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• Disability Awareness Week

Disabled seek understanding, acceptance
By Debra Hatch
Maine Campus staff

Elisa Doucette walks into Fernald Hall past a sign created by the
Onward Program as part of Disability Awareness Week. (Jason
Caniff photo.)
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Rose-Marie has a .hard time
concentrating on the things she
does and is easily distracted by
her surroundings. Taking math
tests in a room with calculators
sounds like a construction site to
her, and every pencil scraping
paper rings as purely in her ear as
if it were right next to it.
Dina, on the other hand, has
no problem taking tests in large
groups or with concentrating. She
cannot, however, always communicate clearly. People sometimes
have a problem understanding
how she talks and how she has to
speak.
Rebecca has a problem with
making it to classes sometimes.
Her body often does not allow her
to get up some days. even though
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Disability
Each panelist's story was different, yet
they all shared some of the same frustrations: not being understood by those around
them, or the feeling that they stand out in
some way even though they don't want to.
Many of them had family members who
didn't quite understand or accept that they
had a problem that disallowed them to function as other students.
"My mother wanted me to be as much
a part of the hearing world as possible,"
Dina said.
By learning cued speech and lip reading,
Dina is able to function normally in a classroom setting. Her interpreter, Kristen,
accompanies her to classes.
Rebecca continues to have difficulty
not only with her family, but also her
doctors at home.
"My family is still in denial that this is
something that I have." she said. "It's really
difficult when your family doesn't believe
or support you. And it's difficult to explain
to people that I have a joint disorder and
how it affects me. I also feel like I am just a
number to the specialist who diagnosed me.
It's hard to get treatment up here when you

her wi II is stronger.
These three women may look
like all other mainstream students,
but they aren't like all other mainstream students. Each of them has
something that makes them different and label& them "disabled."
Rose-Marie has attention
deficit hyperactivity disorder.
Dina needs an interpreter to help
her understand what others are
saying. Rebecca has a degenerative joint disorder called Ehlers·
Dantos Syndrome.
Kicking
off
"Disability
Awareness Week," these women
along with Bo, who is learningdisabled, sat and talked Monday in
the Totman lounge at the
Memorial Union to a small audience about their disability and
how it affects their daily lives.
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don't have a signature from your doctor."
The panelists said the only time they typically talk about their disabilities is when
they are asked.
"I tell my friends about my disability
because I know that I have to rely on
them," Rebecca said. "And the really
great thing is that they understand and
accept me for who I am. "
Rebecca said she has a hard time telling
her teachers about her problem.
"I don't tell my teachers as much as I
should," Rebecca said. "I really do like
school, but there are some mornings when I
can't get out of bed because the pain's too
intense. Often I have to explain that my
drops in attendance are due to a physical
problem. I'm so afraid of being treated differently and I'm constantly afraid that I will
abuse it if I let myself go."
Dina said she doesn't want the people
around her to treat her differently.
"I'm really happy to talk to those who
don't know about my hearing problem, but
I don't disclose that much," Dina said.
"Some people talk to [Kristen] instead of to
me and that can be frustrating. Overall,

though, college people seem more open to
including me in things that are going on.
Some still push away when they find out."
Bo and Rose-Marie's disabilities are less
visible than Rebecca's and Dina's. RoseMarie has learned through the Onward program, which helps students on campus who
have physical and learning problems with
their work, how to take tests and other tasks
that help with studying, such as how to study
COJTectly, audio taping papers on a cassette
recorder and study skills.
"I don't usually tell anyone, unless they
ask," Bo said. "Some people ask about why
I can take special untimed tests at Onward,
and when I explain to them that I have a
learning disability it just blew me away to
realize how ignorant some of the comments
were. Some people were like: 'I wish that I
could have something like that.' I can't
imagine people wanting to have what I have
and what I have to deal with. If they had to
walk a little in my shoes maybe they wouldn't feel that way."
Each panelist also deals with the fact that
their disability is a part of them.
"The hardest part is how it has affected

how I see myself," Rebecca said.
"Sometimes it feels like I have been struck
down by God, and it's getting worse. I can
see myself deteriorating every year, but
there's not much that can be done."
All the panelists agreed that the word
disabled does not accurately fit their situations. They consider it an everyday putdown. Words like "difficulty" and
"impaired" fit them more, they said.
"The government has their definition of
'disabled' and to get any assistance you
have to fit into their neat mold," Rebecca
said. "The word 'disabled' is what definel:>
you to them."
-Mary Fernandez, the student coordinator of several departments on campus, said
the panelists showed a lot of courage in
sharing their stories.
"They are just as normal as everyone
else," Fernandez said. "People with special
needs shouldn't be seen as unnormal. They
are just like the rest of us."
Ann Smith, the coordinator of disability
services at Onward, said the Onward program tries every couple of years to bring a
disability event to campus.
"By using a student panel we are able to
convey to the public that these students
have their own type of difficulty, but they
are working hard while coping with many
issues," Smith said.
Throughout campus, students may see
cardboard cutouts of the backs of students
who have some sort of "hidden" disabilities
The cutouts are designed to bring awareness
about disability awareness week. The
cutouts do not show the students faces to
emphasize how they could be anyone.
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