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Advocate for people with disabilities says More work needed
Jackie Hyra
The Jamestown Sun - 10/18/2006
The executive director and founder of Break Through Inc. travels the nation creating awareness of and sensitivity to people with disabilities. Ben D. Anderson spoke at Jamestown College students and the public Tuesday.

Anderson, a native of Kenmare, N.D., was born with cerebral palsy and has firsthand knowledge of what can happen to a child or adult who is stereotyped as “handicapped.” With a speech impediment as well as a physical disability, as a young child he was misdiagnosed with an IQ in the 60s and placed in special education classes.

“I came from an educational system that didn’t understand the intellectual ability of people with disabilities,” he said. “If you look at the whole history of educational systems and disabilities, there was a whole movement — on site, out of sight, out of mind.”

Anderson spent from 1957 to 1965 out of sight himself at what was then called the Crippled Children’s School — now the Anne Carlsen Center for Children — in Jamestown. If he were a child today, he would be educated in the public school system, but he sees the importance of places like the ACCC.

“Some children are born with so many health problems, sometimes home life is not possible because of the cost involved,” he said. “The public school cannot provide the kind of intense health needs for those children, so schools like the Anne Carlsen Center are very important.”

Anderson lamented that children are still being born in the United States with such severe health problems that they often don’t live beyond their teen years and need residential schools like the ACCC.

“We can go to the moon, but we can’t figure that out,” he said.

Anderson, who believes in mainstreaming children with disabilities whenever possible, said children need to be challenged and helped to reach their goals. In order to advocate mainstreaming, however, he said it’s important to understand the other side of the issue. Often that has to do with cost. When people argue that the school system should not spend the money it takes to educate a child with disabilities, he answers, “What if that child was yours?”

Anderson’s own educational background made attending college a greater challenge than it need have been.

“It’s very hard to go to college when the foundation is not there,” he said.

But he did graduate from the University of Wisconsin-Stout in 1992 with a Bachelor of Science degree in vocational rehabilitation, with an emphasis in community-based rehabilitation.

Even in the university culture, Anderson was faced with people who had views he disagreed with about people with disabilities. One college PhD. told his class 65 percent of people with disabilities would rather be dead.

“It blew my socks off,” Anderson said. “His suggestion was people don’t like being disabled. My answer was, he didn’t like being disabled himself.”

Anderson jokes about his disability at times. He told the audience he had planned to attend seminary, but dropped out the first day of a Greek language class because he had enough trouble speaking English.

“I tell people back East that I have a North Dakota accent,” he said.

But the topic of equality for people with disabilities is a serious one. Anderson said the Americans with Disabilities Act — which became law in 1990 — was a watered down version because the hospitality industry objected to the original terms. 

Although later versions of the law were improvements, enforcement still depends today upon interpretation of the rules, and public perceptions about disabilities still need improvement, he said. Anderson was once denied a room at a motel in a large city when the clerk, who was dealing with a long line of check-ins, chose not to deal with him. 

While some aspects of modern life are improving for those with disabilities, others are slow to catch up. Anderson said contractors today are building handicap accessible homes with an aging population in mind, but many businesses remain inaccessible to people with disabilities. He said ADA building regulations can be waived if a business can show that complying would create a hardship. Anderson argues that a public business should be open to all the public.

“We live in 2006 — 17 years after ADA — why are we having building problems now?” he asked. 

People can learn more about Anderson, his life and work on the Internet at www.bendanderson.com.
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