Becoming Part of the Community
By Jennifer Seybert
I am currently a graduate student, seeking a master’s degree in disability studies at
Syracuse University. This along with my bachelor’s degree in psychology has provided
me with a solid basis in which I stand as an advocate for myself and others who have
disabilities.
In my course work I have discovered that having a disability in any form is hardly a
death sentence but a platform where determination in which an individual has an
opportunity to seek a place for him/herself in our society and graciously take his/her
place there alongside the rest of their cultural peers.
I have personally sat in a workshop setting and a day habilitation center. I watched folks
who had potential to be developed and get out of the security of those places and
become a thriving member of a community but because of many reasons unknown to
me, stayed in a basement program with no windows, only artificial lighting, and watched
them rot...my perspective.
I watched and was part of using day time there coloring pictures, identifying penny,
nickel, dime and quarter, sequencing and matching colors, and the life skills was at least
less impressive.
I knew I could communicate and I knew I was not retarded but up until this point in time,
my life dictated this. It was a life of frustration and rage and then on July 18, 1995 I was
evaluated for facilitated communication and that day, my label of being retarded was
removed and having intelligence was instituted upon my words as I typed for the first
time and was now set free.
I decided that from experiencing sitting in silence for twenty four years, I was committed
to become a voice of listening, guiding and deciphering information to access help for
these individuals and their supports.
My family rallied around me because they believe in their children, that they work
together by reaching out in support for my sister and me to reach our fullest potential in
this life.
Sitting in a sheltered workshop where the individuals have motor skills and decisive
traits for a promise in their community, sat stacking cups, putting wires in bags, paintsets together, and other jobs that were a good use if they were not in a sheltered
workshop being paid a nominal wage. Why can’t this be transferred into a community
setting where they could earn minimum wage? The staff was very good and kind to us,
but my point is why do workshops segregate these folks when they are capable of being

part of their community? They are hidden and tucked away where the normal everyday
Joe does not know they exist and therefore never gets the opportunity to interact with
them on a personal, day to day basis?
This is one of the major reasons why the disabled individuals are ignored and not
included in today’s society. We are considered outliers and to be flashed a brief,
courteous smile as normal folks pass by us.
As for those in day habilitation centers, there is also potential lying within these folks
waiting to be taught and coaxed out as members of their community. I met a young man
who lived across the street from a fire house and loved to visit. Having heard this, I
asked the aide why is it necessary that he spend every day in the day habilitation
program? Why can’t arrangements be requested of the fire company allowing him to
volunteer and let him wash the fire truck, help fold the hoses, clean and sweep the fire
house?
Why not have a newspaper drive where everyone can participate in shredding papers
for farmers for their livestock, for cages in the humane society kennels. It would be great
to being a volunteer to help clean the cages of these animals, feed them or just love
them until they are adopted?
How about volunteering at your local “Y” to fold towels and in exchange, maybe work
out a deal where you can swim or use the workout machines with a trainer during his/
her downtime.
In the fall, walk around the neighborhood and seek out the elderly. Volunteer to rake
leaves and in winter, shovel their walks. Visit them in nursing homes for those who do
not have friends or family.
Participate in the local community garden club. See if the day program can establish
their own flower garden and take care of it.
Make cookies and simple crafts during the various holidays and visit the neighborhood
Head Start to connect with the children.
Find out where the local food banks are located and have a canned food drive to
replenish the shelves. Here is another area where no matter how compromising the
disability, everyone can participate.
The same goes for collecting old eye glasses for the Lion’s Club. This draws awareness
and they see the goodness that comes from being thoughtful.
Collect cell phones for the military.

These are a few ideas of how individuals can feel a sense of belonging to their
community and at the same time educating them as to their existence outside of their
weekly jaunt through WalMart!
From my experience and my education thus far, I’m seeing for myself how those who sit
with disabilities are stigmatized and thought to be have severe limitations. Sadly this is
not explored. If these programs would turn their focus on potential, encouraging the
community to see through training, support staff on a one to one basis, that these
people have faces, names, personalities, sense of humor and feelings.
My dream is to have an all inclusive culture where the individuals who have disabilities
are not simply dismissed by a quick smile in passing, but a conversation during a meal
with friends and co-workers. Disabled folks are a forever entity in society whether their
disability is hidden or evident.
Inclusion is the next important requirement to be instituted and adapted to.
It has to be a mind changing focus. The retarded limitations must go and seeking
individual potential is a must

.

