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[The purpose of the following is to provide a general overview about the shifting paradigms in the disability community as a way for fellow Republicans to continue to broaden our base of support by reaching out to an untapped resource of talent, know-how, drive, dedication, and skill.]

There are more than 56 million children and adults with disabilities in this country, amounting to just about 1 in 5 Americans.  Disabilities may be physical (i.e., blindness, deafness, or those using wheelchairs or crutches), learning (i.e., Dyslexia or Attention Deficit Disorder), developmental (i.e., cerebral palsy or the medical condition of mental retardation), and psychiatric (i.e., bipolar disorder, schizophrenia, or clinical depression).

Historically, people with disabilities were seen as objects of charity to be cared for, literally from cradle to grave.  The role of benevolent groups was to make life as comfortable as possible, based on the premise that having a disability necessarily meant that a life could not be as meaningful and productive as for those without disabilities.  But, this antiquated and outdated approach has now given way to the philosophy that we as people with disabilities must determine the scope and destiny of our own lives and not rely on others to do this for us.  In the spirit of self-determination, people with disabilities are shifting themselves from the government rolls to the payrolls.

In light of this backdrop, we as Republicans have a unique role to play as we continually seek to broaden the base of support among people with disabilities, their family, and friends as we work to secure another Republican victory this November.  To enhance full participation in the life of the community, hand-outs are not the way to go.  Rather, hand-UPS are the key to decreasing the unemployment rate, promoting civic and political participation, and fostering increased expectations regarding one's potential and obligation to do one's part in society.  Along with rights come commensurate responsibilities, and such is true, irrespective of the presence or absence of a disability.

For far too long, the Democrats have mischaracterized the real Republican record on disability in order to minimize the true contributions of our leadership in enhancing equality of opportunity for millions of men, women, and children with disabilities.  It is time to set the record straight.

In 1990, President George H. W. Bush signed into law the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), landmark legislation which prohibits disability-based discrimination in the areas of employment, state and local government, places of public accommodation, transportation, and telecommunications.

Further indicative of the Republican commitment to people with disabilities, within three weeks of coming into office, President George W. Bush issued his New Freedom Initiative (NFI), his blueprint for continuing the work of his father.  The NFI addressed assistive technologies (adaptive equipment to enable people with disabilities to undertake the same daily tasks as others), employment, education, and community-based living outside of an institutional setting.  

In the next article installment, focused attention will be devoted to the work of the NFI as well as other groundbreaking efforts by Republicans to ensure equal dignity and full societal participation by people with disabilities.  Our Republican accomplishments fall into areas including but not limited to:

       * Assistive technologies
       * Business compliance with the ADA
       * Cultural sensitivity
       * Community-based living
       * Defense of the ADA before the US Supreme Court
       * Education
       * Employment
       * Entrepreneurship among people with disabilities
       * Housing and home ownership
       * People with intellectual disabilities
       * People with psychiatric disabilities
       * Resource and information centralization
       * Transportation
       * Voting and access to polling places

Since the disability community constitutes almost 20% of the general population, disability has an impact on every one of us.  Either we or someone we know has a disability.  There is no need to hide behind sugar-coated terminology regarding the word "disability," and there is no need to minimize use of this word either by downplaying its existence or thinking that its very presence necessarily denotes any degree of inferiority.  Disability itself is merely a characteristic, nothing more and nothing less.  Simply having a disability does not mean that an individual should become the object of pity.  If attitudes about disability are to be changed, we must address them head-on by attacking the root causes behind limited expectations, not simply changing the language alone.

Going beyond the old approach of merely seeking to provide a "cure" for the disabling condition itself, the new prevailing paradigm promotes community integration into the economic, political, and social facets of societal life.

Action steps between now and next week:  (1) Write down the names of people with disabilities who you may know and (2) keep note of their contact information.  Soon, you will be armed with new information that will be of direct importance to them, and this information may serve as an effective recruitment tool to encourage them to get involved in our Grand Old Party!
