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On behalf of the United States Olympic and
Paralympic Committee and Team USA, I
would first like to thank the city of Setagaya
and Nihon University for hosting us at this
Symposium on Accessibility. It is an honor to
be here today, along with my wheelchair
rugby teammates Joe Delagrave, Chuck
Melton and Josh Wheeler, to engage in
dialogue with the citizens of Setagaya around

such a critical topic.

The topic of accessibility is an important
conversation for not only the United States
and Japan to engage in, but the entire world.
According to the World Bank, 1 billion people,
or 15% of the world’s population, experience
some form of disability. One-sixth of those
individuals, or between 110 million and 190
million people, experience significant
disabilities. Accessibility is a relevant topic
regardless of nationality, and we thank the
city of Setagaya for recognizing this and
inviting us to be a part of the conversation

here today.
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I am a native of Minneapolis, Minnesota in
the United States, a two-time Paralympian, a
PhD student at the University of Denver and,
finally, a person who uses a wheelchair, and a
proud disabled person. I have used a
wheelchair for most of my life due to a genetic
condition called hereditary sensory and
autonomic neuropathies type II, which
results in me not having feeling in my body
below my knees and elbows. Before I share
more with you about my personal experience
of being a wheelchair user in the United
States, I first need to touch on the U.S.
legislation that has paved the way for more
opportunities for individuals with disabilities
in the United States.

The first piece of legislation is The
Rehabilitation Act of 1973. The
Rehabilitation Act was the original U.S. civil
rights protection for individuals with
disabilities in the United States. The focus of
this act was to ensure that any individual
was not discriminated against in
employment, transportation and education
programs that receive federal funding. This
act was also amended in 1998 to include
regulations that required federal agencies to
make their technology accessible to those

with disabilities.

The more well-known legislation in the
United States that prohibits discrimination
against individuals with disabilities in all
areas of public life is the Americans with
Disabilities Act, also known as ADA.
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This act was signed as a civil rights law in
1990 and its main purpose is to ensure that
people with disabilities have the same
opportunities and rights as everyone else.
The ADA covers five areas that relate to
public life: employment, state and local
government, public accommodations,
telecommunications and miscellaneous

provisions.

I remember the first time I heard of the
ADA, I didn’t fully grasp how unique it was.
This Act protects my rights in a way that is
not matched legally in many other countries.
One of my first role models growing up was a
man named Justin Dart Jr., a disabled man
who was one of the pioneers in the disability
rights movement. I was so inspired by his
story that as a high school freshman, I wrote
an essay on him and the history of the ADA
for a state writing competition. I didn’t win,
but I have never forgotten the impact that he

and so many others have left on my life.

The first area focused on employment is
designed to help people with disabilities
access the same employment opportunities
and benefits available to people without
disabilities. This means that employers must
provide accommodations like modifications to
a job or work environment that will allow an
applicant or employee with a disability to
perform necessary job functions or participate

in the application process.
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This employment area of the ADA has
similarities to Japan’s Act on Promotion of

Employment of the Disabled.

The next area, state and local government,
prohibits discrimination by public entities in
their services, programs and activities they
provide. This area includes school, university,
and community sports programs as well as
transportation. For transportation it outlines
detailed standards for the operation of public
transit systems. For example, when I ride the
bus to work, or the subway, I can feel
confident that I will be able to safely access
the transportation. This is crucial for many
with disabilities, who may not be able to have
personal transportation for any number of

reasons.

The third area is public accommodations.
This area prohibits private places of public
accommodation like hotels, restaurants,
doctors’ offices, sports stadiums and movie
theaters from discriminating against people
with disabilities. It sets minimum standards
for accessibility in new construction of
facilities as well as alterations of previously
existing facilities where it is easy to do so
without much difficulty. It also sets
communication standards that must be
offered for customers with vision, hearing and
speech disabilities. This particular standard
is critical, and it allows me to feel at least
somewhat comfortable that when I attend
public spaces, I will be able to access the

venue.
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Fourth is telecommunications. Under this
area telephone and internet companies must
provide a nationwide system of services that
allow individuals with hearing and speech
disabilities to communicate over the

telephone.

The final area is miscellaneous and covers
a wide range of topics such as insurance, the
ADA’s relationship to other laws, as well as
defining certain conditions that are not to be

considered disabilities.

In 2008, amendments were made to the
ADA, specifically to the definition of
disability.

Although the United States has made
strides in the realm of accessibility
domestically, at the international level, it has
yet to ratify the Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities, an international
human rights treaty of the United Nations.
U.S. president Barack Obama signed the
treaty in 2009, but our congress still has not
ratified it. Japan, on the other hand, joined
more than 170 other countries and ratified
the treaty in 2014. This is something the
people of Japan should be proud of, especially
in light of article 30 of the CRPD, which
emphasizes participation in cultural life,
recreation, leisure and sport. To many people
in the United States, our country’s inaction is
a source of disappointment and a sign that

more progress and acceptance is needed.
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Clearly, even with the help of the ADA, in
the United States there is still a lot of room
for progress. According to the 2010 U.S.
Census, there are around 56 million
individuals, about 19% of the population, who
have a disability. 8 million people have
difficulty seeing, including 2 million who are
blind or unable to see. Roughly 30 million
Americans have difficulty walking or
climbing stairs, or use a wheelchair, cane,

crutches or walker.

My personal experiences with accessibility
in the U.S. have varied greatly. In my
lifetime, I have seen a shift in awareness and
openness to making places and activities
more accessible, although much work

remains to be done.

Looking at the sports industry as an
example, in the United States we are
beginning to see more and more attempts to
mainstream disability into programs
traditionally for those without disabilities,
such as in fitness races like “Tough Mudder”,
and with workout programs like CrossFit,
which have specific training modules and
programming for disabled athletes. We are
seeing a growing awareness of Paralympic
sport, both through simple acts such as the
recent name change of the United States
Olympic and Paralympic Committee, which
puts Paralympic front and center, to more
and more coverage of Paralympic sport at all

levels.
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These changes came about thanks to the
inclusion of Paralympic athletes in the
governing process of the Olympic and

Paralympic movement in the US.

However, what remains somewhat
unchanged in the U.S. is often the attitude
towards disability itself. What I am about to
talk about reflects my experiences as a
disabled person in the U.S., and I should
preface that my experience may differ greatly
from others. That said, in my experience, I
have not faced outright discrimination
because of my disability, in the same blatant
and direct ways that people of color too often
face it. The types of challenges that I have
faced when it comes to accessibility are
largely those of attitudes. What I mean by
this, is that one of the biggest challenges
people with disabilities in the United States
still face today is that we are often viewed as
helpless, and in constant need of assistance.
Too often, we are still seen for what we

cannot do, rather than everything we can do.

This manifests itself in many ways. A
common example is one that happens when I
am out in public with a group of people, or
even just with my girlfriend, and we go to a
restaurant. Even if I am the first person to
enter the restaurant, or greet the host, or
something like that, there have been many
times in which I am ignored and looked past
in favor of addressing someone without a
disability.
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Now, when I go out with my friends who
also use wheelchairs, that really messes with
them! In all seriousness though, it is these
sort of interactions that lead to our greater
accessibility challenges in the U.S. That same
restaurant may be completely accessible in
terms of physical access. What remains
unchanged, however, is the ways in which
many still think about disability. This raises
a few questions that those without
disabilities should consider: whose job is it to
teach and change these attitudes? Should
disabled people have to do all the work in
educating those without disabilities? What
actions can you take to learn, and educate
others about interacting with people with
disabilities?

This limited sort of thinking leads to other
challenges, such as when people with
disabilities do not do what is “expected” of
them. When I say “expected”, I am referring
to the idea that many people have
preconceived notions of what a person with a
disability can and should do, which can lead
to dissonance and frustration when these
expectations are interrupted. A simple
example of this comes from when I ride public
transportation to get around, a common mode
of transportation for people with disabilities.
When I ride, I sometimes sit on a seat instead
of in my wheelchair, as it is more comfortable
to do this on longer trips and it feels safer.
This is not usually a problem. However, there
still are times in which the bus driver will

look at me and tell me I must sit in my chair.
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Now, I know that there is no law saying
this, and quite frankly, so do they. However,
my not sitting in my chair defies the
construction of what a person with a
disability can and cannot do for this person.
People with disabilities are viewed as static,

as fixed in what they are able to do.

Even though I experience limiting attitudes
from individuals regarding disability from
time to time, I do see change occurring in two
main ways. Both involve a changing
perspective and focus on how persons with

disabilities are viewed.

First, there is growing awareness of
something called the social model of
disability. This is in contrast to the long-held
conception of disability in the “medical
model”. In the medical model, disability is
construed as what’s wrong with you. Using a
wheelchair. Having a visual impairment.
Limb loss. The emphasis then becomes to fix
the person, rather than considering how the
world around them helps to construct
disability. I should note that this medical
model can still be useful in developing things
to help people with disabilities, such as
wheelchairs and the service dog industry, if
people with disabilities are included in the

process. But it is not enough.
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The social model of disability helps fill the
gaps left by the medical model. It puts the
focus on the surrounding environment of a
person, and how that environment is what
causes disability to exist. That is to say, a
person who uses a wheelchair is not disabled
until they encounter a building with no ramp,
or a store with no accessible bathroom. The
goal here is to focus on how we can improve
the world we live in, rather than trying to
“fix” the person. This has led to all sorts of
wonderful innovations, particularly the
advocation of “universal design”, which is a
broad strategy that considers the way that
spaces are constructed to be accessible for
everyone, regardless of ability level. This can
be everything from a new workout facility
built without any stairs to facilitate easy
access to ensuring that professional
presentations always include captioning, sign
language interpreters, and anything else
needed to make a presentation accessible.
This new way of thinking helps to
reconceptualize disability. It gives us a
framework through which we can seek to
improve the world around us, and to
understand how different behaviors and
actions help to create disability.

A second major way in which I have seen
disability shift and change in the U.S., and
again, really across the world, is a focus on
the ability of what people can do. This builds
on the social model of disability, as it helps to
create a society which focuses on what people
can do, rather than what they are unable to
do.
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Can you guess what one of the major
drivers of this shift is? An element of society
that is advancing attitudes toward what
people with disabilities can do?

SPORT! Sport is a major driver of this
momentum in many communities. And not
only on the elite level, but all the way down
to the recreational level as well. People with
disabilities who participate in sports are
visual reminders of agility, strength,
quickness, stamina and talent. We are
weekend warriors and elite athletes. We
demonstrate what can be accomplished and

knock down misperceptions about limits.

Just as importantly, people with
disabilities who participate in sport are
healthier, they are more engaged with their
communities, and they are far more likely to
be employed. All of these things help to
demonstrate to societies that people with
disabilities are not burdens on the
community, or drains on public goods, but
rather that they are meaningful members of

society, who can and do contribute.

These shifts in attitudes and perspectives
are excellent developments in the march
towards true equality for persons with
disabilities. I think that the United States
has a lot to offer the world in this arena, but I
am also keenly aware that we still have much
progress to be made. And we have a lot to

learn from the rest of the world ...
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Starting here with Japan, our 2020
Olympic and Paralympic Games hosts! My
teammates and I have felt welcomed and
embraced on every trip we’'ve made to Japan.
We are watching with excitement as your
preparations for the Games come together,
and have noticed and appreciated how much
has been done to advance the Paralympic
movement in Japan along with progress
around accessibility issues. And by hosting
events like today’s Symposium on
Accessibility, our hosts and all of you here
today are contributing to a better future for
people with disabilities in your country and

around the world.

Once again, thank you to the city of
Setagaya for hosting this Symposium on
Accessibility and for inviting my teammates
and me to participate in dialogue around
such an important topic. We also thank the
city of Setagaya for hosting Team USA
during the Tokyo Games as the home of the
Team USA High Performance Center at
Okura Sports Park. Team USA athletes are
so fortunate to have such an incredible home
base during the Games, and we're grateful to
the entire community of Setagaya for
welcoming us so warmly. We are honored to
prepare and train in your community.

Coming off this week’s World Wheelchair
Rugby Challenge, I can say firsthand that the
Tokyo Games will be amazing. My teammates
and I have visited, and trained at, the great
competition venues and met so many

enthusiastic locals.
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We are excited about what awaits the
competitors and spectators in 2020. We are so
grateful for the hard work that’s going in to
preparing for the Games, and for the
enthusiasm the people of Japan have shown
in welcoming us. When Team USA arrives in
Tokyo and the 2020 Games are officially
opened, we will celebrate alongside the people
of Japan — and fans around the world — as
another chapter in the story of the Olympic

and Paralympic Games begins.

Thank you for including Team USA and
myself in these important discussions. We
look forward to continuing the conversation
around accessibility and to returning to your

beautiful city soon.
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