculum that offers more than access, but challenges as well to fuel each student’s interests.  

Diversity today seems to be the norm, rather than the exception.  The timeless story of Animal School talks about the dangers of stomping out uniqueness.  Some disabilities such as cerebral palsy or Down syndrome may be visible, while others such as dyslexia or depression may be hidden to the eye, but exist just as well. Students with a spectrum of abilities require a spectrum of teaching approaches.  In addition, society’s attitudes often influence accomplishments. As an educator in the field for several decades, I have heard many disability sentiments from colleagues in the teacher’s room, families at parent conferences or IEP meetings, and students in Grade K-Graduate level classrooms about great days and not so great days.  Ben Yellin, who has a son is in his twenties with an intellectual developmental disability, describes his son as having a 6-8 year old mind within an adult body.  He and his wife, as advocates for their son, navigated the school system by thinking outside the parameters to find a way for their son to live independently.  The Yellins procured a grant to create a school store at the high school for their son and his classmates to learn functional life skills. 
 “Question everything, shout, and investigate. There is a difference between negligent vs. vigilant and jaded.  Think yes!” recommends Yellin. 

Many of the students who were honored at the Yes I Can ceremony spoke about how when people expressed thoughts that they can’t, the students along with their support systems of families and educators who believed in them, figured out a way to spin that into, Yes I Can! Their attendance at this ceremony proved just that. 
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