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Joe Ford is in his second year at Harvard University, 
one of the top universities in the world. Few people 
would have predicted this for Joe when he was born 
on September 5,1983. The doctors gave him a 1% 
chance of living. A lack of oxygen during birth caused 
extensive brain damage. Diagnosed with quadriplegic 
cerebral palsy, Joe lacks control of most of his muscles. 
He received his first wheel chair when he was one and 
half years old. This lesson tells the story of Joe’s journey 
in overcoming the many obstacles in his life to pursue 
academic excellence. Joe’s journey helps us to better 
understand the challenges people with disabilities face 
in every day life, and reminds us of the importance of 
virtues such as perseverance, compassion, family and 
community support.

Part I: Living with Cerebral Palsy

We all know that learning can be difficult work; imagine 
how much more difficult learning would be if you could 
not type, or were unable to read assignments. Joe’s lack 
of muscle control makes these basic tasks extremely dif-
ficult. Joe needs an assistant to help him through almost 
every step of the learning process, from taking notes for 
him in class lectures, to reading text and notes back to 
him, and then writing his papers. Last year it took Joe 
nine hours to take a philosophy exam at Harvard that 
other students were able to complete in three hours.

Living with cerebral palsy means Joe also requires 
assistance to accomplish the most basic tasks in life, 
such as getting dressed, brushing his teeth, and getting 
his food at the cafeteria. Even social events pres-
ent challenges. After working for many weeks on his 
classes at Harvard, Joe looked forward to attending 
a social event on campus. He was very frustrated to 
discover that the event was going to be held in a build-
ing inaccessible to someone in a wheel chair. Although 
obstacles like these are very frustrating for Joe, his 
response is to try and overcome the obstacles by writ-
ing letters, making phone calls to those in charge, and 
requesting changes.

As we look at the tremendous effort people like Joe put 
into learning, it can help us appreciate our own abili-
ties, and the opportunities we have to learn. In look-
ing at Joe’s daily life, we can also gain a greater sense 

of empathy for those with disabilities. As we practice 
empathy by placing ourselves in another person’s situ-
ation, we can better understand the needs of those who 
are disabled.

Family Support

Fortunately, Joe has benefited from a tremendous 
amount of support from his family. At first, Joe’s 
mother refused to believe what the doctors had 
told her about Joe’s condition. She brought Joe to 
physical therapy, swimming lessons and even horse-
back riding lessons in the hope that Joe’s physical 
condition would improve. Realizing that Joe likely 
wouldn’t be cured, his mother then shifted her focus 
to helping Joe live a fulfilling life with his disabilities. 
Joe’s parents worked extremely hard in appealing to 
their school district for Joe to receive the assistance 
that would enable him to attend a school that would 
help him fully develop his intellectual abilities. After 
many attempts, they were finally successful. This was 
an early lesson for Joe that even though he is dis-
abled he deserves the same educational opportunities 
as everyone else.

The support from Joe’s family extended to his brothers 
and sisters, who made a point of including Joe in their 
regular activities. They often carried Joe on their back, 
or brought him in a wagon, to play with his friends. 
They changed the rules of games like whiffle ball to 
allow Joe to participate, even allowing him to crawl 
to first base. Joe’s brother Michael often played chess 
with him, and other family members brought him to 
baseball games. Joe’s family supports him not because 
of anything they get in return; they support Joe because 
they love him and have a strong desire to help him, 
which is the essence of compassion.

Joe’s brother Liam believes that by including Joe in 
so many of the family’s activities, Joe has developed a 
sense of self-confidence that he is able to participate in 
the regular activities of life, and a sense of justice that 
he should be able to participate. Combined with the 
love and support of his family and friends, Joe has the 
tools to persevere - to work through the many obstacles 
in his life.
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As school rooms across our country echo with the sounds of lessons taught and lessons 

learned, this lesson focuses on one young man whose path to school has been especially challenging and inspiring.  
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Part II: Community Support in 
Education for the Disabled

Debates continue among parents and educational 
professionals about what is the best way to educate chil-
dren with disabilities. Some advocate having children 
with disabilities attend separate schools where they 
may use special facilities and receive extra attention 
and instruction. Others recommend “mainstreaming” 
children with disabilities so that they may be better 
integrated with their peers. Although the Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Act was signed into law in 
1975, many school districts did not begin mainstream-
ing students with disabilities until the Americans with 
Disabilities Act of 1990.

Joe has experienced both types of schools. He attended 
a preschool for children with disabilities. After Joe was 
identified as language gifted, his mother decided that 
Joe should attend a regular school to better challenge 
and develop his academic skills. School administrators, 
however, wanted to put Joe in a school for students 
with disabilities. They focused on his disabilities, rather 
than his abilities.

After initially being denied admittance to a “regular” 
school, Joe’s parents filed a civil rights complaint. Little 
progress was made until a new head of special educa-
tion was appointed for Chicago Public Schools. In her 
first staff meeting the new administrator admitted Joe 
to the mainstream school that he and his parents want-
ed him to attend. School administrators then changed 
from focusing on the reasons why not to admit Joe to 
focusing on how they could make it work.

With the help of his personal aid and the support of his 
family and community, Joe was able to finish 1st and 2nd 
grade in Chicago. Joe then moved to Denver with his 
mother. The Denver system offered significant support 
for students with disabilities. Schools willingly made 
changes to buildings to accommodate Joe, such as mak-
ing an accessible restroom, building ramps for better ac-
cessibility, and installing new water fountains. However, 
when it came to fire safety it took the school two years to 
change the policy of leaving people like Joe in a burning 
building to wait for firemen during an emergency.

Joe involved himself in school and in clubs such as the 
Model United Nations. The other students were able 
to get to know him and to see how extremely thought-
ful and intelligent he was. He enjoyed having deep 
conversations and getting to know the other students.

Throughout grade school and high school, the public 
school system paid for assistants to help Joe get ready 
for school in the morning, and then help him with 
his school work. The assistants helped him with note 
taking, recorded answers that Joe dictated to them for 
tests, and printed out papers and homework assign-
ments. This assistance continues in college. Harvard 
pays for Joe's instructional materials including note-
takers and reformatting of reading materials. The State 
of Colorado pays for his personal assistants and home-
work assistants according to a personalized plan based 
on the needs his disabilities dictate. When this support 
is not enough, Joe’s family members have often traveled 
to Harvard to help him.

Government and institutional assistance to people like 
Joe is an example of compassion in our society. At times, 
it is a way to help people help themselves. At other times, 
it is simply the desire to help others in need.

Joe can most easily be identified as a person with a 
disability. However, as we learn the story of his life, we 
see that Joe is a person with incredible perseverance, a 
brilliant mind, and a strong sense of justice to pursue a 
quality education. Through his own determination, the 
help of his family and the compassion of his community 
and schools, he has been able to overcome many ob-
stacles, and in the process he has enriched and inspired 
those around him.  n

Vocabulary

Cerebral Palsy – A malfunction of the motor centers in the 
brain due to damage of the tissue (usually before or during 
birth) that results in lack of muscular coordination such as 
movement and speech. 
Civil Rights – The rights to personal liberty established 
by the 1st, 2nd, 3rd, 4th, 5th, 6th, 8th, 13th, 14th, and 15th 
amendments to the U.S. Constitution. 
Compassion – Feeling of sympathy for the distress of others 
with a desire to help them.
Confidence – Trust or faith in a person or thing.
Empathy – Imagining yourself in another person’s situation.
Inaccessible – Cannot by reached, difficult to approach.
Persevere – To try hard and continuously despite obstacles.
Quadriplegic – Complete paralysis from the neck down.
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Teacher’s  Guide

Lesson Goals
	Help students understand and develop 
empathy for the needs of the physically 
disabled  

	Help students understand the virtue 
of perseverance and to see the power 
of perseverance in attaining goals  

	Help students to see the importance 
of family and community support in 
helping all members of society to live 
fulfilling lives

	Encourage students to examine 
our society from the perspective of 
whether we are compassionate in 
providing enough assistance for the 
needy and/or disabled

Virtues Highlighted

Compassion – Feeling of sympathy for 
the distress of others with a desire to 
help them.
Confidence – Trust or faith in a person 
or thing.
Empathy – Imagining yourself in 
another person’s situation.
Perseverence – Trying hard and 
continuously despite obstacles.
Trust – Firm reliance on the integrity, 
ability, or character of a person.

This lesson has two parts. The lesson 
includes reading, discussion questions, 
journal writing, and extended learning 
activities.
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Disabled Student Overcomes Obstacles to Achieve Academic Excellence

Part I: Living With a Severe Disability, and Family 
Support in Persevering Through Obstacles
Activity 1 Read Part I of the student text.

Activity 2: Discussion Questions Options
1.	 What specific actions and attitudes of Joe’s family helped him to develop confidence 

and trust in himself and others?

2.	 How would you define the virtue of perseverance?
     
3.	 How does building confidence and trust in yourself and others relate to the virtue of 

perseverance and Joe’s story specifically?

Activity 3: Journal Writing Options
1.	 Let’s write about a time when the support of family and / or friends made a 

difference in our lives. Write out exactly the goal you were trying to accomplish, 
or obstacle you had to face, and then write out exactly how your family and / or 
friends helped you. 
 
Note that the topic of your writing can be as simple as trying to learn a new sport, 
help with school work, or a more difficult challenge such as resisting peer pressure 
to do something wrong, or dealing with a difficult personal situation.

2.	 In our journals, let’s write about a situation with a family member or friend in which 
we can make a difference in helping him/her to meet a challenge, or to achieve a goal. 
Write out exactly the challenge or goal, and how you can help your family member or 
friend. 
 
To determine more effectively how to help another person, practice the virtue of 
empathy by trying to place yourself in the other person’s situation.

 Part II
Activity 1: Read Part II of the student text.
Activity 2: Discussion Questions Options
1.	 How has the Disabilities Education Act and Americans with Disabilities Act helped 

Joe Ford? 
 
Do you think it is necessary to have laws specifying how opportunities such as 
education and access to public buildings will be provided to disabled students?

2.	 Joe’s mother also lived out the virtue of perseverance. What obstacles did Joe’s mother 
have to overcome? 
Discussion tip: This question offers a good opportunity to discuss how Joe’s mother 
initially hoped for and worked toward a cure. When this didn’t happen she didn’t 
become resentful and pullback, rather she worked in other ways to enhance Joe’s life 
given the reality of his disability. 
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How have people like Joe and his family helped change 
attitudes in schools and communities? What do they teach 
us?

        
3.	 How do programs in our school district help people with 

disabilities? How does technology help? 
  
4.	 Why should our society provide assistance to people with 

disabilities? Let’s discuss this question first from an ethical 
perspective, and then from an economic perspective of the 
costs of this assistance versus the benefits of helping people 
with disabilities to become productive members of society.    

 
Activity 3: Journal Writing Option 
Think of a time when you have not been able to accomplish 

something that you wanted to be able to do? Write about 
it. What got in the way? How did the obstacle make you 
feel? Did you give up or did you try harder? Why? What 
do you think that says about your personality? If you tried 
harder, did you eventually succeed? What helped you keep 
going? Did others encourage you to try or to stop trying? 
How did that affect you?

Extension Projects
1.	 Research the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 

of 1975 and the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990. 
Organize the class into teams with each team creating 
presentations on:
·  The goals of the acts
·  How school systems have implemented the acts
·  The advantages and disadvantages of the 

“mainstreaming approach”
·  How have these Acts been challenged in the courts

2.	 Class discussion on our reactions to people with disabilities: 
 
Our reactions to people that are disabled are important. 
How do you feel when you see someone who is disabled? 
Do you say hello or do you ignore them? If you ignore 
them, why? 
 
Do you have friends that are disabled? How long did it take 
you to get over the disability and see them for who they 
are? How would you like people to react to you if you had a 
disability? 
 
Why do some people make fun of people with disabilities?

        
3.	 Divide the students into partners of two. Using ace bandages, 

or strips of material, cover the eyes of one of the partners and 
have the other partner be the assistant. Assign the students to 
a daily task that includes having to move around the room. 
Switch blindfolds midway. Write or talk about the following:
·  What was it like to have to rely on another person for many
of your needs?
·  What was it like to have someone depending on you?
·  How did it feel to NOT be able to do certain things?
·  What was the most difficult thing about not being able 

to see?

·  Did this exercise give you a better feeling for the daily 
challenges faced by people with disabilities?

   
4.	 Assign the students to research a person with a physical 

disability that has persevered and accomplished great things. 
It can be someone they know or someone they read about 
(the link to Special Olympics has a “meet the athletes” 
section.) Students should then write an introduction of the 
person, how they are disabled, what have they accomplished, 
and how they overcame obstacles to achieve their goals. 
Students may share their biographies with the class.   

5.	 Research Special Olympics to see if it is in your area. If so, 
consider volunteering at the upcoming Special Olympics. If 
not, email Special Olympics to see what you can help out in 
some other capacity- possibly even as a class project.

Related Websites 
Department of Justice - Americans with Disabilities Act
http://www.ada.gov/

AAPD - American Association of People with Disabilities
http://www.aapd.com/

National Disabled Students Union 
http://www.disabledstudents.org/

Special Olympics 
http://www.specialolympics.org/

Children with Disabilities 
http://www.childrenwithdisabilities.ncjrs.org/

Disability Resources 
http://www.disabilityresources.org/
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