
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Disability History Month 2019  

Leadership, Resistance and Culture 

 

UK Disability History Month in 2019 will 

focus on disabled leaders throughout 

history, and their struggle for acceptance. 

 

UKDHM will examine how the leaders of 

the disabled people's movement 

managed to change the way disability 

was seen as a personal burden, to a 

human rights issue. This was done 
through using the social model of 

disability from 1970 to the present, and 

the lessons we learn from this. 



Public Perception of Disabled People 

 

Public perception of disabled people has 

stereotyped the care required and the 

contribution made. So why are public 

attitudes in Britain so far from the reality? 

Almost 40% of respondents in a Scope 

survey, said that disabled people are not 

as productive as non-disabled. 

 

In the same survey, a quarter of disabled 

people said people expected less of 

them because of their disability. 

 

It is these sorts of attitudes, rather than any 

mental or physical impairment, that create 

barriers for people with disabilities. 

 

As leaders from the world of sports, 

culture and business show, it is about time 

we changed those outdated beliefs. 



TSSA Disability Working Group 

 

The TSSA Disability Working Group exists to 

advance the interests of TSSA members with 
disabilities by providing support for TSSA 

members, campaigning on issues facing TSSA 
members, raising awareness of disability issues, 

ensuring effective representation, and advising 
the TSSA Executive Committee on matters 
relating to disabilities. 
 

Where the United Kingdom once led the way for 

rights for disabled people, the country has gone 

backwards. 
 

The United Nations committee on the Rights of 

Persons with Disabilities condemned the UK 

Government for poor access to healthcare and 

criticised the 'persistent' employment and pay 

gap, declaring the 'insufficient' efforts to make 

improvements were in breach of its obligations. 
 

The lack of support for independent living, by 

passing costs on to local authorities while 

drastically cutting social care budgets was also 

denounced in the damning UN report. 

 

TSSA Disability Working Group works with 

disabled people for policies which are fairer for 

disabled people 



Famous scientists and inventors 

with disabilities 

Many people see people with disabilities as being on 

the receiving end of technological developments, e.g. 

medical cures and treatments, or inventions such as 

electronic wheelchairs or MiniComs for deaf people. 
Far fewer people are aware that a number of 

scientists with disabilities whose inventions have 

enriched their lives.  

Alexander Graham Bell   - had a learning disability 

and invented the telephone   

 

Thomas Alva Edison - was slightly deaf and 

had a learning disability (did not learn to read 

until he was 12) He was diabetic. Most famous for 

inventing electric light, record player and cinematic 

camera.  

 

 



Stephen Hawking 

 

“Disability need not be an obstacle to success,” 

Stephen Hawking, wrote in the World Disability 

Report, for the World Health Organisation in 2011. 
 

The physicist and cosmologist researched black 

hole radiation. He was an advocate for climate 

change, warning heads of state about the 

dangers of emissions and the need for change. 

 

Hawking was diagnosed with a rare form of 

amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS), but continued 

to speak out about the National Health Service 

and stem-cell research. He delivered speeches 

with the use of a speech-generating device. 
 

As one of the most influential scientists of 

modern times, the wheelchair-bound physicist 

has served as an inspiration to disabled people 

and has proven that great things can be 

achieved, even with severe disabilities. 



Vive la Difference 

 

We are all the same under the skin, 

whether we’re short, fat, tall or thin.  

We share the same features eyes, nose and 
ears. We’re all made of bone, muscle and blood 

We have hair, nails and skin if that’s not enough. 

So what makes us different? 

It’s deep in the heart 

It’s what makes the difference and tells us apart 

We can be kind, funny, and ever so clever 

Some of us dance, read, run and sew 

Some people are so loud you hear where they 
go. Some people are quite quiet 
Some so shy they hide behind walls Some 

folk are so nasty and not nice at all.  

Some have compassion that brings them to 
tears, Some people hide from all of their fears. 

Some people’s hearts are so hard and closed 
They miss out on the love, to which they could 
be exposed. 
Let us celebrate difference it good don’t you 

see, that we are all different and you’re different 

to me. 
 

Cheryl O'Brien 



MARK POLLOCK 

 

“I went blind at 22. From an athlete, I became a 

young man with a white cane, unsure how to live 

my life,” Mark Pollock, a Forum Young Global 

Leader explains. Soon, he realized his disability 

wouldn’t stop him from achieving great things. 
 

“I began to race in deserts, mountains, across 

oceans, and on the 10th anniversary of going 

blind, I raced over 43 days to the South Pole.” 

But in 2010, an accident left him paralyzed. 
 

He had a choice: to let his disability define him 

for the rest of his life, or to continue fighting. 

There was only ever one way it was going to go. 

 

“If I just sat in a wheelchair, I’d be giving up 

completely,” he explained. Today, he is working 

with other leaders from science and technology 

and to fund and fast-track a cure for paralysis. 



To be Disabled 

 

I'd like to travel on the train 

but somehow that fries people's 
brains I'd like to travel on the bus, but 
that creates an awful fuss 

I can't see, I have a stick 

people don't see, I make them trip. 
I can't hear a thing you say, I'm 
treated like I'm in the way Ours 
disabilities make us aware, we 
are not wanted anywhere We 
want to live as other do. Just 
like others. Just like you. 
Its not rocket science, I don't need 
help I just won't sit upon a shelf and 
hide away my disability, 
I want the world to see I'm 
me Entitled just like everyone 

To live my life, go out have some fun 

Move around this great big world 

Allow my potential to be unfurled 

Don't make me hide; give me the 

chance To take my part in life's long 

dance. 
 

Cheryl O'Brien 



HELEN KELLER 

 

Born in the US in 1880, an illness left Helen 

Keller both blind and deaf before her second 

birthday. While the services available to people 
with disabilities were less extensive than they are 

today, Keller’s mother sought out experts and 

ensured her daughter received the best 

education. 
 

In 1904, Keller graduated from Radcliffe 

College, becoming the first deaf-blind person to 

earn a bachelor of arts. It was at university that 

her career as a writer and social activist started. 
Today, the Helen Keller archives contain almost 

500 speeches and essays on topics as varied as 

birth control and Fascism in Europe. 
 

She would go on to achieve international 

acclaim, becoming America’s first Goodwill 

Ambassador, and to this day she remains an 

inspiration to the deaf and blind. 



Be You 

 

Be soft, be gentle 

Do not let the harshness 

0f life change you. Bend 

like a willow, Be light as 

the feather  

Move at your speed 

To your purpose 

Let your heart lead you 

For it will always lead with love 

Think you own thoughts 

Chase you own ideas 

Know when to stay, when to leave 

Smile even though you heart breaks 

Be at peace, give hate no room 

 

Cheryl O'Brien 
 
 
 
 

TSSA DWG Motion Event 



Ralph Braun 

 

Ralph Braun was still a young boy when he was 

diagnosed with muscular dystrophy, an 

incurable group of genetic diseases that leads to 

a loss of muscle mass. 
 

A few years after his diagnosis, Ralph began to 
lose his ability to walk. While doctors warned him 

he would never be able to lead an independent 
life, the young boy was already proving people 

wrong, building the first battery-powered scooter. 

His passion would eventually lead him to 

establish wheelchair manufacturer BraunAbility. 

 

He died in 2013, but as his company’s website 

notes, his legacy lives on. “Necessity is the 
mother of invention, and Ralph’s physical 

limitations only served to fuel his determination 
to live independently and prove to society that 

people with physical disabilities can participate 
fully and actively in life.” 



Frida Kahlo 

 

Mexico’s most famous artist was born with spina 

bifida, a condition that can cause defects in the 

spinal cord. At six, she contracted polio, which 

left one leg much thinner than the other. 

 

In spite of these challenges, she was an active 
child, but at 18 a bus accident left her with 

serious injuries. It was while recovering from the 

accident that Frida discovered her love of 

painting. She would go on to be one of the most 

famous Surrealists in the world. 

 

In 1946 she received the National Prize of Arts 

and Sciences, awarded to her by the Ministry 

of Public Education. 
 

Her painting 'the Broken Column' was painted just 

after she had surgery on her spine. It symbolises 

her physical and psychological struggles. 



Hidden Disabilities 

 

I see you, do you see me 

Or do you see the person 

you want me to be.  

My disability doesn’t show 

But it’s real and it’s here 

It has nowhere to go. 

 

Hidden disabilities, 
stress, neurodiversity, 

menopause, 
Dyslexia, epilepsy  

to put names to a few, 

unseen disabilities that 

can affect me, maybe you. 

 

When we meet, if I struggle 
please don’t be my judge If 

my moods seem erratic, my 

speech slow and slurred It 

could be I’m trying really 

hard to be heard. 



If my movements are slow 

I don’t need sympathy 

I ask you please, 
to be patient with me. 

When sometimes to move 

affects joints painfully, Will 

you be my support Take 

my arm willingly. 
 

You never know 

When you meet someone new 

What is happening to them,  

If there’s something you can do. 

Put out of your mind all preconceived ideas.  

Disabilities hidden can cause people fears. 

 

Don’t look away, cross the 
street, close your mind. 

Ask questions, lend 
support, A new friend you’ll 
find. Hidden Disabilities, not 
obvious at first 
With no wheelchair, no 
crutch, no stick to be labels 

It’s hard for you to know I 

am disabled 

 

Cheryl O'Brien 



Michael J. Fox 

 

The protagonist of "Back to the Future" was 

diagnosed with Parkinson’s in 1991 when he 

was only 29 years old and his career was in full 

success. 

 

He was told that he should withdraw from the 

stage, but he did not cease to be an actor. 
Although at first it was not easy to accept his 

illness (he fell into depression and alcoholism), 

in the last decade he has not stopped working 

and his foundation has already raised $233 
million for Parkinson’s research. 

 

After more than 25 years and with the disease in 

a very advanced stage, Michael J. Fox continues 

to maintain his spirit of improvement. 

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0088763/?ref_=nv_sr_1


Reflections 

 

In silence, in quiet, in 
peace reflect on the battles 
Physical, mental 
challenges That rule life 

Scars written on faces and 
hearts Deep wounds inflicted 
Retreat 
Give yourself space 

Breath in good air 

Let tears cleanse the soul 
Settle the beat of your heart 

Sigh 

Regroup 

Face the future 

Release the past 
Throw away the baggage 

Fight on 

For you are a warrior. 
 

Cheryl O'Brien 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

TSSA DWG in Brussels for dyslexia charter 



Disabled people who have achieved high office 

 

Anne Begg, MP (1997-present)  

- is a wheelchair user. 
David Blunkett, former Home Secretary 
- has been blind since birth.  

David Maclean, Baron Blencathra, MP (1983-2010), 
Member, House of Lords, (1996-present) - suffers 
from multiple sclerosis.  

Davina Ingrams, 18th Baroness Darcy de 
Knayth, Member, House of Lords  

- is paralyzed from the neck down from a car 
crash. Gordon Brown, former Prime Minister  
- is blind in one eye. 
Ian Fraser, Baron Fraser of Lonsdale, MP 
several times between 1924 and 1958. First life 
peer appointed to the House of Lords in 1958  

- was blinded in action during the First World War. 

Jane Campbell, Baroness Campbell of Surbiton, 

disabled rights activist, Member, House of Lords  
- was born with spinal muscular atrophy.  

Marsha de Cordova MP (2017-present), 

Shadow Minister for the Disabled.  

- has nystagmus and is registered blind. Susan 
Cunliffe-Lister, Countess of Swinton and 
Baroness Masham of Ilton, politician 
- paralyzed following a car accident.  

Baroness Tanni Grey-Thompson, disabled athlete 

and Member of the House of Lords -was born 

with spina bifida. 
 



TSSA DWG would like to acknowledge 
Cheryl O’Brien for her help in the 

production of this book 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Cheryl O'Brien 

 

TSSA Disability Working Group would like to 
thank Cheryl O'Brien, TSSA member and poet for 
her brilliant contributions written for TSSA 
Disability Working Group for this book 
 



People with dyslexia who achieved great things 

 

Agatha Christie  

Alexander Graham Bell  

Ann Bancroft  

Bruce Jenner  

Cher  

Dale S. Brown  

Danny Glover  

David Jones  

Dr. Red Duke  

Edward Hallowell  

Edward James Olmos  

Ellie Hawkins  

Eric Wynalda  

Fred Curry  

George Burns  

George Patton  

Greg Louganis  

Gustave Flaubert  

Hans Christian Andersen  

Harry Anderson  

Harry Belafonte  

Henry Winkler  

Jackie Stewart  

Jay Leno  

John Corcoran  

John Horner 

 

 

Judy Gaman  

Lindsay Wagner  

Magic Johnson  

Nancy L. Sonnabend  

Neil Bush  

Nelson Rockefeller  

Orlando Bloom  

Patricia Polacco  

Paul J. Orfalea  

Paul Mark Oakenfold  

Richard Branson  

Richard Strauss  

Robert Rauschenberg  

Roger W. Wilkins  

Russell White  

Stephen Bacque  

Stephen J. Cannell  

Sylvia Law  

Terry Bowersock  

Tom Cruise  

Tom Smothers  

Tomima Edmark  

Whoopi Goldberg  

William B. Yeats  

Winston Churchill  

Woodrow Wilson



 


