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6 ABILITY

life. We were really busy in those two weeks because
we had to shut down the tiny house, pack up and get
the travel trailer ready and try and find time to see all
of our friends and family to say goodbye. We are driv-
ing right now it has been slow with the trailer and we
brought our Australian Shepherd, Bambi, with us so we
have to let her out along the way. Of course when you
travel things donʼt always go smoothly and we were
about 5 hours into our trip and a trailer tire blew well
completely shredded up! We had to put on the spare
and drive to Walmart to get two new tires! We were
lucky that we were ok and the damage was minimal.

We met up with some family in Utah over the Memori-
al day weekend and did some mountain biking and hit
the hot springs. It was a lot of fun I had never been in
the hot springs so very exciting for me.

We will be staying at an Airbnb campground because
all of the regular campgrounds nearby are completely
full. I guess everyone camps in Utah in the summer
time? Iʼm thinking it will be a good time, kind of like
when I travel for my Motocross schools and we are in
the trailer with Bambi too, so same thing.

I wonʼt be doing my East coast classes this summer
since I wasnʼt sure
where I would be. I
will be doing some
smaller classes close
by. I have one in
Utah coming up next
month so at least I
will still get in some
riding time!

Time for me to pack
up the trailer again
now I am headed
home, well new
home! Hope to see
you guys at some
tracks out in Utah!

appy Summer everyone! Well not really yet,
but it finally feels like summer at least here in
Florida. Just watched the outdoor round of

Moto at Pala Raceway out in California, so excited the
outdoor races have started again it looks like it will be a
heated series, Iʼm really looking forward to watching
all of the rounds.

My life has taken another turn and I will be moving out
to Utah for a bit and maybe even longer. Iʼm excited
and not excited at the same time, you know that feel-
ing? Lindsey, my wife, has started working with her
brother in wood finishing. It is something that she is
really getting into and her brotherʼs boss wound up hir-

ing her, he
even started to
learn ASL so
he can talk to
her so that is
pretty cool!
She will have
to get some
experience
before she can
do this type of
work on her
own so we
decided to
pack up our
travel trailer
and head out
to Utah. We
may wind up
buying a house
out there but
we want a
chance to try
and see where
we would
move to.

We came home to Saint Augustine for 2 weeks to pack
and say goodbye to our friends and family so now you
know why Iʼm excited and not excited. I will miss
everyone, but Iʼm also ready for a new adventure in my afmxschool.com 

ashleyfiolekmxcoach@gmail.com

H
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While scrolling through my e-mails last week I noticed
there was that one I dread every month, just sitting there,
eying me up, as if to say playtime is over. It stood out
from all the other junk ones like crepe erase facial cream,
overstock, Chewy, Date4PennilessLosers, some Pinterest
one with ideas of how to make my spare bathroom into a
mancave or the About Today one that gives six reasons to
drink plenty of water. I didn’t open it, but I have a sneaky
suspicion that one is because you’re thirsty. Anyway, the
dreadful e mail I get every month was beaming like a
neon light as I blankly stared at it. I didn’t need to open it.
I knew exactly what it was. It was the ABILITY Maga-
zine editor guy throwing out a deadline for the next
humor column. Ughhh, you gotta be kidding me. Didn’t I
just do one of those last month? I don’t even remember
what I wrote about. I try to forget those things as soon as
I’m finished writing them. 

This AM guy always asks in the e mail if I’ll be able to
have an article by such-and-such a date. My answer is
always the same. “No, I can’t see it happening.” Then, a
little later, I feel bad and wind up writing one. I think
it’s because I have a big heart and I worry for this editor
guy. If the magazine goes under who knows how it
might affect him—probably wander the street asking for
spare change. I’ve met him once or twice, he’s an odd
character who seems a bit unstable. He has a dry sense
of humor and if you take the time to analyze his jokes
you might just chuckle, but who really has time for that,
so you just throw out one of those fake, pity laughs to
appease him. When you talk to him his eyes dart around

as if there is a deep-seeded paranoia that lurks beneath
his skin. I don’t think the guy is harmful like a serial
killer. I’d put him into, maybe, the stalker category. The
long and short of it was… it was time to write another
article. I can’t stand snakes or heights. The two jobs at
the bottom of my list are snake catcher and high-rise
exterior window washer. But I would rather wash a win-
dow of a skyscraper with King Cobra in my hand then
write another humor column.

Sometimes I think I’m the only writer in the world who
doesn’t like to write. I shouldn’t say that. I’m sure
there’s a lot of people who hate what they do. One of
the biggest hurdles is what the hell to write about. I’ve
been writing for this magazine for over twenty years,
and I’m spent. I got nothing. I think I’ve covered every
topic out there except maybe the mating habits of Hum-
mingbirds and 16th century Western European stone
building. The good thing is, when the AM guy bamboo-
zled me into writing columns for the magazine, he gave
me free reign to write about whatever struck my fancy.
The only caveat was to make it funny. That’s not an
easy feat, especially when you’re grumpy because
you’re doing something you hate to do, i.e., writing.
Sometimes I’ll write a sentence, then put my head down
on the desk, and take a nap for twenty minutes. Then I
wake up rejuvenated, write a couple more sentences,
and before you know it, I’m back down for another nap.
I pride myself on laziness. Anyway, they say the aver-
age American doesn’t get enough sleep, so I try to do
my part. The only problem is I’ve noticed it’s becoming

HUMOR THERAPY

Writing’s Not All Write With Me
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an obstacle in trying to finish my irksome, vexatious
articles.

Many times, I find myself staring at the computer screen
pondering why am I even doing this? What do I get out
of it? Don’t I have other things to do with my valuable
time? I guess not since I’ve been asking myself this
question for over twenty years. The truth is I don’t even
know how many people read my humor columns and, if
they do, do they even like it? Occasionally someone will
write in to complain about some line, I wrote that
offended them. In a way it makes me feel good to know
someone is reading my hard work. I have a standard
answer for anyone who comes at me like that. I politely
let them know that the offensive line was not something
I wrote but was added by my editor guy. He doesn’t care
about affronting someone if he thinks it will bring a
laugh is what I tell the upset reader. Once in a blue
moon someone will compliment me on how much they
enjoyed my article. I have no choice but take full credit
for those.

I’ve now written over half my article and I still have not
come up with an idea of what to write about. There’s got
to be something out there to interest my readers. I’m
racking my brain. OMG, I’ve just had an epiphany I
don’t think it’s the writing I hate. I believe it’s the think-
ing. I’ve never liked to think. I find it extremely
exhausting. If I think for over six or seven minutes, I’m
drained which makes total sense why I’m cat napping
while writing these columns. And, believe me, I know

it’s a cat nap because when I wake up, I find myself
licking my hands. 

I’m almost finished writing about thinking about what I
could write about. It hasn’t been easy, but soon I will
turn my work in to that pesky editor stalker guy and get
him off my back. I think he has some female partner he
works with and they talk about me saying things like,
“He’s so difficult to work with,” and “Why he can’t
meet a deadline?” They may have a point. I don’t really
think about it. It’s too draining. My favorite part of the
whole process is coming up though. It’s when I hit that
send button and my hard, tedious, unappreciated column
flies off to that paranoid editor guy and, for one glorious
month I will have peace in my world. I can go back to
living again and enjoying life. And, just when I think all
is good and I’m basking in some happiness, that neon-
flashing e mail will arrive in my box with a deadline for
another article and my brief respite of tranquility will be
stolen once again from me with no regard for my well-
being. There’s no use fighting it, it’s just the way these
AM people operate, disregarding human life and fragile
emotions. It’s all about the funny with those cats.
Speaking of cats, it’s time for another cat nap now. Who
knows, maybe the magazine people will send me some
treats for my hard work.

Jeff Charlebois
wheelfunnystuff.com
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At Mina, a request for service requires you to raise your
hand as a gesture to attract attention. Then the waiter
places your order on a food delivery EPOS. A smart-
phone or a pen could be used for more elaborate com-
munication. This gives the restaurant an unusual air of
tranquility until late towards the evening, when a folk
music band springs to life, adding a touch of fun.

On Fridays, Su hurries to the restaurant around 5 PM.
The business owner loves to catch up with old cus-
tomers, while addressing urgent matters with the band.
Dressed in jeans topped off by a fedora hat, Su first
greets all the acquaintances and friends, old and new, as
he enters. He looks cool, but he speaks in a rather slow
and patient tone. In these years, by running the restau-
rant and making documentaries, he has tried to show a
line between the able-bodied and the disabled and bring
the two communities closer. 

Documentary filming: time of companionship

There are quite a few difficulties to overcome when
working as an independent documentary director: low
viewing figures, tricky releases, and low profits. Of all
his productions since 2001, only the Age of Sign Lan-
guage is available to be viewed online. The toughest
days are now over. With a steady source of income from
the catering business to live on, more opportunities arise
as more people get to know both his restaurant and his
films. 

When he was young, Su was always close to his deaf
brother, who often came home with classmates. By
observing their interaction, he became the only family
member with a knowledge of sign language. His parents
had to rely on him to communicate with their eldest son.
Once during the Spring Festival holiday, his brother

Born and raised in Inner Mongolia and now living in
Beijing, Su is an independent documentary film director
who worked at Chongqing TV and China Central Tele-
vision between 1998 and 2002. During that time, several
of his productions were released globally, including the
TV serial drama Chinese Cultural Relics and the docu-
mentary series the Stories of the Chinese People. He
then started to work freelance, with several of his works
thereafter, such as the White Tower, the Age of Sign
Language, Mr. Tang, and My Dear Beloved, throwing a
spotlight on the lives of disabled people in China.

In the Songzhuang Art Park of Tongzhou District, Bei-
jing, sits a Sichuan-style restaurant called Mina. The sun
shines through its large plank roof. A couple of bamboo
tables and chairs lay in the yard, with pots of plants dot-
ted in between as if echoing the greenery on the outside.
Photos of rock and roll stars like John Lennon and Bob
Dylan hang on the walls, exuding an artistic aura that is
part of Songzhuang. 

Artists flock to this area to pursue their careers, forming
the largest art community ever seen in Beijing or indeed
anywhere else in the country. At its height a few years
back, Songzhuang was a hive of activity. Following film
premieres or art shows, Mina was the place to go for
meals, drinks and chats. Its owner Su Qing said that he
felt good when one day he strolled around and found
that everyone had a familiar face. Now Mina’s name has
travelled far and wide, welcoming more and more new
customers who come to enjoy not only its graceful envi-
ronment but, more importantly, the service – all of the
service staff are deaf. Besides running the restaurant, Su
and his wife have a main line of business: independent
documentary filming. And their “subjects” are all peo-
ple with disabilities. 

苏青：纪录片中的生命延续

Su Qing: Life Extended in Documentary Films
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“told” Su, who by then had left to work in Chongqing
and came back only once a year: “I don’t come back
when you’re away. Not much fun here as I can’t talk
with our parents. Things are a lot better with you
around.”  It was only then that Su came to realize how
lonely his brother felt.

Su moved to Beijing in 2001 as he was looking for a
better place to pursue his goal of filming documentaries
about the deaf community. This was a decision he made
right from the start, wishing to shed light on people like
his brother.

In 2002, Su started his first production in Zhengzhou
City, Henan. One year later, the White Tower, the love
story of a deaf man named Jingming, was premiered at
the Marseille Festival of Documentary Film and was a
surprise winner of the First Film Award and the Renaud
Victor Award. He did not make the film just to win
awards but rather in memory of his brother, who died
unexpectedly in 2006. What’s more, he wanted to give a
voice to the deaf community. Next came the Age of
Sign Language, a documentary film of an investigative
nature featuring the deaf community. It was filmed in

many cities across the country, with a focus on deaf
people’s concerns in education, employment, and mar-
riage. The interviewees gave an account of their experi-
ences in front of the camera using sign language. All
was in silence, yet emotionally powerful, inviting the
audience to understand and sympathize as the sad or
dignified stories unfolded.

Su would not easily change his narrative style. He knew
that the audience loves stories that have a fair share of
twists and turns, ups and downs, tension and release. He
knew how to cut the footage to control the emotional
flow. But he never did that. He never wanted to show
how his protagonists worked things out or overcame dif-
ficulties. Instead, he wanted his filming process to be
some kind of companionship for them and a way to
identify with their joys and sorrows. He hoped that his
audience would emotionally share the amount of care,
love, and openness he tried to convey through his
works. Doubts were unavoidable. “What is your film
trying to sell to the audience?” He was asked. “Just feel-
ings” was his reply. “Do you mean you’ve put feelings
up for sale?”

In 2011, he started to film My Dear Beloved in the same
city – Zhengzhou. Out of all the special schools he had
investigated the previous time, he chose a better one,
hoping to prevent his protagonists from being subjected
to an overdose of sympathy and use. The film has a gen-
tle touch, featuring the girls’ memorable faces. The deaf
child, Li Cong, introduces her tortoise in sign language:
“Pretty loves to look at herself in the mirror, she’s so
conceited.” Another girl called Hanzi is practicing hugs
with her instructor. Yet another blind girl named Wang
Yiwen, in a brightly sunlit classroom, is singing the
famous Italian aria Caro Mio Ben (My Dear Beloved) –
after which the film is named. Not a single story was
narrated in full; only a miscellany of scenes of genuine
daily activities was presented, with the children’s inner
feelings trickling out under phoenix trees on campus. Su
hoped that this pure depiction of personal growth amid
everyday trivia would allow the audience to enter the
children’s world and to experience lives that are similar
to, yet different from, their own.

The phoenix trees in this film are as old as the school
itself. For 50 years, they have grown together with gen-
erations of students. Su used them to symbolize com-
panionship for the children, the kind of company that
the audience, the trees, the teachers and parents, and
obviously Su himself have provided.

My Dear Beloved took five years to finish. Initially, Su
feared that whatever he said might hurt the children’s
feelings. A simple greeting like “long time, no see”
would cause a great deal of trepidation when addressed
to a blind child. After a while, he found the children
much less sensitive than he was. “They are extraordinar-
ily expressive and visually inspiring.” A slant angle
against backlight was found best to film these blind

Su-Qing__QuarkTemplate.qxd  6/4/21  10:17 PM  Page 12
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children. Some viewers observed, “The director loved
the children in his scenes so much that he did not want
to intrude. The children were just left in their most nat-
ural and authentic state.” In a narrative pattern with no
beginning, development, climax, or end, Su was still
able to bring his audience along and let them feel his
care for his characters.

When asked whether he would accept funding to film a
documentary with strong tensions and a clear story line
that moves the audience to laughter and tears, Su gave a
resounding answer: “No, I definitely would not.” His
next production, titled “The Singing Just Around the
Corner”, tells of a blind lady pursuing her education
with the Shanghai Conservatory of Music. She is none
other than one of the characters in My Dear Beloved –
Wang Yiwen. Cost and time wise, few would be willing
to track the growth of a blind child across a span of ten
years since the previous film, but Su has done it.

Catering business: only a means of subsistence

“I always feel that those young people in whose compa-
ny I spent so long would soon be forgotten when the
filming was over.” This upset Su. “They provided me
with source material, but there was no way for me to

bring substantial change to their lives. I’ve had my films
broadcast on TV and my messages discussed, but the
people I interviewed received nothing. It was as though
nothing ever happened.” This is why Su, thinking that
he might as well follow a more practical path, decided
to open a restaurant in Songzhuang with his wife Mina
and hire deaf workers as an extension of his films. From
renovation to menu design to logistics to recruitment,
the couple were on their own. Step by step they built up
the business from scratch. The manager, Chen Fang-
fang, a main character in the Age of Sign Language,
was the first of their deaf employees. Now 12 deaf
workers are on board. 

“If we are in any way different from other ‘silent restau-
rants’, it’s that I’ve never intended to exploit them, to
use them as a money-making gimmick.” Quite a few of
Su’s friends asked him to refer some deaf people to their
companies, but he would only do so on one condition:
the employer must know sign language. “No sign lan-
guage means no communication and no reciprocity. The
use of sign language can change that. It enables a nor-
mal exchange that brings joy, meaning, and goodness in
life. I feel this is the most important thing. It’s beyond
what a job has to offer.”
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Despite his knowledge of sign language, however, Su
faces many challenges in personnel management. At
first, he used sign language to exchange ideas and hold
meetings with the staff, only to find some members
unable to understand him. He consulted Chen Fangfang
about the precision of his gestures, and she said by ges-
turing, “It’s not a matter of being imprecise. Rather, it’s
too precise. What you said is beyond their comprehen-
sion.” As Su discovered, single-mindedness happened to
be both the overriding strength and the overwhelming
shortcoming among his staff. “When I told them to go
to bed at 10 PM, they would definitely do so. That’s
because they don’t have all the social sophistication.
But once they are told of a better-paid and more desir-
able job, they will leave the next day without any hesita-
tion.” As this keeps happening, the turnover of the
restaurant staff remains high.

Peacemaking is also part of Su’s job, as a casual glance
from the hearing workers often leads to their deaf col-
leagues suspecting that they are disparaging them. Such
misunderstandings can only be solved by reconciliation.
Even things as simple as fingernail hygiene need Su’s
repeated reminders until the message is driven home.

For Su, running a restaurant is as important as filming
documentaries. He hopes to keep his catering business
for as long as he can, so that these people will maintain
their livelihoods and support themselves. He also has
the same hope for his filming career. 

In foreign countries where Su’s works were released, all
the audience were deaf. When they learned that Su is a
hearing man who knows sign language, they raised a
question: “You’re not deaf. How can you say you’re
filming deaf people?” Su replied in defiance, “I can use
sign language really well and I really wish I were deaf.”
He was somewhat defensive as he said this. In fact, he is
a quiet man, not a rhetorical type. He plays guitar and
loves drawing, but now he has no time or inclination for
these hobbies. He is the boss who must respond to a
host of issues at the restaurant: leaking pipes to be fixed,
dissents among dozens of employees to be settled, and
their personal needs to be taken care of. In the film-
making industry, he also abides by his rules as an inde-
pendent documentary director. In both roles, Su always
stays focused on these special individuals, extending
them the warmth of his companionship.

by Wang Yumeng    
Photography, Bai Fan

This story is part of a series of articles published as an 
exclusive editorial exchange between China Press for People 

with Disabilities & Spring Breeze and ABILITY Magazine
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Progress can be great. 

After six months of trying to locate custom motorcycle parts for my world record
attempt motorcycle, I am happy to announce the project has finally been started.
Later this summer, I will attempt to be the first person to document riding the Iron
Butt Association’s challenge called the 50CC. The grueling ride requires following
strict guidelines while riding from one side of the United States to the other; from
coast to coast, in under 50 hours. Quite a few riders have the distinguished plaque
hanging in there garage, but to date, no one has successfully documented the ride on
a custom built chopper! 

Progress or
Progress?

16    ABILITY
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The lesions are signs of my immune system attacking
the layer of insulation surrounding the nerve cells. The
attacks eventually subside, but leave the nerves with
damage in the form of scars. multiple sclerosis means
multiple scars. 

After this year's MRI, my doctor informed me I had
another three lesions appearing on the scans. My new
activity was located in my brain stem, specifically in an
area that could effect my balance and speech.

It wasn’t until I got home that I realized the correlation
between an issue I have been experiencing with my
voice over the last year or so when I was presenting. I
was contributing the hoarseness and raspy voice symp-
toms with riding so many miles and the wind and
breathing in the dirty traffic pollution for thousands of
hours each year. Unfortunately, my systems haven’t
cleared up, even after staying home a few months with
the covid shut downs. The more I look into it, I am
guessing the new lesions in my brain may be causing
something called spastic dysarthria, a common condi-
tion in MS patients caused by brain lesions specifically

This is my fourth crazy world record attempt to benefit
people living with Multiple Sclerosis. Yamaha donated
a brand new cruiser called a BOLT, and so I named my
fundraiser,  Nut on a Bolt. The motorcycle is being cus-
tomized to have the signature chopper characteristics,
extended front end, raked out forks chopped fenders, big
tall handlebars and pretty much anything comfort or
safely related, removed! It will be loud and definitely
not the bike someone would use to attempt crossing the
entire country in two days riding!

After the hopefully successful ride, the bike will be dis-
played at all the national bike shows and then it will be
raffled off at the end of the year. To donate in recogni-
tion of my efforts and to get a raffle ticket fit this one of
a kind motorcycle, go to NutonaBolt.com. 

Progress is a dirty word when it comes to a chronic illness. 

Disease progression was something I thought I was
escaping. For 15 years, my annual MRI scan was show-
ing no additional lesions in my brain or spinal cord, one
of the major diagnosing tools used in multiple sclerosis.
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in the corticobulbar tracts. It causes all of the symp-
toms I have been experiencing. Time to see another
specialist.

My cornea transplant from 7 months ago has resulted
in 20/400 vision, which makes me legally blind in
one eye. It looks like I am losing my ability to contin-
ue public speaking and I have a 6mm kidney stone
dangling in my left kidney, just waiting to shake
loose. Sometimes progress sucks.

What better way to kick my disease and other health
issues in the ass, then to ride an inappropriate badass
chopper across the entire country in two days. 

This countrywide chopper ride may end up being my
last world record attempt fundraiser, so be sure to fol-
low my progress. 

NutonaBolt.com
longhaulpaul.com

ABILITY   19
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ending your eighteen-year-old off to college typi-
cally involves a heady mix of excitement and fear.
Will it be a good fit? Can they handle life on their

own? Will they succeed? Now magnify those worries for
parents of students with documented learning differences,
such as Autism and ADHD. Who will understand them?
Will they self-advocate or slip perilously through the
cracks?  All valid concerns college-bound students with
learning disabilities face after high school. But Notre
Dame College in Cleveland assuages those fears through
an innovative initiative called The Thrive Learning Cen-
ter. Its director, Mary Jo Levand, has created a safe land-
ing zone that guides these students through college using
a personalized academic, social and emotional support
system. In a recent interview, ABILITY’s Priya Iyer
caught up with Levand to learn more about Thrive’s
holistic approach and their subsequent success preparing
students for college and life beyond graduation. 

Priya Iyer: I wanted to talk to you about the transforma-
tion from the Academic Support Center to the Thrive
Learning Center, what it means, and what a holistic
approach means. 

Mary Jo Levand: Absolutely. It’s so amazing, because
most of the people you run into in this industry have
some personal connection to it. Even if you don’t have a
child of your own who’s been diagnosed either with
autism or a learning disability, they have something. In

my own personal life, I have two children, one who was
dyslexic and another one with ADHD. That’s how I got
started. We were in private schools. I could tell that my
daughter wasn’t picking things up as quickly as she
should be, and I figured out there was a need. The
school kept telling me, “No, no, no,” because they
didn’t want to serve her, which is typically what you
hear. Even in public school systems you hear that.

I had a friend who was working at what was formerly
the Academic Support Center and now is at Thrive. We
started talking and I was like, “I would love to come and
help there. I would love to be a tutor.” I’m a certified
public accountant by my college background, but then I
have worked now at Thrive for ten years and I’ve done
just about every position.

Thrive is unique because, as you know, once you get out
of IDEA (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act)
and ADA (Americans with Disability Act) and the
Rehabilitation Act of 1973 takes over for college-age
students, the government kind of steps back. They’ve
done good things with IDEA. You can get IEPs and 504
plans. But they step back when it comes to college. You
had all these kids who were extremely bright, who were
getting the appropriate support they needed and were
being evaluated every year through school to make sure
that their accommodations and their support matched
what they needed.

S
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And then all of a sudden, they say, “OK, you did really
well. You got the support. You excelled in academics.
You really enjoyed learning. And now we’re not going
to help.” So 15 years ago, a few friends of mine got
together and said, “Let’s try taking some of those
accommodations that students are getting in high school
and let’s apply them to Notre Dame College’s courses
and curriculum.” And it worked out well, because we’re
a Catholic institution, and our mission is to serve
diverse populations, and students with learning disabili-
ties are a diverse and underserved population.

We started very small. We literally had two students our
first year. We didn’t advertise. We just wanted to see if
it would work. We didn’t want to give anyone the
impression that we had a program that we knew would
work and that we knew would be successful. It grew
from there. We definitely started on the academic side,
because we knew what supports worked in high school
and we transferred them over to the college setting. And
having two students, you could watch as they grew.
Well, we grew exponentially from there. Currently, we
serve about 100 students. We have 20 staff. They are
mostly part-time instructional advisors, and we call
them instructional advisors instead of tutors because, as
you know, a lot of times with students with learning dis-
abilities, it’s not about teaching them the content, but
it’s about helping them to organize, figuring out the best
ways for them to learn the material they are being intro-
duced to, and then maybe scattering in content.

What we found was peer tutoring, which is part of most
college tutoring centers, wasn’t enough, that the peer
tutors didn’t have enough background or insight into
what a student with a learning disability needs to be able
to help them successfully. So all of our tutors are profes-
sional tutors in the sense that they are subject-specific—
professionals in the areas of study that the student is
coming to them for, and that we provide professional
development and education to them based on all of the
different disabilities that we see within out center.

Iyer: That’s wonderful! Do you take students with all
different types of learning disabilities?

Levand: We have probably 13 different disabilities that
we serve at any one given time, the majority being
dyslexia, ADHD, and autism. But what we saw over the
past five years, when we hit that growing pain stage was
that accommodations in and for academics wasn’t
enough. When we took a real hard look at ourselves, we
realized that every place we were building was basically
a non-academic complement. So for instance, we have a
first-year seminar course that every student in the col-
lege has to take. What we did was, we took each and
every first-year freshman student who was going to be a
member of the Thrive Center, and we put them into a
specific section of that class.

Then we partnered with the Cleveland Clinic and their

behavioral modification and ADHD areas and we said,
“Here’s the syllabus that the college uses to teach this
course, and here are the subjects that we go over in that
course. What would you do for a student on the autism
spectrum? What would you add to the syllabus? What
would you do for a student with ADHD?” They not only
built it in, but they actually come in and teach that piece
for us. We have experts coming from the Cleveland
Clinic once a week who will teach those portions of that
course for our students.

The other thing we saw come out of that was relation-
ships for our students. For our students, on the social
and emotional side of things, college is a huge transition
for them, especially if they’re going to live on campus.
We thought about that piece of it. We’ve developed a
comm floor in our dormitory space that our students can
choose to live on. They don’t have to, but they can live
there, and each year they get to decide with the RA what
the parameters of that floor living will be. Which typi-
cally means more quiet hours and a quieter environment
overall. We do workshops for them. Our RA is educated
in the mental health needs and the educational issues of
the students on the floor.

One of the nice things is that a students’ diagnosis is
never given out, not to a professor or to an RA. The
only thing we give to anybody outside of our center is
how they can help and support. If we have two or three
students in a particular course and they may have two or
three different diagnoses, a professor doesn’t know
those diagnoses. He or she just knows what that student
needs, whether it’s priority seating, a copy of Power-
Points or lectures, or whether it’s being able to record
the class. They’re never judged; and they’re never seen
as the diagnoses. They’re just seen as a student who
needs some extra help to level the playing field for
them.

Iyer: What you do for students beyond the academics. 

Levand: We just kept going with non-academic comple-
ments. We found that mental health was one of those
issues where our students tended to need a little more
support. Our counseling center on campus is outstand-
ing, but probably 25 percent of the students they were
seeing were our students. We collaborated with them
and now we have an on-site counseling center. Our stu-
dents can see a campus counselor right within our
Thrive Learning Center, which helps them feel less
threatened. They don’t have to walk to another place.
They don’t have to identify. They feel less judged.
We’ve seen a huge increase in them using the mental
health aspect of support at our college and that’s helped
in a lot of respects.

It helped immensely during COVID. We’ve been doing
group work and projects, so even in this virtual environ-
ment, our counselors put together some virtual groups
where our students could get together on Zoom or on
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Team, see one another, and talk about the things they
were all experiencing and going through. We’ve done
that in the center for the past three years, but we kept it
going on Zoom, and that really helped, because our stu-
dents felt so isolated in this environment. We had multi-
ple students going virtual last March, and then we did a
hybrid plan during and between the fall and spring
semesters. We had quite a few students with Autism
Spectrum Disorder (ASD) who decided not to continue
this spring.

That made us a little anxious, because they’re great kids
and do well academically, but it was the social isolation.
Using Zoom didn’t work for them. So we allowed them
to come in and still have personal counseling with our
mental health providers. And fortunately, all of them are
coming back next fall, because we are planning on
being face-to-face next fall. So I feel good that we were
able to take that group of students and hold on to them
and keep them engaged enough to bring them back next
fall and not give up on their dreams.

That’s kind of the goal here. We see so many students.
You saw our video and the one young lady in it who
said her second grade teacher told her she would never
graduate from college. She’s graduating. She’s got a job
with a wonderful educational school district here in
Cleveland. She couldn’t be more thrilled. That’s what

we’re trying to do. We’re trying to provide the same
education that every person is entitled to, to those stu-
dents who need a few more accommodations. It’s not
fair to believe that once they’re out of high school, they
will know how to self-advocate; they can self-determine
and they will be more than happy to tell their professors
what they need.

We’ve also seen so many college environments put the
responsibility on the student to prove that they need
those accommodations. Why am I going to be judge and
jury and say, “You don’t need those any longer”? We
still evaluate them every year. We evaluate them every
class to decide whether or not they need all of the
accommodations for each specific class, and they
always have the ability to tell us, “I don’t want you
sending my accommodations to this or that professor.”
The student’s always in charge. But we’ve decided that
the best way to handle this population is as an individ-
ual. So if we keep our numbers down, if we keep it
somewhere around 100, we can do that effectively and
efficiently, and we’re individualizing college for these
students who really want to be there. And we’ve seen so
many of them succeed.

We do progress advising with them. That helps with
their organizational skills. We help them with register-
ing for courses to make sure they stay on track. The

Mary-Jo-Levand__QuarkTemplate.qxd  6/3/21  10:02 PM  Page 22



ABILITY   23

majority of our students graduate in about four and a
half years, which is a great average for any student. We
also do a lot of recognition for them. Delta Alpha Pi is
an international fraternity for students with learning dis-
abilities. We are a chapter. We do have a chapter at
Notre Dame and in the Thrive Center, and these kids
have never been recognized for these kinds of things
before, and they’re ecstatic. So we spend a lot of time
celebrating the fact that they are achieving things just as
much, if not more, than other students.

One of our biggest takeaways is the self-esteem built
into these students over the four years where they are
becoming adults, becoming independent, learning to
live on their own, and taking control of what they want
to do. That was my soap box. (laughs)

Iyer: That is great! You covered a lot that I wanted to
touch upon! (laughs) You touched upon the young lady
who mentioned that the teacher in second grade told her,
“You wouldn’t go to college.” I think that happens with
a number of these children. I saw on your video, where
you said, “We focus on your capabilities rather than
your disabilities.”

Levand: Right.

Iyer: I thought that was extremely refreshing. How do

you talk to the teaching staff at Notre Dame to look at
the abilities of these students and focus on their
strengths rather than focusing on what they cannot do?  

Levand: We do provide professional development for
them as well, which is another one of those non-acade-
mic complements. When I’m doing presentations or
consulting, I always point that out. We have to build
bridges and work together, especially for professors,
because they typically don’t have an education certifi-
cate. They haven’t gone through how to educate a
diverse population. Their assumption is—and it’s true—
all of our students come in under the same standards.
They have to have the same grade point. Their standard-
ized testing is looked at, and all of that. They’re there
under the same standards. But what we do with the pro-
fessors, because most of our students typically have had
to work harder and work more than a neurotypical stu-
dent. So our students stand out in a college classroom
because they don’t have their computer open in front of
them. They’re listening intently to the professor. And
they’re the ones asking questions and for clarification. 

So typically, the professors like our students better than
they like most students, because most college students
will walk in and they may have their phone out. I hear
the professors say that all the time. Where our students
have learned, “OK, I want to do well. I know what it
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takes for me to do well. That means listening, being an
active listener and an active participant.” They kind of
love it.

What we have seen on the autism spectrum, if we have
some students who have Tourette’s and they’re inter-
rupting the class a lot, we’ve handed our professors
some tools to deal with that, whether that’s pulling a
student aside and saying, “I’m going to use a key word
or some kind of a physical motion, and that will tell you
that you’re interrupting and need to let other people
talk.” Or, “We’re going to stop talking about this now
and we’ll talk about it later.” So we’re empowering pro-
fessors who have no educational background whatsoev-
er to deal with the interruptions. What they’re seeing is
that these students are still some of the brightest, some
of their best students.

Iyer: That’s very good. The center promotes a holistic
approach, I’d like to get a little more on what that
means.

Levand: A holistic approach to us is, when a student’s
coming to college, it’s a lifestyle change. In their
progress meetings, the progress advisor will talk to them
about, “How are things going with friends?” They may
even talk to them dating or relationships outside of the
college academic arena. We look at our students and we
want to make sure that they’re having a positive experi-
ence overall.

We also want them to keep fostering their other inter-
ests. If we have a student who loves performing arts, we
may say, “We’re going to put you in contact with our
theater director. Let’s see if you can try out for a play or
be stage crew,” or whatever it may be. We don’t only
look at them for what they’re doing in the classroom.
We don’t ever stop there. We hold a lot of social events.
We do them both center-sponsored, where it will be just
a group of Thrive students, and we may take them bowl-
ing or to a professional sporting event. One of the things
we do in Cleveland is take them on the city’s Rapid
Transit system. When our students have to do an intern-
ship—many of our majors require them—they’ll have to
make their way downtown, so we will take them on the
Rapid, because a lot of them have never used public
transportation. 

We’ll also take them out to dinner and say, “OK, if
you’re in a business setting and you have to go out for a
business lunch or a business meeting, this is what we
would do.” We do a lot of modeling for them, a lot of
role-playing, but we never, ever stop just at what’s
going on in their courses. It takes every piece of what
the student is experiencing in those college years.

Iyer: That’s really refreshing, because a lot of attention is
paid to academic strengths, and these students bring so
much more to the table with other abilities they may
have. You never know where their talents will take them.

Levand: And of course for so many of these students,
because academics has been such a struggle, their self-
esteem is coming from those other interests. So you
want to keep fostering them, and you also want them to
be comfortable with new situations, which so many
times our students are so hesitant to try. We do a lot of
things, even with career and job fairs, where they’ll be
like, “I don’t want to go into that big setting. I don’t
want to see a hundred persons looking at me to see if
they want to employ me.” So we’ll say, “Let’s go
together.” We’ll take a group of 10 or 20 students, and
we’ll stand in the background and say, “Target three or
four companies you want to introduce yourself to and
hand a résumé to. If you get concerned or nervous, we’ll
be sitting over here. Come talk to us and we’ll answer
your questions in real-time with feedback.” As opposed
to, “I went and did this. It was a bad experience. I froze.
I won’t ever do it again.”

Iyer: What are your success stories in terms of students
being employed outside of the Thrive Learning Center?
How have they done?

Levand: The majority of them have done really well.
Obviously, a lot of them are employed in their major,
but a lot aren’t. I think that’s true of any student. But the
thing that has helped us the most is that we educate the
community as well. Like I said, our students have to
have internships, and while they’re doing their intern-
ships, we’ll visit. We’ll shadow them and see how the
student’s doing. We say to the employers, “If you want
us to help you understand what our student needs, we
will do that. We will only do that for the internships,
because through the internships we hope to empower
the students to do that on their own, to understand what
it is they need to be successful in the job they are doing.

We’ve had great success with that. We have a program
called the Professional Engagement Program, where we
bring business professionals in and run mock interviews
for our students. Because we don’t ever want our stu-
dents going into an interview with stress and anxiety.
We try to prepare them. And as those business people
come in, they see what we do and they see the talents of
our students. I think there’s still a long way to go,
though, overall in the business community. I think so
many corporations are hesitant to hire students. We also
tell our students that they don’t need to identify. If they
feel they can go through the job interview and secure
the job and do it without identifying with a learning dis-
ability, then go ahead and do it. But again, that’s their
personal choice.

We also help them make that decision as to when and
where. I was just on the phone with an alumnus who
runs the Cleveland Clinic Summer Treatment Program
for students who need behavioral modification, so most-
ly ADHD. And he’s done that ever since he was a stu-
dent. He started with the program when he was a stu-
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dent at Notre Dame, and he became a counselor there.
So he’s done it for 10 years, and now he’s running the
program, because like a lot of our students, they want to
give back. He says, “A lot of people helped me. I want
to be able to help in the same way.” They feel the
enrichment in that. It has worked out really well.

We also have an alumni group program for those stu-
dents who may have gone out and gotten a job that may
not be in their major, and still want to find something in
their major. A lot of times they still need a little extra
scaffolding or maybe their major was what they wanted,
but now they find that the jobs they can get in their
major aren’t what they thought they would be doing
with that major. Two to three years down the line, we
have students who come back to us and say, “What do I
do now?” But we have about an 80 percent success rate,
which is good, I think.

Iyer: Yes, that’s really good! And even your retention
rate of students coming back to the program is good.
That speaks to the success of the program.

Levand: I agree.

Iyer: You said you’re limiting the enrollment to 100 stu-
dents. I’m sure the demand that you’re seeing is far,
higher. I’m sure it’s difficult to cull from the pool of
applicants, how do you limit it to 100 students?

Levand: Because we are a small college, the intent of

the Thrive Learning Center has always been to be about
10 percent of the total undergraduate population at the
college, because we do want these students to have a
true college experience. We don’t want them to feel like,
“I’m going to this college made for students with learn-
ing disabilities.” We’ve always had the intent to keep it
to 10 percent of the population. We also feel that that’s
the number of students a professor can manage and suc-
cessfully help as well. We give presentations all the time
to prospective high school students and families, and I
say, “There’s not a one-size-fits-all for every student,
even for students with learning disabilities looking for
support. The spectrum of support that is out there now is
huge. You can’t assume that just because a college says
they have a college support center for students with
learning disabilities, that it’s the same as the next col-
lege support center you’ll see. You have to look at the
college, look at the size of it. Do you want to be in a
college where the undergraduate population is 1,000,
15,000, 20,000, or 30,000? Do you want to be in an
urban or a suburban setting? And then you have to fac-
tor in, where is the support? So maybe I’m OK with a
1,000-person college because the support and the per-
sonalized experience I’ll get will make up for not going
to the 40,000-person university, where I would just be a
number and probably have the same number of friends
or even less, and support wouldn’t be there for me.”

I tell everybody, “Do your homework. Look at every-
thing you think you could possibly want.” We also have
a limited number of majors, so the number of majors
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you’ll get at a big university versus the number at a
smaller university should matter. That doesn’t mean you
can’t come to the smaller university. We have programs
like a three-plus-two program with Case Western
Reserve University, where the students do three years at
Notre Dame College and then go on to Case Western
Reserve University for their two years of engineering
specialty. It’s automatic. If you do this program and start
it during your first year at Notre Dame and then gradu-
ate in those three years, you can go on to Case Western
Reserve. It’s the same with zoology. 

You have to figure out what you want. A lot of students
we talk to want to go to culinary school, which most
universities don’t offer. It has to be the right fit for the
student, and that’s what we look for. Since we’ve been
doing it for 15 years, we try to fit the student, and we try
to meet them where they are. We’re not trying to fit
them to our program. We’re trying to see if our program
will fit them.

Iyer: Where do the majority of your students come
from?

Levand: The majority of them come from the Ohio area.
I can remember this very vividly myself, because I
knew my child had a learning disability, and I knew that
college was going to be very anxiety-ridden and stress-
ful, so I wanted her close by. I let her look, but she came
to the same conclusion. She wanted her freshman year
to be some place that if she wanted to come home for
the weekend or we needed to see her, it wouldn’t be dif-
ficult. That’s what we see with the majority of our stu-
dents and our families. They’re within a three- to four-
hour radius from us so that the students are away from
home, but they’re close enough that there’s access to
family.

Iyer: But I’m sure that as word gets out about your pro-
gram, there will be so much more interest nationally.

Levand: Yes. Actually, we are seeing an increase. We’ve
had about 10 to 15 students now from other states and
even other countries, because we are a division two ath-
letic school. We get many students from out of the coun-
try. And that’s interesting, because they have a different
set of rules and regulations for accommodations, so
when we’re looking at the accommodations they had in
high school, it’s pretty interesting to see the differences.

Iyer: You’ve talked about COVID a little and how
you’ve dealt with the challenges during the pandemic.
How did that impact your students? We’ve heard so
much about mental health issues. And how do you think
it will impact them in the future? 

Levand: Yes. It really isolated our students. A lot of
them who are in between courses will be with our
Thrive Learning Center, whether they’re getting tutoring
or they’re doing their progress advising. We have what I

call a natural study/chill spot where they can be. We did
that intentionally, because our students tend to be anx-
ious, so if they find an area that they’re comfortable in,
we want them to be there. We have this spot where they
can study privately, talk with one another, or have lunch.
So many of them don’t make the first move to reach out
to one another. It’s more, “Oh, hey, I see you. Now
you’re in my mind, and I’ll start talking to you.” Where-
as, “Oh, I think I’ll call so-and-so and maybe we can get
together this Friday” or in this COVID situation,
“Maybe we’ll just have a Zoom meeting with the three
of us.”

I do think, and a lot of them told me this, video games
were a great way for them to get together, because they
could all be in their respective homes, yet they were still
interacting. So for all those years where we were like,
“Get off the video games, stop playing those,” I know
so many of the parents were saying, “I am so thankful
for those video games right now, because I can hear my
child in the other room talking to their friends and play-
ing those games.” So that was great.

We did Zoom movie nights and things like that. What I
will take away from this is that our students are much
more adaptable than we ever give them credit for. We did
see a big slide with the whole virtual learning, so we
took our stack of 20 last March and turned them over to
Team. That was a learning curve for our staff, who had
never used technology before to tutor, because for us it
was so important to have that student be right there with
you, to see their face, to know what they were feeling.
So much of what we learn from our students is based on
their body language or on how they’re saying something.

They were scared to put their faces on Zoom, so we let
them turn off their cameras and then finally we were
like, “We’re not getting enough feedback. We’re not
getting enough of what we need.” So we had them turn
around. Now, they’re as comfortable as can be with that.
They’re the ones teaching us how to do it and they’re
the ones saying, “Yeah, let’s just do this virtually.”
We’ve had an increase in the number of tutoring
appointments. I think they’re amazingly adaptable and I
think if you can get them over the hurdles of, “This is
something new and unknown” to “I’m good with this,”
then they’re wonderful.

Iyer: I also read that you will offer adult norm testing.
What does that entail?

Levand: There’s psycho-educational testing for young
people all the time, because you have the IDEA act and
they can get accommodation. But then what we see is,
we have those students who are going to college and
want to go on to grad school or sit for the LSAT or
MCAT, and they need psycho-educational testing at an
adult level. And here in Cleveland it has always been so
hard to find. We can find child testing wherever. And
we thought, “OK, wait a second. We’re educating these
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students so that they can go on to grad school, to law
school, or they can sit for the certified public accounting
exam, but we’re not giving them the tools to do it.” So
we partnered with our counseling center and we got
some donations from parents of students who were
doing just that, and now we can provide psycho-educa-
tional testing for those kinds of purposes, but we can
also provide it for our student body.

A lot of times, now that we have the Thrive Learning
Center at Notre Dame College, professors come to us
and say, “I have this student in class. Are they a part of
the Thrive Learning Center?” I’m like, “Give me a
name, and I’ll let you know.” And if they’re not, I’ll say
no, and they’re like, “But I think they’ve got an undiag-
nosed learning disability they’ve been living with for a
long time.” So now we are able to test those students
and we are able to help them and say, “Oh, you’re right,
they did. And the reason they’ve been performing like
this is because they’ve had coping skills that they’ve
used to accommodate, or because they haven’t been get-
ting the help they want.” So we’re using the psycho-
educational testing for those students within our college
as well to help them understand that they may be a dif-
ferent learner and it may just be the way they’re being.

Iyer: You mentioned that you’re teaching students to
advocate for themselves? 

Levand: We know in reality there isn’t much self-advo-
cacy going on in the high school arena because they
have the accommodations, their parents are with them,
and they have the intervention specialist. A lot of times I
hear the intervention specialist say, “Yeah, they need to
be self-advocates by this time,” as they’re writing out
their assignments for them, as they’re telling them what
to tell their teachers. And I’m like, “Yes, that is very
true.”

But I also know that my own neurotypical 18-year-old
would have never been a self-advocate. So the expecta-
tion levels for self-advocacy at that age, I think, are
above and beyond. It’s a wonderful theory, but it’s not
reality. So we start helping them from where they are
and move on. (laughs) We don’t have any expectations
as to the level of self-advocacy. 

Iyer: What else do you see in the future regarding their
needs? What do you want to implement in the future for
the Thrive Learning Center?

Levand: Well, I do want to be able to open it up to more
and more students. I am in discussions with the college
about raising the percentage of students we can have,
because as you said, there’s a greater and greater need.
You see the percentage of students being served with
accommodations in high school growing every year.
Those students are very capable and able, and they
should be entitled to the appropriate college education.
And I just hope that I bring to the entire college and

higher education environment the knowledge and the
notion that these students belong there.

As far as specific types of things, I’d like to continue to
add to our program. It’s always born out of where we
see students not doing well, where they fall down or
trip, and how we can help them. One of the biggest
places I would like to see change is educating the pro-
fessors. I think the more we educate the professors and
the more we educate the college campus culture overall,
I think the better off everyone will be.

Iyer: True. And to add to that, the more we educate
employers in the future, I think, is a win-win for them.

Levand: Right, and I hope students understand. I see it
in the younger generations; I see it in the other college
students on campus. I see it in my own children. They
are not judging any of these students for learning differ-
ently. I would love to take away the word “disability.” I
would like it to be “learning differently.” I know there’s
a big contention on both sides as to what that means.
But “disability” has such a negative connotation, and
there should be nothing negative about the fact that
these students learn differently, that their brain function
just works differently than others.

notredamecollege.edu/academics/resources/thrive
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After a spinal cord injury, successful businessman and previous IDEXX CEO Jonathan Ayers
has found a new purpose in protecting wild cats. Ayers recently teamed up with Panthera, a
non-profit organization dedicated to developing innovative strategies to save the world’s wild
cat population, and donated $20 million for wild cat conservation measures. ABILITY Maga-
zine’s Karina Sturm spoke with Jonathan Ayers and Thomas S. Kaplan, Panthera’s founder,
about their shared passion for wild cat preservation and their future plans. 

Creating a multi-million dollar company

“I am a son, a husband, a dad, and I am a highly capable leader. I was running IDEXX but am
retired now,” Jonathan Ayers says about himself. He has always been a smart businessman.
Since starting his company IDEXX in 2002, it grew in annual revenue from $380 million to
$2.4 billion, with a 40-fold increase in share price. Under his leadership, the veterinary diag-
nostic company became ‘one of the hottest stocks in the market,’ according to Mad Money’s
host Jim Cramer, where Ayers had one of his last public appearances shortly before acquiring
his disability. 
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Becoming a person with a disability

In 2019, Ayers had a bike accident that severely injured his spinal cord, leading to paralysis.
Acquiring a disability after having lived a very active and athletic life was quite a change for
him. “I was the CEO of a rapidly growing company. I was working 60 or 70 hours a week,
and you always think about your job. There are millions of demands and more things than
you could possibly do. And I was a dedicated amateur athlete and spent between 8 and 14
hours a week working out. I was in top physical condition, which helped me to deal with all
the stresses of life,” Ayers explains life before his injury. 

Recovering from spinal cord injury

Over the last year, he has been focusing on his health and rehabilitation, which doesn’t leave
much time for anything else. “What I learned is I have to do therapy. I am doing it 30 hours a
week, which is a significant part-time job. Only if I do my therapy I will feel better and
improve function. I have had some core strength come back, as well as some arm and shoul-
der strength. You know if you work at it, you will progress. So where I am today is different
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from where I was a year ago or even only three months
ago,” Ayers explains. His spinal cord wasn’t fully sev-
ered, leaving some room to regain function - how much,
his doctors don’t know, but he is determined, just like he
is in any other area of his life. 

Speaking out for the first time

Once he had worked through the acute phase of his
injury, Ayers felt ready to open up about his new life as
a person with a disability. “I think people don’t really
understand disability in general because it is such a
broad category of things, and all disabilities are differ-
ent. When we talk about the subcategory of paralysis
from spinal cord injury and all the challenges, I need to
do a lot of educating because sometimes people don’t
know how to react, and they feel embarrassed because
they don’t know how to react,” Ayers explains his moti-
vation to speak out about his disability. He wants people
to learn more about the unique circumstances of every
person living with a spinal cord injury. 

Ayers remembers one specific event where the people
around him didn’t quite understand his disability. “I had
a business meeting after I was injured, and it was in a
conference room in a hotel. During the break, all people
left, and they closed the door behind them, but I
couldn’t open the door. They wanted to keep their valu-
ables safe, and they weren’t thinking, so I had to wait
until one came back because people just don’t know.”

Finding a new purpose after the accident

Adapting to different life circumstances after becoming
chronically ill or acquiring a disability is often described
as going through a grieving process with various steps
leading to acceptance in the end. “The one thing that’s
important to understand about spinal cord injuries is that
when you are injured, you go through a physical shock
phase, which takes time to work through - about three
months - and then after that, you start adapting to the
condition, which can take years,” Ayers says. “Adapting
to a new life is a three-phase process. The first one is
letting go. Obviously, when you have an abrupt injury,
it’s a sudden change, so you have to let go a lot. I would
say I am mostly through the letting-go-phase. Then
there is something called the messy middle. When one
door closes, another opens, but it gets messy in the hall-
way. I am somewhere in the middle.” 

In 2019, Ayers stepped down as the CEO of IDEXX to
focus on his health and create a new life that’s better
suited for his ever-changing disability. “It took a couple
of months to figure out I couldn’t go back to my job. It
wasn’t immediately clear. I thought, ‘OK, I just do a
few months of therapy, and then I will be back in my
job.’ But I couldn’t, and it left a void. I started to ask
myself, ‘Why did this happen? What’s my purpose?’
And the answer was to focus on wild cats, and that gave
me a lot of mental strength,” Ayers explains. 

Naturally, he used his leadership nature and business

Jonathan-Ayers__QuarkTemplate.qxd  6/3/21  10:35 PM  Page 31



Jonathan Ayers

32    ABILITY

Jonathan-Ayers__QuarkTemplate.qxd  6/5/21  11:28 AM  Page 32



ABILITY   33

skills and fully immersed himself in his new project:
Protecting the wild cat population around the globe
together with Panthera. 

What is Panthera?

Panthera is a non-profit organization dedicated to
‘ensuring a future for wild cats and the vast landscapes
on which they depend.’ Thomas S. Kaplan, PhD, found-
ed the organization with his wife Daphne and with who
he calls ‘the closest to a genetic brother,’ Alan Rabi-
nowitz, in 2006. “Panthera was created in order to pro-
vide a comprehensive answer to all of the challenges
facing the conservation of wild cats,” Kaplan says. And
Panthera is the only global organization that solely
focuses on wild cat conservation. “The importance of
this focus is that cats are within their landscapes the
umbrella species under which all the other flora and
fauna can be protected. By definition, because cats
require a lot of land and food, if an ecosystem can sup-
port the cats, it means the ecosystem is thriving. There-
fore, when you save the big cats, the apex predator, you
have the opportunity to save the entire landscape.” What
he means by that is that when we are saving the jaguar,
for example, we are also saving 800 species of birds.

Who is Thomas S. Kaplan?

Thomas S. Kaplan and Jonathan Ayers have a lot in
common. They both are incredibly passionate about pro-
tecting wild cats in their natural environment, and it’s
this passion that drives them. Kaplan is also a successful
businessman who has been investing in natural
resources for 30 years. “I turned out to be a pretty good
businessman because I knew what I didn’t know, and I
surrounded myself with brilliant people. That’s the key,”
Kaplan says. Kaplan lives with his wife and three chil-
dren in New York and Paris. Besides his work for Pan-
thera, his second passion is art. “I have been known to
collect a painting or two,” he is being very modest, con-
sidering Kaplan is known to have the largest private col-
lection of Rembrandt paintings in the world. 

Kaplan co-founded Panthera because he felt it was a
crime to do nothing while wild cats are facing extinc-
tion. “When I fight, I am all in. Unfortunately, the
amount of philanthropy that is given to the environment
is maybe one or two percent. That’s for the entire envi-
ronment! If you then look at wildlife conservation, it’s
maybe 10 percent of that. When you look at the big cats,
it is maybe 10 percent of that.” According to Kaplan,
people in his kind of business - if they understand what
they are up against - are either a bit delusional or wildly
passionate about their cause. “I am a little bit of both,”
he says. “But I do believe that it is helpful to be willing
to say, ‘I am not going to give up,’ even when people
tell you that you can’t win. Jon Ayers is built the same
way. He is wildly passionate and brilliant!”

When two strong leaders team up

In 2017, Ayers’ relationship with Panthera began. “I
have always liked cats. IDEXX was in the animal health
business. So my love of cats has also been integrated
with my role as CEO. And I love nature and value the
biodiversity. So I put two and two together,” Ayers says.
After receiving a book about wild cats, he developed a
strong passion for the small wild cats in particular and,
as a consequence, created the small cat program with
Panthera in 2019. “I always said that the person that
comes and becomes my partner in this would arrive on a
white horse. And Jon arrived in a wheelchair. But in no
way does that impair the impact he has. He decided to
reboot himself and give himself completely to this
cause,” Kaplan adds. 

$20 million for wild cat preservation

When Ayers is asked why he decided to donate such a
large sum to Panthera, he simply states, “Because I had
it to give.” He continues, “Most of your life, you are
working really hard, and if you are in the right business,
and you are financially responsible, you are making
more than you can spend. Now, you accumulated it, and
you ask yourself, ‘To what purpose did you have the
fortune to accumulate this wealth?’ And I think that’s
part of the answer: My purpose was to support nature.”

However, he knows that donating is about more than
just giving away money. “It’s about giving it away
responsibly. And that’s a skill that requires some devel-
opment,” Ayers explains. 

Where does the money go?

“I am going to Acapulco,” Kaplan sings. “I have a gam-
bling addiction you might want to know about.” He
jokes. “No, in all seriousness, we have a plan laid out.
Over the next five years, we aim to be able to have 50
percent of the scientific work done for all the small cats.
We plan to have at least one-third of scientific programs
established for the small cats species with the aim that
within five years we change the trajectory of those
species' arc.” Ayers donation will specifically be used to
preserve the small wild cats around the globe, including
the clouded leopard, ocelot and black-footed cat, among
30 other small and little known wild cat species. 

“You never know from where greatness will come.
Jonathan has the ability to be the biggest game-changer
in wild cat conservation. Being able to work with people
like that and knowing that because of them, species that
might otherwise become extinct in our lifetime are
going to continue to exist–there is no greater psychic
gratification than that,” Kaplan says about the generous
donation.

Panthera’s successes

One of Panthera’s success stories Kaplan is very proud
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of, and what he calls ‘applied science,’ is their Furs for
Life project, which was created to protect the leopard.
“We knew that the leopard population in southern
Africa was diminishing, but we didn’t know why. So we
followed the trail back to a tribe that had changed their
rules, and instead of only the leaders being allowed to
wear leopard, they opened it up to everybody. We
proved to them what was going on, and we said, ‘Would
you mind if we give your people faux fur?’,”  Kaplan
explains. According to Panthera, only fewer than 5000
leopards still exist, of which 800 are killed each year for
their fur. So every saved leopard is a significant success.
“We showed [the tribe] what our synthetic fur looked
like, and they agreed. We literally saved thousands of
leopards that would have been hunted by giving them
faux fur. We designed it; we had it manufactured; we
had it shipped in.” Since the project was started in 2013,

the use of real leopard fur has decreased by 50 percent. 
Future vision

For Thomas S. Kaplan and Jonathan Ayers, nothing is
stopping them; there is no final goal or success. They will
continue their work until they can’t anymore. When
Kaplan is asked where he wants his organization to be in a
far-away future, he says, “I hope to achieve that the orga-
nization will be so strong, so well funded, so held on a
pedestal as the gold standard of wildlife conservation, and
the proof of that would be that people would barely
remember my name.” With the support of wildly passion-
ate partners, to put it in Kaplan’s words, like Jonathan
Ayers, this vision might come true rather sooner than later.

by Karina Sturm
panthera.org
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transitioning
to independence
This is a story with the potential to bring hope and
real connection to those who have lost theirs. It’s a
story about giving people with mobility issues a
chance to regain their independence while growing
accustomed to their new life. And all thanks to Julie
Lineberger and architect Joseph Cincotta, a husband-
wife team who own LineSync, an award-winning
architectural firm based in the tiny town of Whiting-
ham,Vermont.  For years, innovation and moderniza-
tion have been the bedrocks of their successful firm.
But when their godson suffered a traumatic brain
injury that left him paralyzed, they turned to their cre-
ative genius and found a way to help in a meaningful
way. They created a product called Wheel Pad, a mod-
ular, mobile housing unit with an accessible bedroom
and bathroom for those with mobility issues or other
health conditions. These small mobile homes can sit
on a family’s property or be directly connected to a
home. They are customizable and highly adaptable to
a person’s needs. They give their dwellers the oppor-
tunity to live in comfort surrounded by familiar faces,
while at the same time offering patients independence,
autonomy, normalcy—and a secure feeling knowing
loved ones are nearby as they convalesce. ABILITY’s
Sabrina Bertucca spoke with Lineberger via Zoom
about how Wheel Pads work, their sustainability, and
just how close this endeavor is to Lineberger’s heart.

Sabrina Bertucca: Where did you get the inspiration
for the Wheel Pad? 

Julie Lineberger: My godson Riley Poor was an amaz-
ing videographer for extreme sports people. He was
here in Vermont, where I’m based. At the time, he was
living in Colorado, doing a documentary on Simon
Dumont. And Simon won the X Games! It was very
exciting, and Riley was going to come to brunch the
next morning with his father, and I was very happy
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until I got a call from his father who said, “Hey, we’re
not going to make it to brunch. There’s been an acci-
dent. We’re in the emergency ward at Albany hospital.
We don’t know if Riley’s going to make it.” I was like,
oh, my goodness.

My husband and I jumped in the car, went to Albany
Med, where we found out that there had been a celebra-
tion and an accident in the pool. No one says exactly
what happened, because all the people there want to
take full blame and not put it on one person or another.
But it left Riley a quadriplegic. We didn’t know what to
do. We just showed up and did whatever we could for
Riley and his parents. And little by little, he was able to
breathe on his own, but was not capable of much move-
ment and went to Craig Hospital. When he finished
rehabbing, he finished the documentary on Simon
Dumont using accessible adaptive equipment.

He had been offered a job with Nike before the accident,
and they honored the job. So he moved to Portland, Ore-
gon, but could not find an accessible apartment where a
caregiver could help him in the shower. So he was
forced to live in an accessible hotel room for nine
months, searching for a place.

Bertucca: Oh, my gosh!

Lineberger: And you know, he’d never used a wheel-
chair before, he’d never been ill before. After work, a
myriad of friends said, “Will you come to dinner, do
this, do that?” He was maxed out. And no one could
come be with him in the hotel room; it was just too

small. So he was very isolated for nine months. We’d go
out and visit and whatever, but it was very, very diffi-
cult.

He finally got the apartment, then bought a house, and
asked us, his godparents, who our first business is an
architectural firm, “Hey, can you help me make this
house universally accessible for me, and then have a
caregiver live downstairs?” So we did. And as we were
doing that, my husband was talking to him one day, and
he said, “Riley, what if there had been an accessible
bedroom and bathroom unit that we could have put on
your mom’s house or your dad’s house? And you
wouldn’t have been isolated for all that time?” So that
was how Wheel Pad was born.

Bertucca: Oh, wow!

Lineberger: Yeah. (laughs)

Bertucca: OK! So the Pad is attached to a larger house?

Lineberger: It can be. “Pad” is for “Personal Accessible
Dwelling.” We have an Add Pad model that is just that.
It’s 200 square feet. It’s just the bedroom and bathroom,
and we haul it into whatever house will be the host
home. We build a connector so that whoever is living in
the Pad can roll in for dinner or help someone with
homework or be part of the family, but then come back
to his or her own private space with their own bath-
room. One door is connected to the house, the other
door is connected to a ramp, so if the person needs a
caregiver, they don’t have to go all the way through the
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house. It gives a little bit more privacy. It can make a
house accessible for that person, whoever is going to
live in it, within two weeks.

Bertucca: Wow!

Lineberger: What makes it take longer is if permits are
required, that sort of thing. With all the ADU—accessi-
ble dwelling unit noise right now—it’s getting much,
much easier. But we’ve never been denied a permit.
We’ve placed 11 of them now. We’re about to place our
12th. It’s so exciting. Each of our customers wants to be
our poster child, even though some of them are very old,
like 90 and 92.

Bertucca: (laughs) I can be your poster child! I will
totally do that if you need! (laughs)

Lineberger: (laughs)

Bertucca: OK, I have too many questions! I’m sure
you’re familiar with the tiny house fad right now. Would
you say the dwellings are larger than that or smaller?

Lineberger: The Add Pad is smaller; it’s only 200
square feet. The only accessible tiny house that’s on the
market is a little bit larger, because most tiny homes
have the bed up in a loft, which won’t work for some-
one with mobility issues. We’re just building the proto-
type right now, and that will be slightly larger, but not
that much larger. And we’ve got two people planning on
putting it on a piece of property, one not attached to a
family member’s home and the other a friend’s home,
but they are both on properties large enough for a tiny
home.

Bertucca: That’s great. I personally think it’s a genius
idea. Do you think it would become more popular once
people get to know that it’s interesting?

Lineberger: Absolutely. Right now in the US, families
who need accessibility for a family member and who
have an accessible house, as we say, account for only
seven percent of families. So we really need to build
more accessibility into the US housing stock. And this is
a quick way to do it without making a multitude of deci-
sions about, “OK, we’re going to change this bathroom
and make it accessible.” That’s a lot of work, and it
takes tons of decisions. It takes a long time, about six
months usually, to get an accessible bedroom and bath-
room. So we feel that we are offering something that
isn’t out there yet to streamline making houses accessi-
ble.

Bertucca: I love the idea, because to me, it represents a
sense of independence. I was reading something on your
site about how instead of languishing in hospitals, peo-
ple could have a space of their own.

Lineberger: Yes.

Bertucca: They’d have an aide come in and then leave
through the ramp.

Lineberger: Exactly.

Bertucca: I think that would really, really help people be
independent.

Lineberger: I never knew anything about any of this—
which probably is the majority of people in our coun-
try—until Riley’s accident. And now we’re finding mul-
titudes of people who are living in a hospital bed in their
living room, or just a regular bed, with no privacy. It’s
kind of hard to feel dignified and go on with your life
when you feel like you’re in the middle of a fishbowl.

Bertucca: Exactly. These tiny houses on wheels are
manufactured in Vermont. Can they be transported to
different areas of the US? Or, do these stay in southern
Vermont?

Lineberger: Oh, no! Right now we have them in New
York, Massachusetts, Vermont, and New Hampshire,
and the one we’re about to place will be in Nebraska.
When we came up with this idea, we were thinking of
people with spinal cord injuries, but we were also think-
ing, as you read on the website, of the numerous service
members who need one. And a lot of service members
have friends with large trucks, so we thought that some-
one could just come, load it up and take it to where they
need it.

Two of our models are on wheels—the My Pad, which
is the accessible tiny house, and the Add Pad, which
I’ve been talking about. And they all meet requirements
to travel across agency of transportation roads. Howev-
er, we had one veteran who had ALS, and he loved the
Wheel Pad concept. He didn’t want to destroy his
Craftsman house. On the website you’ll see it; it’s
Edmond Little’s story. He said, “You know, I’m losing
my legs, but I still want to sleep next to my wife.” An
Add Pad can’t accommodate a queen-sized bed. So we
did a prototype for the XL. That one has to be transport-
ed on a flatbed, and it needs to be craned into place. The
other Pads that we have right now is a Multi Pad, where
people put more than one Add Pad together. The one we
did in New Hampshire was for faculty housing.

There are three Add Pads together under one roof with a
common space. We were able to truck in the three Add
Pads, and then we built a structure around it.

Bertucca: Oh, wow! Can you explain how the Pad is
green?

Lineberger: Yes. It’s all Forest Certified and sustainable
wood. We don’t use any formaldehyde in any of our
products. And all our paint is very low VOC. We found
out through working with Riley that a lot of people with
spinal cord injuries also have chemical sensitivities. So
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we’ve made it as green as possible. It’s built with six
panels that are structurally insulated. It makes it energy-
efficient. The same with the windows. Our R-values are
really high, so you don’t need a lot of heating or cool-
ing. Each Pad has a heat pump for heating and cooling.
We’re in Vermont, where it gets very, very cold, and
people don’t have problems.

Bertucca: That’s great information. When you were at
Harvard, did you have any idea that you would eventu-
ally work in this industry?

Lineberger: Not one iota. It was through being there for
Riley, showing up for Riley. My husband and I have a
very successful architectural practice that wins a lot of
awards. We’re green. We’re sustainable. We’re a B cor-
poration. My husband’s incredibly creative. He comes
up with one idea after another all the time. But when
this came up with Riley, he and I were talking about it,
and I said, “You know what? We have to make this hap-
pen, because this is our legacy. This is something we
can offer the world.”

We’re starting out with the US. We incorporated as an
L3C, which means a low-income limited liability com-
pany. As we grew, we also became a B corp. Our view
is, we know we will be highly successful, and we don’t
want a venture capitalist to come in and give our share-
holders more money, take the business over, and make it
less affordable. Our mission is to continually try to
make it more and more affordable, to keep as many
families together as possible. They’re $7,000 to $9,000.

It’s a big hot-ticket item to get an Add Pad. And we
keep trying to reduce those costs. But between COVID
and the ship in the Suez Canal, materials are rising and
rising.

So we’re trying to keep it as affordable as possible with
each version, trying to do that more and more. We help
people connect to credit unions to finance them. For vet-
erans, we help them get their specially adapted housing
grant. Another thing by being an L3C, which is a hybrid
between a nonprofit and a for-profit, foundations can
give us a grant. Say it was the Cerebral Palsy Founda-
tion. They could give us a grant for $80,000 as part of
their program-related investments, and we could then
give one away. So I’m working with AARP Foundation
on that right now. They can say, “We’re going to run a
contest and we want this to be a prize.” They can give
us the money for it, and then we can give it away. And
there are other foundations that can partially support
maybe the purchase of a Wheel Pad that we would then
pass on to a client.

Bertucca: This is a great idea. Can these Pads be manu-
factured in different states?

Lineberger: Yes. Right now they’re manufactured in
Vermont, Massachusetts, and Texas, and we’re about to
have a liaison with a manufacturer in the Portland, Ore-
gon, area. We want to make them available everywhere.
But right now, because we’re just getting started, we
don’t charge for the shipping fees. 
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Bertucca: That’s amazing!

Lineberger: We really want to help as many families
stay together as possible throughout the country. So
each time we step out a little further. When we get to do
this one in Nebraska, that will be our furthest.

Bertucca: How long does it typically take to manufac-
ture one?

Lineberger: We try to keep two available at all times.
With COVID, we keep getting sold out. Right now
we’re backlogged about three months. Last year we had
two available, and one family had theirs installed and
ready to move in in three weeks, and another family as
well, so that’s when we have them on hand. If not, it
actually only takes about a month to build them, but all
the manufacturers of course are backed up because of
the tiny house surge. During COVID, there was such a
backlog of people getting their materials. We like to
have them available immediately, and then we just have
to go through the permit process. In Vermont, that’s not
a problem, but when we put one on Cape Cod, oh, my
goodness. The process itself took two months. We work
with our customers and we’ve never been denied a per-
mit, but sometimes it takes a little bit longer. So I can’t
give you a clear answer. I’m sorry, Sabrina. (laughs)

Bertucca: (laughs) Not at all! The greatest thing is that
they can be customized, right?

Lineberger: Yes. That takes a little bit longer, like if you
want to have a different siding or a different color. We
have our manufacturers who are building them from our
plans. If they’re customized, they have to get into the
production line. But yes, they can be customized.

Bertucca: You were talking about the grants. To be a lit-
tle more specific, can it be covered by insurance, such
as health insurance? (laughs)

Lineberger: We would love it to be covered by insur-
ance. We are working with a marketing firm to help us
reach that goal, because our true belief is that it will cost
insurance companies less in the long run than the hospi-
talization and all the accommodation. So far, we have
not been successful, but we won’t give up. The one
insurance industry that is funding the different Wheel
Pad models is Workers Comp. In extreme worker com-
pensation situations they will pay for one. If it’s a tem-
porary situation, they’ll pay for the lease. If it’s warrant-
ed, they will purchase a Wheel Pad for their client. But
that’s the only insurance venue we’ve been able to get
through. It’s a start.

Bertucca: Do you have solar panels connected to the
unit?

Lineberger: We haven’t yet. They can be. We would
totally appreciate that, because we like things to be sus-

tainable. No one has asked for that yet or been able to
make that investment.

But it is an option. Unfortunately, right now it’s more
expensive.

Bertucca: Can you describe what you do with the
plumbing?

Lineberger: I can try. (laughter) No, it’s very, very sim-
ple. I personally couldn’t do it, but I’ve watched it being
done. It takes about four hours for a plumber to hook it
into the host home’s water system. It’s not difficult at
all. The one we’re putting in in Nebraska is—oh, gosh,
there’s no delicate way to say it. He uses a colostomy
bag, so there are no solids that will ever go into his toi-
let. So he is putting in a gray water system, so it’ll just
be from the shower that everything goes. We’ve been
able to get that approved. We will work with whatever
sustainable systems people want to use. We have a
model of a composting toilet, but again, right now, all
these things add to the cost, and people just aren’t able,
no matter how much they’d like to have it be solar, off-
grid, with composting, no client has yet been able to do
that.

Bertucca: So you have a combination of short-term,
where it might be similar to a trailer or RV setup, or
long-term, where you connect it to the actual home?

Lineberger: We’ve never had one that’s not connected to
a home.

Bertucca: I thought you leased them out, too, and there-
fore it was a short-term concept.

Lineberger: Not short-term. We’ll lease them out, but
with a six-month minimum. By the time you build the
connector, it doesn’t make financial sense to lease it for
shorter. Getting it there, building the connector, and tak-
ing it away in two months is not cost-effective. But
some people think six months is short-term. It’s not real-
ly like an RV, although we’d love it to be. When we
were in the concept stage and looking at the RV indus-
try, we saw that they use a whole different set of materi-
als—a lot of chemicals that we don’t think would be
appropriate, and they’re always kind of rickety. 

Bertucca: I was wondering about the difference between
an RV and the Wheel Pad. It does seem like your design
is sturdier and more of a long-term concept. Even
though RVs are on the road a lot, they have to have
some sustainability to them, but the structure does seem
to be rickety.

Lineberger: Ours is like an addition. It’s modular. It
goes right on. It’s 30 years, just like a house is. 

Bertucca: Is that maybe the other reason you were talk-
ing about the added issue that you had with the person
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who had the audacity to want to sleep with his wife? To
have that larger bed meant you had to modify your
design, whereas in an RV, you could just buy one with a
side-out—meaning the side could be expanded to
accommodate a large bed. But your model doesn’t allow
for that kind of a side-out system, right?

Lineberger: We priced it. The materials for RVs are
much lighter. It didn’t work for us. We’ve seen a couple
of people who have adapted their RVs to make them as
accessible as possible, but entry and exit is still extreme-
ly difficult. We just haven’t found anything. We’d love
to, once we get all these models going, get into that to
make it easier. But at this point, we haven’t found any-
thing that could be affordable and accessible in a way
that we would put our name behind it.

Bertucca: When you go into one of yours, is the bed
right there?

Lineberger: No. It doesn’t come with a bed, because
everybody has a different need or a different desire.
They don’t come furnished. People have put beds in
them every which way. We keep it very flexible. The
bathroom is a total wet room. There is a hoist track
where people can put whatever hoist system they want
into that track. For transfers into the bedroom, they can
go straight into a shower chair. We have that available.
But again, some people say they need more storage. We
do have some cubbies and things like that. Some people
have different equipment they need, so we decided not
to do them furnished because everyone’s got a different
way of living in the space.

Bertucca: And you purposely didn’t put anything else in
the space because of the limitations of the room, partic-
ularly as it relates to the kitchen?

Lineberger: That was Riley’s idea. He said, “When I
first got hurt, I wasn’t cooking. I couldn’t do anything.”
The whole point is to be included with the family during
dinner and not be isolated in your little Pad. But there
have been a couple of people who have put in a
microwave or a dorm fridge. Yes, they want to be with
the family, but they also want to get up and have their
own cup of coffee in the morning and not see anybody
before they have their coffee. So there is enough room
for that type of adaptability.

Bertucca: You mentioned the connector. Is it enclosed?
How does that work?

Lineberger: Yes. All the ones we’ve built so far. The one
about to be installed in Nebraska will be different; it’s
about a five foot by five foot connector. It’s been differ-
ent for every house. Some are very, very simple,
because that’s what the customer wanted. Others match
the interior of the house with shiny wood floors. It’s up
to the customer. They’re all different. We work with the
customers’ contractor to help them build whatever it is

the customer wants.

Bertucca: So the ceiling system for transfer from the
bed to the shower, could that be extended to the house if
you wanted to build the connector that way?

Lineberger: I don’t know if it could be extended to the
house. You’d have to put in a new track. We just have
that one track.

Bertucca: I just have a one-track mind. (laughter)

Lineberger: Good one!

Bertucca: So if they need grab bars, would you work
with their contractor to install them? Is that something
your architectural firm would do?

Lineberger: No. There are grab bars throughout the
bathroom. They’re translucent. They’re really cool look-
ing. One other thing I forgot to say. Because this was
designed for our then 26-year-old godson, it couldn’t
look like a hospital room. It had to be the coolest room
in the house. Some of the photos of what people have
done with those rooms are pretty amazing. If you want-
ed grab bars in the connector or something like that, we
would help the contractor figure out what they needed
and how to do it.

Bertucca: I’m looking at the one on the Wheel Pad web-
site. It looks great to me with the little flowers in the
front.

Lineberger: This woman is 91 years old. She’s an artist.
She just moved in here to live with her daughter and her
husband. We did this video interview with her yester-
day, where she said, “This is the best thing ever!” She’s
an artist, and most of the work on the walls is her own
work.

Bertucca: Oh, that’s really cool!

Lineberger: What she wanted for her bathroom was an
adjustable height shower. She uses that shower head.
She has grab bars, but she wanted to use a particular toi-
let. It’s a whole wet room, so whoever is in there to help
her won’t get anything wet that’s not supposed to be.
It’s a sloped door.

Bertucca: The metal I’m seeing, is that standard in your
design?

Lineberger: Yes. The reason we used metal is because of
weight restrictions. We wanted something water-resis-
tant but that would also look cool.

Bertucca: I see the translucent bar you’re talking about.
Nice!

Lineberger: This is the daughter and her husband.
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Bertucca: So there are three people in there and they’re
not squished each other. That’s pretty cool.

Lineberger: There’s another photo one I want to show
you. You see this is the sliding glass door. That’s their
entrance to the Wheel Pad. What you’re seeing is
through that sliding glass door to the house that it’s con-
nected to.

Bertucca: So you’re able to sandwich it right to the
house?

Lineberger: You’re seeing the connector, with all the
coats and everything.

Bertucca: Are the coats part of the connector?

Lineberger: Right. You can see the clapboard of the
house, and the doors opening from the house. 

Bertucca: What a great connector!

Lineberger: Then there’s the Wheel Pad. That’s how
you get in the Wheel Pad.

Bertucca: Oh, I see what you meant about two
entrances. The person can enter from that back door,
and then of course this door could be locked so nobody
could enter the main house.

Lineberger: And this is going into the house. Everybody

does the connector differently. She just put in all her
artist’s materials and her desk, so she can still work. 

Bertucca: This is great. Have you done a cost analysis
of how this compares to the cost of building a room
addition onto a house?

Lineberger: Yes. It’s a similar cost, quite frankly. The
thing that makes it different is that it’s all done. You
don’t have all the decisions to make. It doesn’t take six
months of construction in your home. Most additions do
cost a little bit more. And we were surprised that even
we couldn’t get the price of these Add Pads down, and
it’s mainly because of the labor costs. That’s the same if
you’re doing the addition.

Bertucca: Can you speak to us about the labor costs?

Lineberger: I don’t have a lot of information on that,
because that’s what our manufacturers tell us, which is
the cost of the materials isn’t all that much. What’s good
for us here is that it is all sustainable. It’s thoroughly
thought through design. It exceeds ADA requirements
on everything, whereas a lot of contractors don’t really
understand universal design or ADA ideas. They just do
the best they can.

Bertucca: Do they always have wheels?

Lineberger: It depends on the customer. People who
don’t want it on wheels will take the wheels off and
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keep them elsewhere—should they ever decide to get
rid of it.

Bertucca: Do you know anything about permits and
taxes in different states?

Lineberger: It’s different in every state and in every
community.

Bertucca: If you’re bringing a trailer to your property
and just adding a connector, it should be a lot easier
than having building permits, right?

Lineberger: If you put the connector on, that makes it
attached to the house. That’s when you need the permit.

Bertucca: Do you need a permit just for the connector or
the trailer as well?

Lineberger: Once you connect the two, it becomes the
same. What we’re doing, for example, in Nebraska, is
we have a client who’s not connecting completely to the
house. He is connecting to the electrical services, but
it’s across a deck. He’s going to be going outside of his
house where he is now. This man has multiple sclerosis
(MS), so he’ll be going across a deck for his sleeping
and bathroom area. But then it will free up their current
house’s living room.

I’ll just show you a couple more photos. This guy, as
you might be able to tell, is a landscape architect, and

his wife had a spinal cord injury from a boogie boarding
accident. Their entry just didn’t match. They decided to
build a new entry, a med room to go in and her place,
this is how they did their ramp. This then, she didn’t put
the ramp out the sliding glass door, so this was her view
from the Wheel Pad. That’s what she wanted. It’s so dif-
ferent for every person.

Bertucca: Do all of them have sliding glass doors?

Lineberger: All Pads have a small door and a sliding
glass door. And each person has a different way they
want to deal with it. 

Bertucca: So do you both have degrees in architecture?

Lineberger: No, no. I have a degree in education, and I
used to run nonprofits. I was very lucky. I worked at the
UN High Commissioner for Refugees and UN develop-
ment projects. I worked in Papua New Guinea and on
the Thai Cambodian border and the Sultanate of Oman.
And when I met my now-husband of 35 years, he was in
architecture school, and I realized, “You know what?
Almost every single architect, by the time they get into
their fifties, they’re with their second mate.” I think it’s
the long, long hours in architecture, so I said, “We’re
going to go into business together. I only want to get
married once.” So I run the business and he designs, and
now I’m kind of stepping out of landscape architecture
and just doing Wheel Pad. This is my heart. 

wheelpad.com
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Sheila Houlahan, is an Indian-American actor, singer, producer and writer who recently played a supporting role in
Warner Bros.’ “The Little Things” with co-stars Denzel Washington, Rami Malek, and Jared Leto. Houlahan had
leading roles in “Beloved Beast”, a Lionsgate film in which and “Wallflower”, a film hailed by Variety as “one of the
most haunting films of 2019”. 

Currently, Houlahan is the executive producer and showrunner for a new, innovative feature film adaptation of Mar-
sha Norman’s Pulitzer prize-winning play, Night, Mother. Set on Zoom during the Covid-19 pandemic, the film
highlights isolation and the mental health crisis brought on by a world on lock-down. Set to exclusively screen on the
Twitch streaming platform, this production is a hybrid of filmed and live performance that aims to encourage discus-
sion of the state of the mental health system and to empower people with resources for mental health support.

ABILITY Magazine’s Melissa Ancheta met with Houlahan to discuss her career, mental health, advocacy and the rise
of Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders (AAPI) hate crimes. Houlahan shared the depth of who she is as person,
her internal struggles, her growth and what eventually lead to her own self-acceptance. As activism is an important
part of her life, Houlahan explained how we can reach out, listen and show up for people in need. 

Melissa Ancheta: As an AAPI myself I wonder if you and/or your family been affected by Asian-American hate
crimes?
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Sheila Houlahan: I remember starting to post about it
and saying, “Hey, this is happening.” We now have
enough time to actually have accurate statistics demon-
strating the huge uptick in anti-Asian and anti-AAPI
crimes that are happening, and it’s centered around this
absolutely wild and misinformed notion that somehow a
certain racial group created the pandemic that we’re
in—which is, I mean—we could even go to the ableist
wisdom surrounding that. But, I quickly want to say a
lot of the slogans that I’m seeing surrounding the anti-
AAPI crimes say something along the lines of, “Hate is
a virus.” And I want to just flag that. A lot of the lan-
guage that we’re seeing is actually super ableist. This
language is diminishing the ability of the folks who are
enacting these hate crimes. I think that does a huge dis-
service to the differently-abled community. It also shirks
the blame off of those people. I think we should be com-
fortable saying that these people did a hate crime. They
are in the wrong at the end. We don’t need to throw our
own differently abled community under the bus while
advocating for AAPI. But yeah, I remember posting
about this on social media and immediately, like a
bunch of—frankly, white allies—like jumping on board

and being like, “I haven’t really seen this talked a lot
about in the press. I’m not sure it’s as important as
Black Lives Matter.” And immediately it was like,
“Wow, OK. I didn’t realize we had to prioritize certain
activism. I thought that our work as activists included
everyone, but silly me.” Then, of course, as more and
more of the attacks against Asian-American elders got
publicized, people started speaking up a little bit more
about it. 

But to be honest, I think the thing that’s affected me, my
family, and my friends the most is the silence. Like, the
same people who went out and protested for BLM and
were super vocal about their stances on that are kind of
deafeningly quiet and—pardon me for using that lan-
guage, I need to work on my own language—flagging
that I’m not perfect and that none of us are—but it’s the
silence. It’s confoundingly quiet in terms of how people
are not talking about this. And I think that’s telling. If
our activism only appears for certain causes, I think it’s
immediately suspect. And what I’m finding is not only
your friends and family feeling scared to go grocery
shopping, but folks are also brokenhearted that more
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people are not outraged about what’s happening.

Ancheta: What kind of ableism have you seen in recent
activism?

Houlahan: I mean, in my community at least, there’s so
much stigma. It’s not even funny. I mean, I noticed this
with BLM and I am noticing this again with” Asian
Lives Matter,” that I feel like folks in the differently-
abled community are just kind of getting left behind,
which is fascinating when you consider that a lot of the
targets of these recent hate crimes are technically differ-
ently-abled. A lot of them are elderly. And while ageism
is a separate topic, I think there’s a lot of intersectionali-
ty between ageism enabling these attacks—in terms of
how these people committing these hate crimes are tar-
geting undocumented folks, older folks, and folks of dif-
fering abilities—because they know that they’re “easi-
er” targets. 

So, what I keep telling everybody who wants to help
and show up, first and foremost, is, of course, check in
on your Asian-American friends, family, colleagues,
neighbors, but specifically focus on folks who are dif-
ferently abled—whether it be mentally, if they’re if they
struggle with mental health issues, if they’re cognitively
narrow, divergent—whatever it is, check in with those
communities most. Because, those are the first commu-
nities to get targeted and also the first communities to be
left behind. So I think as we amplify Asian voices, we
need to remember that we do have a lot of privilege
within communities of color. And as such, there are cer-
tain marginalized folks within our community that I
think we should be focusing our efforts on and around. 

Ancheta: In immigrant communities, there is a huge
stigma especially when it comes to disabilities, even if
they have disabilities themselves. How have you gotten
through to the elderly who are more stubborn about
going out and don’t really feel like they are potential
targets? 

Houlahan: You know, I’m glad you mentioned that
because there’s this weird thing that we as AAPI need to
address, which is sort of like different generational per-
ceptions of our race. My mom emigrated to the United
States in 1984 where she was one of the first South
Asian/Indian-American people. So as such, my mother
really heavily assimilated into white culture, which is
really different from a lot of the folks who are now
moving to where we’re at on the West Coast. Like
there’s a huge influx of recent Indian immigrants and a
really rich diversity of culture. Now, like we have a tem-
ple nearby that we could attend that wasn’t here when
my mom first immigrated and such. But because of this
previous void, I think that the folks in her generation are
a little bit more hesitant to identify as people of color. I
think it is interesting—because I think we sort of see
this within white communities who face economic diffi-
culties or struggles—is this notion of really wanting to

fight against the fact that they do have less privilege—
like, talking about them being less privileged is actually
insulting to them. And it’s hard to be able to talk about
these things, because there is this feeling of old,
decades-long defensiveness. In order to accommodate
that, we have to sort of tread carefully.

And, you know, personally, I don’t have all the answers.
I can talk about my own experience, which is when I
was like, “Hey, mom, we should have a check in situa-
tion, like I’m going to check in with you when you go to
the grocery store. Do you want me to come with you?”
She did the same thing. She was like, “No, no, no, I’m
fine. I’m not going to be targeted. Don’t worry about
me. You’re being dramatic.” All of that mentality really
stems back to the fact that deep down, she identifies as
white. Because she had to, in order to have any sort of
passing privilege in this country when she first came
here.

Furthermore, there’s the model minority myth surround-
ing AAPI. The idea of, “Oh, AAPI don’t have to deal
with as many struggles as black or indigenous folks
because we are the model minority,” which is this gross
rhetoric supported by white folks, emphasizing that
“Asians are compliant, they’re in high paying jobs.They
really they stick to the rules that we set up.” But those
rules are inherently racist and ableist, and we need to be
taking a good, hard look at that anyways. However, I
know that my mother and her siblings—their genera-
tion—really bought into that myth of “If I behave in X,
Y, Z ways, I am not going to get hurt.” The first thing is,
always approach that generation with gentleness. Rec-
ognize it’s probably going to take multiple conversa-
tions. It’s going to take a lot of time, which is of course
hard when in this urgent moment in the here and now,
we want to be able to protect them. But being able to
give your elders agency as well—to not strip that of
them, to not do anything to encroach on their rights,
their privacy, and just slowly remind them, “Hey, the
model minority thing is, first of all, a myth and also is
not really applying right now. Let’s talk about why there
are certain demographics that just see the color of your
skin and they’re angry, and they don’t care if you’re an
upstanding citizen.”

Ancheta: Do you think that the media is not showing
enough, or maybe even there’s a language barrier? 

Houlahan: I totally agree. Yes. I can’t speak for all news
outlets, so please take my soon-to-be generalized state-
ment with 500 grains of salt. But yeah, I mean, in South
Asian news outlets, I haven’t really seen this talked
about a lot. I’m going to be the first one to say that
social media advocacy is never enough, but right now
I’m saying that everyone should please do the bare min-
imum and share posts. Everybody who’s listening to this
share, share, share articles that you see coming out
about this, because I think we just need to get folks
within our community, elders within our community to

Sheila-Houlahan__QuarkTemplate.qxd  6/3/21  6:01 PM  Page 49



50    ABILITY

acknowledge that this is happening. And if we aren’t
talking about it—frankly, if white folks with a lot more
power are not talking about it—then our elders aren’t
going to take it seriously either. 

We need our own news channels to be able to talk about
this, too, especially—to combat the language barrier
that you mentioned. I mean, my grandma recently
passed away, so she’s no longer with us. But she didn’t
speak English, so she would have needed to see this in
Indian publications to be able to take it seriously. I think
we just have to continue to flag that this is important
and that this is not going away. So that—like you’ve
said—it’s no longer just the onus of millennials and Gen
Z to be able to put this on a platform and say that it’s
important to our elders right now.

Ancheta: Do you feel having grown up in a white cul-
ture, their own experiences as people of color doesn’t
really matter?

Houlahan: No, I totally get what you’re saying. That
breaks my heart. That’s why it’s on us folks with more

privilege—those of us who should not be taking those
resources—to encourage white folks, the people with
the most power, to talk about this. We need people to
know that they matter first and foremost, because
they’re not going to even feel like they can reach out for
help. Don’t wait for your AAPI folks in your communi-
ty to reach out to you. Reach out to them, initiate—it
takes two seconds. They might be too scared or have
feelings like sort of an imposter syndrome/inferiority
complex, which makes it a lot harder for them to reach
out to you. So, do the two-second activism, please, for
the love of God. Share all of the articles, all of them on
your Facebook, on your Instagram, Twitter, all your
socials, and reach out to folks. We have to let people
know that they do matter, and that doesn’t happen
through silence. 

I think we have to amplify our activist histories and sto-
ries and those people right now. If you are going out
protesting and you have a story that you want to share,
or even if you’re not, if you have a story about how it
does affect you and you want to share your story—I
want to encourage folks to share and advocate their own
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stories so that we can make it more informative. Actual-
ly, I’m going to make an offer right now through my
Instagram handle is @sheilahoulahan. If any of you lis-
tening out there have stories about you facing discrimi-
nation as AAPI, about you protesting, you having sig-
nificant issues being AAPI and also being differently
abled, and how that affects you, DM me and I will share
your stories on my profile. We just need to amplify
these voices right now and be like, “Hey, we exist,
we’ve always existed, we always will exist and you
should care.” And I encourage anybody out there who’s
listening to this who has a large following to do the
same. But seriously, DM me, let’s get your stories
heard.

Yeah, and definitely, too, like also for the elderly popu-
lation as well—even though the young people will be
seeing these stories online, hopefully if there is enough
coverage online, traditional news outlets will pick it up.
Like as much as I am mega eye-roll about Blackout
Tuesday, like what does this black square do to help, it
did get picked up by the mainstream media. So I think
we can’t dismiss that significance in terms of it just
starting a conversation. And to that end, I think we need
to produce versions of that on our own, so that we can
pick this up. I think creating programs in different lan-
guages so that everybody has access to it is really
important. And also getting international media outlets
to pick up the story and publish in their respective
native languages. It’s going to help as well.

We really, as a country, as a world, need to start figuring
out how we’re going to bridge these gaps that we’ve
built. I think us as activists have sort of painted our-
selves into a corner by being like either you’re with us
or you’re not with us. But that isn’t actually the best
strategy to get people to come to your side. I understand
why cancel culture came about and I’m going to argue
that the folks with more privilege need to be the bridge-
builders.

For instance, I know I have a lot of privilege, so I am
trying to be a bridge builder by being like: “OK, I see
where you’re at over there. Some of these beliefs are
hateful. And also I see that we want the same thing deep
down, which is we want economic security and happi-
ness.

And how do we connect to that so that you guys are also
on our side for the people who need help?” I think if we
paint the other side in one color, that’s very dismissive.
And that actually erases a lot of folks who probably
with just a couple of conversations, would be more will-
ing to come to our side.

Ancheta: Considering how strong bias against disability
and mental health is in our communities, how have
you’ve navigated growing up in a space that might not
be as accepting of your beliefs about mental health and
disability?

Houlahan: Oh, it was hard to navigate. I think as a kid
growing up in the Bush administration, especially—
those conversations were just discouraged. So, like, I
didn’t really think about my identity as a person of
color, a woman of color, or as queer or differently abled
until my 20s, to be perfectly honest. Until recently, it
just wasn’t something that was talked about. And
because it wasn’t talked about, I was like, well, I guess
we don’t talk about it. Until, of course, it became like a
clanging bell in my head, and it hit me how I have to
talk about this. And my family and I have really healed. 

But at first my immediate family—and certainly my
Indian family—didn’t understand what was happening.
And there was a lot of prejudice. There was a lot of feel-
ing like, “Oh, what’s wrong?” Everybody who’s listen-
ing just was like, “Oh, what’s wrong with her?” Like,
just talking it all up to personality flaws. And I remem-
ber being a 15-year-old and being like, “My family
doesn’t like me.” And that, of course, only contributed
to me feeling more hopeless, me feeling more like I was
this monstrous burden. So there’s been a lot of work for
myself in my twenties to just be like, no, I’m not. 

You know, this script of who I am is something that was
handed to me. And it isn’t actually how I identify. Like
I’ve struggled with my own mental health, with my own
invisible chronic physical illnesses, my own autoim-
mune problems.The way that I really identify is differ-
ently abled. I have struggled with it my whole life, and
it’s only in the past several years that I’ve been able to
have a positive spin on it,to be able to stand on top of a
proverbial mountain and declare who I am, that I’m
proud of who I am and that who I am is not a burden.
It’s not that I’m monstrous. I’m not any less capable of
doing the things that I want to do. I’m just going to do
them differently. And you’re either on my side with that,
or you’re not. 

The people who I surround myself with and the people
that I work with, like the folks on my team get that. I
can no longer work with folks who don’t want to make
space for that because I’m like, “Hi, it’s 2021.” And I
think it’s something really important as we move for-
ward out of the pandemic. You know, quarantine has
suddenly highlighted all of the vast inequity between
typical folks and folks who are differently abled. Now
we’re like, “Oh, we actually have the tools to bridge
those gaps and we’ve always had them.” Moving for-
ward, I say we better keep our work-from-home options.
We better keep different ways of accessibility so that
people can participate in society, without needing to
look or act or be or speak a certain way. Because I think
we can burn that. We can say, “OK, that’s in the past,
let’s move forward,” and I’m going to challenge compa-
nies and say you have the skills and the tools now. So if
you don’t do it, you are ableist. We have the technology,
let’s use it. 

But certainly, there’s been a lot of healing with my own
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family in terms of understanding how I am, how I oper-
ate, how my brain works, how my body works, and
making space for that. And I’m grateful that there has
been that healing. But, my God, when there wasn’t that
healing, it was hard. It takes years, and the work is still
not complete. It’s never complete. I mean, and I don’t
mean to say that as a way of being like, “Burn your
dreams, it’ll never be better.” I mean, life is never com-
plete. And thank goodness, because otherwise it would
be so boring if it’s just, “OK, I’m done. Everything is
done. So it’s all going to be all nice.” Like, forget that.
No, it’s a daily affirmation. It’s a daily reminder of “I
matter.” 

I grew up with a mother and a grandmother who were
advocates for neurodivergent folks and folks on the
autism spectrum. And so I grew up with the cool privi-
lege of getting to be around so many divergent people
and seeing that I socialized normally, I was like, “Yeah,
we’re all people in the end.” That’s not to say that I
don’t have my own work that I need to do with how I
interact with the neurodivergent community, because I
do, just like anybody else—having not gone through

those struggles myself. I have a lot of work to do, but
still, growing up, having some exposure, made it safer
for me to initially come out to my family and talk about
what my internal life is like, what my struggles are like,
and what is happening under the surface that they can’t
see. So even though it was hard and it has taken years to
heal—and it will continue to take my entire life to con-
tinue to affirm to myself that I matter as I am—it defi-
nitely helps to have that structure. And I honestly, I feel
for the folks who are struggling with this, because I’m
like, wow, I guess you didn’t grow up with all these
amazing people, and I’m sorry for you.

Ancheta: How do you think growing up with mixed her-
itage affected your views on your own identity?

Houlahan: Racial identity is fascinating because as
more and more people are mixed, we need to really
unpack why race needs to be in boxes, because I don’t
fit into either side. And that was my experience grow-
ing up, as I wasn’t Indian enough to be included with
the Indian kid things. And I wasn’t really white enough
to not be at least given heavy side eyes while I was par-
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ticipating. But because I pass as Caucasian. I ended up
growing up in more white spaces than Indian spaces. I
was kind of pretty violently excluded from Indian
spaces growing up.

I do understand that my culture needs space to be my
culture without needing to perform whiteness. We need
spaces that are just for us. But I’m also like, “Hi, I’m
also one of you. So we need to have conversations of
why you’re triggered by my face, because I am one of
you. You are part of my racial identity.” I don’t think it’s
a stretch to say that I feel like I did deserve to be part of
those spaces that I was excluded from. We say things
like race is a social construct, but then we ourselves, as
activists, end up reinforcing boxes—which is only going
to get worse as 
the decades go on and the majority is mixed, so we real-
ly are going to have to contend with that. 

In terms of my own internalized racism—yeah, growing
up, looking white, being half-white, I feel like I was a
pretty racist kid. Again, growing up with the Bush
administration—like I looked back at some of my old
Facebook posts and deleted a lot of them because I was
like, wow, who is this? This is problematic. Like, who is
she? And I still have to contend with those demons. I
probably am going to have to for the rest of my life. I
think you’re never done with that work. You’re never
like, “Wow, I did the work, I’m done, I’m free, I’m safe.
I don’t have to battle my own internal demons any-
more.” You’re always going to have to. 

Regarding my own privilege, a lot of white friends have
reached out to me in the recent weeks that the attacks
have become publicized. And every time I was just like,
why are you reaching out to me? Like, I appreciate the
sentiment, but I’m not the one that needs this care and
this emotional support right now, because I do look
white. I’m not going to be the one who looks not-differ-
ently able. As somebody who looks white, I’m not
going to be the one that’s targeted at the grocery store.
So in terms of resources—you said at the very begin-
ning of this that you wanted to talk about communities
that people can get involved with or donate to—and I
think, please, everybody who’s listening, focus on com-
munities or certain communities, focus on organizations
that specifically work to improve the lives of undocu-
mented immigrants and folks who are differently abled.
I think that’s where our attention needs to be going.
Please don’t donate to organizations that aren’t specific
in their goals. If they’re just vaguely saying that they are
supporting AAPI, and that’s it, that is immediately sus-
picious to me. I’m like, “OK, well, what actions are you
taking to actually improve the inequity within our own
community?” 

For instance, the other day I learned something again.
I’m going to quote this in trigger warnings. But I learned
that the term master bedroom is really problematic and I
never thought of it before. But it makes sense if you

think back to where the term originated, which was dur-
ing slavery. Now, the terms that they’re asking folks to
use are our primary bedroom or primary suite. Great,
easy. That’s an easy fix. But I did have to go inside and
be like, wow, I can’t believe I never caught that. And
also that I probably used that term around folks who
were triggered. I need to keep showing up and doing
more reading and doing more work. We all do.

Ancheta: So in terms of your own healing, do you mean
specifically just years and years of engaging with those
parts of your family that are hard to talk to?

Houlahan: I don’t want to put all the onus on external
validation. I think that’s really important to come out to
our loved ones or just acquaintances about who we
are—whatever identity space that looks like. I think too
much of the emphasis is too external, like the idea of
“Well, if you’re not accepted by the world, then you’re
not accepted.” And I think that takes all the power and
agency away from ourselves.

Honestly, a lot of the work has just been up to me and
being like, I am awesome as I am, I am worthy as I am.
I don’t need to look or be or act a certain way to be wor-
thy of my goals, my dreams—to be worthy of love, to
be worthy of happiness. Most of the work is internal and
if people don’t accept it, at this point, okay “Bye, I don’t
have time.” And I think when you have that really
strong base inside yourself, then it’s easier to start to do
the healing within people in your circle. And once the
people that you trust really understand it and they’re
there to support and lift you up, then forget everybody
else. Do activism, speak your truth, encourage better
access and freedom for those who can’t speak up for
themselves.

Again, I am trying to focus all of my financial resources
towards community organizations that specialized in
undocumented immigrants and protecting them from
ICE. So I would say that a lot of the resources shouldn’t
go to me for sure. But also there are a lot of folks who
are fully AAPI, who have a lot of financial and econom-
ic power and privilege. And I’m like, maybe you
shouldn’t be collecting those checks. Maybe make sure
that they go to the folks who really need it right now. 

Ancheta: What about elderly loved ones separated by
distance? 

Houlahan: So this is a hard thing, as we are in the mid-
dle of a pandemic. So I’m going to say first and fore-
most that if you do not feel safe or you feel—because of
any sort of complications going on in your physical
health,—that you cannot leave your home, then do that
first and foremost. And then in that case, reach out to
the folks who aren’t and get them to get ready to show
up and commit for your loved ones, if need be. 

With elderly folks, I would say, you know, check in with
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them often. Don’t do anything that encroaches on their
privacy. I would say, as tempting as it is to turn on that
location tracking service, do not do that without asking
them. We want to make sure people have agency. Yeah,
maybe call your grandmother a few times a day to make
sure that she’s answering the phone, that she’s OK.
Have a plan in place if she doesn’t. And furthermore, in
terms of people outside of your own immediate fami-
ly—you know, folks who do identify as AAPI and dif-
ferently abled—talk to them. I think I said this in a pre-
vious interview, but so much of it ends up in just being
able to talk to them. Listen and ask, what do they need
right now? For instance, if you know somebody who is
blind or deaf, like, are there any ways that you can show
up for them? If they’re neurodivergent, how can you
show up for them? Some of them might say, “Hey, I feel
slightly offended that you’re lumping me in that and
that you’re assuming that I need more help.” And
they’re entitled to feel offended if you reach out. But I
think you got to reach out first and listen. There may be
some folks who respond saying, “Wow, thank you for
reaching out, because nobody has.”

I think a lot of folks don’t know how to reach out to
folks who are differently abled. My answer is to reach
out to them like they’re any other person, because they
are. Check in, ask what they need, what would help
them. I think that those are the voices that are not get-
ting amplified enough and certainly aren’t being heard.
So I think it just starts with having conversations to see
what they need, and then show up in those ways.

Ancheta: How would you address cultural competency
in healthcare?

Houlahan: It has to be done with respect for other cul-
tures and, yeah, well, you know, as reductive as this is
about to sound, when you acknowledge people exist. So
I think just showing that we’re here and that these strug-
gles affect us as well is a huge step. I think having cul-
tural appreciation—not just appropriation—but also rec-
ognizing like these are real people. We should give back
to the cultures that we take from. And I think once we
acknowledge that these struggles are happening to our
communities, then we have no choice but to create pro-
grams tailor-made to those communities. 

Thinking about my own experience with the mental
health care field—like how most inpatient facilities are
in rich, affluent white neighborhoods and tend to cater
to that demographic—once we acknowledge that these
kinds of things affect our own communities too, then I
think we need to start petitioning and advocating for
those sort of sort of inpatient centers existing for folks
in our own community, for other marginalized folks. I
think it just starts with acknowledging that we’re
around.

I think I’ve also been noticing—I’m bringing it back to
the way our communities have shown up in activist
spaces—I’ve seen a lot of discord between communities
because since we’re so diverse, because obviously we’re
very different, so I feel like I’ve seen a lot of disagree-
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ments on how we should approach this movement on
the slogans that are coming out. But once again I want
to emphasize how bad it is to use the slogan, “Hate is a
virus.” I do understand that it’s being used because peo-
ple are saying that AAPI created COVID, which is
bananas. But still, we have to use a better slogan. We
need to make stuff that doesn’t cross over and affect dif-
ferently abled folks. So I think it’s just as, again, as
reductive as it sounds—it’s just about having conversa-
tions and amplifying that perspective as well. That’s
how things evolve in a movement.

And also—we won’t have time to get into this, but I
mentioned earlier, too, about how within our own
spaces there’s a lot of exclusiveness and on those who
are included as an Asian person. And I feel like those
differing perspectives really affect—like basically it
affects everything. But I think folks outside of our com-
munity are going to take it more seriously. And I will
say my own experience as someone who identifies as an
AAPI is, I’ve witnessed that we tend to put our own eth-
nic groups against the other. It’s interesting, because on
the one hand, we are painted in pretty broad brush
strokes, but on the other hand, are stigmatized to like
one very specific image in a way, which does not even
begin to represent this community.

Ancheta: Is there anything else you would like to share
as a final note?

Houlahan: I actually do want to share an important

reminder. We are winding down—we’re getting ready
for a fourth wave, we’ve been at it this pandemic for a
while. But this is something that I want to say to every-
body who’s seeing this right now. We have another pan-
demic that we know is on the horizon that we need to
acknowledge, and that is the PTSD, trauma, the toll it’s
taken on the mental health of everybody on the planet
that’s gone through this. So if you’re having big, scary,
dark feelings and you feel like you can’t talk about it,
first of all, everybody on the planet with a pulse is hav-
ing the same feelings. Please speak out about it. You
know, reach out to me if you need to talk to someone.
Like I said, I’m really available on my Instagram. I can
point you to some resources to begin to help you feel
supported. But really, this is going to affect and change
all of us. I just want to highlight that these struggles are
real. It’s normal to feel this way. We’re going to have to
navigate this—for the first time in decades—this feeling
of what it was like for all of us to go through the same
trauma simultaneously. Just be gentle with yourselves. 

And I look forward to working with ABILITY Magazine
and ABILITY Corps during the production my first film
Night, Mother. The goal of the project is to use it as a
platform to discuss the mental health crisis from the
pandemic that has effected people around the world
from living in chronic isolation. 

sheilahoulahan.com
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In one of the most difficult times in modern history, the Covid-19 pandemic caused great inequities
and great need to bubble up into the public view. These disparities are not new; they just became more
pronounced in a country on pause. 

Americans count on their elected officials to take these issues from their communities to the people’s
house, the US House of Representatives. Forward thinking representatives, like Rep. Ted Lieu (D-Tor-
rance), are responding to this time, striving to support the needs of his constituents, as well as the
American people. 

Rep. Lieu just announced a bill he co-sponsored, The 21st Century Federal Writers’ Project. If
passed, this bill that would benefit media who were impacted by downsizing, closings and disappear-
ing funding during the Covid-19 pandemic. Reminiscent of FDR’s Federal Writers’ Project from the
1935 New Deal, this program could give a future voice to the present times by documenting varied
experiences and stories of struggle and survival, while supporting declining local media outlets and
vital publications.
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Recently, ABILITY Magazine pulled Rep. Lieu away
from a busy day to discuss updates on his work with
Veterans Affairs and expand on his insights about the
relationship between homelessness and mental health.
Lieu also talks about Asian American Pacific Islander
(AAPI) hate crimes and what we all can do beyond
enacting legislation.

Chet Cooper: I want to go back a little bit with your leg-
islation and work you did with veterans and homeless.
There’s a personal connection with you being a veteran.
Can you talk about that?

Congressman Ted Lieu: Thank you, Chet, for your ques-
tion. I previously served in active duty in the United
States Air Force. I’m still in the reserves. My view is
that no one who served our nation in our armed forces
should ever be homeless. It’s always been a priority of
mine to reduce veterans’ homelessness. I happen to have
the West Los Angeles VA in my district, which is one of
the nation’s largest hospitals. And, for many decades, it
was somewhat dysfunctional and it had a messed-up
campus. When I came in, one of the first bills that I got
signed into law was during the Obama administration,
where we put in a whole new master plan that will, at its
full build-out, have approximately 1,500 or more units
to house homeless veterans. It will deliver better ser-
vices to veterans as well.

Cooper: Across from UCLA?

Lieu: Yes.

Cooper: Yes, that’s huge. And they have a small golf
course in the back?

Lieu: Yes.

Cooper: In the work that you’ve done around veterans,
can you talk about the connection with mental health?

Lieu: Yes. As you know, mental health is a very big
issue among the veteran community–both because of
the trauma that some have experienced serving in com-
bat or in other sorts of situations–from mental trauma,
from seeing, witnessing, taking part in certain actions,
as well as physical trauma. Some people have simply
suffered brain injuries as a result and then had mental
health issues from those injuries. So, it’s a combination
of a number of different situations that make mental
health a very big priority not just for me, but also for the
Veterans Administration. 

There’s also a lot of research going on as well as in Cal-
ifornia, in my district, all centered around PTSD and
mental health and other aspects of how we can help vet-
erans who do have mental health issues. We continue to

Ted Lieu in the halls of the Capital building
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lack funding–both at the state and national level–for men-
tal health just in general. And I’m always very supportive
of additional funding for the mental health community.

Cooper: There’s of course an overlap, as you just men-
tioned, with trauma and PTSD, and having other mental
health issues being part of the reason they’re homeless.
How can we—how can the government, I guess–support
that extra need for mental health safety nets, wellness
programs, helping people have a decent quality of life?

Lieu: The homelessness issue has been a problem for a
number of states, including California. There was a
surge in homelessness the last few years. If you look at
the numbers of veterans (who are) homeless, however,
you have not seen that surge. In fact, I think the num-
bers of veterans homeless in southern California stayed
stable or maybe declined a little bit. That’s because the
federal government has a pretty good program called the
HUD VASH [Veterans Affairs Supportive Housing]
voucher. It has two components. The HUD part provides
housing, and then the VASH part provides services, and
that’s very important. For some folks in the homeless
community, they need services, including mental health
services, to be able to put them back on their feet and
get them transitioned back into society.

A lot of problems that we see when local authorities try
to engage with homeless people who aren’t veterans are
that they don’t provide enough services. They just pro-
vide them housing and, eventually, those folks go back
on the streets again. I think it’s very important to pro-
vide housing as well as services, including mental
health services. 

At the federal level, we do this with veterans. However,
we don’t engage much at the federal level with the
homeless population who are not veterans. My view is,
just because this has always been the way it is doesn’t
mean it should be the way it is. So, Senator Feinstein
and I have introduced legislation that will provide about
$4B of funding over five years to local jurisdictions to
provide mental health and other services to folks who
are homeless who are not veterans.

Cooper: Our lead medical editor is a psychiatrist. She
once worked with a program, I think, very close to your
district. I know it reached beyond Long Beach. She
would meet the patients who were homeless–sometimes
in an alley–any place they would feel comfortable. The
care came to them. It was an award-winning program,
but it never got to a national level. So maybe part of that
funding that you’re talking about can look at those mod-
els that bring the support to the people in need. Some of
those people can’t manage setting up appointments, let
alone get to a clinic.

Lieu: That’s right.

Cooper: I just thought I’d share that. Moving to some-
thing else close to your background. I know you have a
degree in computer science. Due to the pandemic more
people are aware of the need for broadband for every-
one. Can you talk about where you are with that? Any
ideas to expand that in a quick way? 

Lieu: By the way, I’m a recovering computer science
major.

Cooper: (laughs)

Rep Ted Lieu was the US House manager for the 2nd impeachment trial of former President Trump
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Lieu: So, we saw during this pandemic the importance
of fast, reliable Internet service–especially with all the
children who had to learn remotely, with businesses
who had to have meetings conducted remotely. It exac-
erbated existing disparities in our country, where some
people have access to broadband, and some do not. So,
I’m a supporter of the American Jobs Plan, which has a
broadband component to it. One hundred billion dollars
with be allocated to provide broadband everywhere,
including in rural areas as well as inner cities that don’t
have it and everywhere in between.

My wife, my better half, happens to be president of the
Torrance school board, and seeing first-hand the chal-
lenges of making sure every student has access not only
to Internet, but also fast, reliable Internet, was very
important. As you can imagine, there are some house-
holds where they don’t have Internet or the Internet they
have is not fast or not reliable. And they may have sib-
lings and parents who all have to use Internet at the
same time. It makes it very difficult for a child to learn
if their Internet goes in and out or if things freeze, and
they can’t listen to what’s happening during their class-
es. We have to fix this problem. We’re in the twenty-
first century now. There’s no reason to have so many
people who don’t have access to broadband. With the
American Jobs Plan, we’ll be able to fix that.

Cooper: I know we’re talking about just the connectivity
component, but once you get to the front-face and even
on the back end, the admin side of websites, is there
anything you’re seeing movement about having some
federal regulations about accessibility?

Lieu: A number of telecom companies do have pro-
grams that will provide reduced rates for lower-income
individuals to access the Internet.

Cooper: I so just threw that word out there, and I for-
got—my world is disability-centered, so when I used
the word “accessibility,” sorry about that, I meant acces-
sibility in the sense of making sure the websites are built
in such a way that if you’re blind or if you’re deaf, that
everything’s close-captioned, that kind of accessibility. 

Lieu: Ah! Sorry—

Cooper: No, my bad.

Lieu: We do see private companies start doing this. For
example, Zoom does have a function where they will
transcribe what you’re saying in real-time.

Cooper: Just to let you know, we and many others lob-
bied Zoom for a long time—

Lieu: How interesting!

Cooper: When it first came out it was a paid feature
through a third party, we kept pushing and then they

finally backed off and realized that they were in a losing
battle.

Lieu: Thank you for doing that! That’s terrific! If it’s the
case that these private sector companies are not doing
that or too slow to do it, I’m happy to look at regula-
tions or laws that would make the Internet more accessi-
ble for everyone.

One of my best friends from college happens to be deaf,
and we did a Zoom call. It was essential that we had the
transcription feature on Zoom to be able to do that, so
thanks for fighting for it.

Cooper: Google’s had it for a while on their Google
platform–Google Meet has it. They have it and
Microsoft has it. Zoom is the last to bring it in. But I’m
glad you used it, that’s great!

Our nonprofit, ABILITY Corps, has been working in
the digital divide space for many, many years. One of
our allies is a person you might know, Vint Cerf?

Lieu: The name is familiar.

Cooper: He is considered the father, the inventor, of the
Internet.

Lieu: Ah, OK, very cool.

Cooper: I know he attended Stanford, your alma mater.
He gives Al Gore credit for bringing it up in the Sen-
ate—moving ARPANET which was not open to the pri-
vate sector or commercialization and expand it to the
world-wide network, known as the Internet.

Could you talk to what’s happening today with Asian
American hate crime?

Lieu: We know that since the pandemic started there has
been a surge in hate crimes and hate incidents against the
Asian and Pacific Islander community. According to one
report, last year hate crimes increased nearly 150% in
major cities across America. Even though overall hate
crimes declined, hate crimes increased against the AAPI
community. A second report showed that one in four
Asian American students reported being the victims of
racial bullying. And a third report from Pew Research
shows that one in three Asian Americans now fear being
the victims of a hate incident or a hate crime. For people
in the Asian American community, this is not particular-
ly surprising. When Americans experience fears, some-
times minority communities get scapegoated.

In the 1850s, we had the whole “Yellow Peril” hysteria,
which was followed by the Chinese Massacre, which
was the mass lynching of Chinese immigrants, that was
then followed by the Chinese Exclusion Act. In World
War II, over 100,000 Americans of Japanese descent
were interned. In the 1980s, when America feared the
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economic rise of Japan, we saw again additional hate
crimes, including the murder of Vincent Chen. And then
with this pandemic, we’re seeing yet another surge.

What gives you hope is that you have the highest levels
of our government paying attention to this. You have
President Biden, who issued an executive order to com-
bat hate crimes and hate incidents against the Asian
American community. You had the President and Vice
President visiting with Asian leaders in Georgia. And
then in Congress, we have legislation that addresses the
issue of hate crimes and hate incidents. We’ve also had
a number of rallies across America in support of the
Asian community. These rallies weren’t massive, but
they weren’t small, either. They were happening in both
small towns and large cities across the company. I think
if all of this had happened during World War II, I’m not
sure Japanese Americans would have been interned.
We’re in a different political situation, and I think
you’re seeing now the political awakening of the Asian
American community.

Cooper: I’ll see if Melissa has anything she might want
to add at this point, having some connections with some
of what I just mentioned. Melissa?

Melissa Ancheta: Yes. Hello, Congressman. I just want-
ed to take a moment to acknowledge all the hard work
you’ve done for the AAPI community. I’m Filipino, so
seeing how much work you’ve done, especially to speak
out against racism and anti-Asian violence, I feel like

it’s very inspiring. I wanted to ask about how LAUNCH
and how they’re helping the AAPI community.

Lieu: Sure. LAUNCH is a great organization. They did
the first baseline survey of attitudes of Americans
towards the Asian American community. This is some-
thing that the Anti-Defamation League has done with the
Jewish American community. This is a survey that will
be done once a year, so you can track the changes in how
people view the AAPI community. Their first survey
recently came out earlier this month. It had some very
interesting findings, including that a very high percent-
age of Asian Americans have experienced discrimination
and believe they are discriminated against. I think in
terms of other organizations, you’ve got Asian Ameri-
cans Advancing Justice, which goes into create and does
advocacy as well on behalf of civil rights issues. You
have the Japanese American Citizens League, the Orga-
nization of Chinese Americans, the National Asian
Pacific Bar Association. There are a number of organiza-
tions out there. I know the organization Stop AAPI Hate
has been tracking hate crimes since last year. If someone
just did an Internet search, you’ll see a lot of very good
Asian American organizations to support.

I do also want to highlight that I think Abraham Lincoln
had it right when he said, “Public sentiment is every-
thing. With it, nothing can fail. Without it, nothing can
succeed.” I want folks to understand their power to
shape public sentiment. Social media is free. If you have
an interesting post or interesting video, it could poten-

Born in Taiwan, at the age of three Lieu’s family moved to the US. After Georgetown Law Lieu joined Air Force Judge Advocate General's Corps
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tially affect someone in Florida or South Carolina or
Oregon or Nevada. Think about writing letters to the
editor. It’s true that many people do write letters to the
editor, and it’s also true that they often come from the
same people. When you start writing, eventually you’ll
get published. And you can start changing hearts and
minds. And think about going to rallies or marches or
volunteer on campaigns, whether it’s for an issue or a
candidate or a movement. Everyone can help affect pub-
lic sentiment.

Ancheta: Great. Are there any efforts you know of being
taken to try to highlight diversity—especially due to
these experiences during the pandemic and how they
differ depending on where they’re from?

Lieu: That’s a great point. I’m a member of the Con-
gressional Asian Pacific American caucus, and one
thing we’ve been pushing for years is data disaggrega-
tion. The AAPI community is a very diverse community
composed of multiple ethnicities. When you look at the
data in a disaggregated manner–We know, for example,
that during this pandemic, Pacific Islanders died at far
higher rates from COVID than Caucasians did. You
wouldn’t know that if you didn’t disaggregate the data.
It’s very important to disaggregate data and find existing
disparities and try to mitigate the disparities.

At the same time, when it comes to issues like hate,
people don’t distinguish. You’ve seen not just Chinese
Americans and Japanese Americans get assaulted and
brutalized, but you also have Filipino Americans and
Asian Pacific Islanders who are assaulted and brutalized
because of people’s fears of this virus and other hatred
towards the AAPI community.

Ancheta: In the future, is it an issue of lack of funding?
Is there anything that in the future people can try to
resolve this lack of data or the fact that the data isn’t
often disaggregated, like you said?

Lieu: I think it’s both. It’s partly a lack of funding
because it does cost more resources to disaggregate
data. It’s also awareness. For decades, many states as
well as the federal government have just been doing the
same kind of data collection they’ve always been doing,
and they weren’t very aware of the multiple ethnicities
within the AAPI community. A lot of it is just simply
raising awareness. When I was in the California state
legislature, I authored legislation to disaggregate data
and provide different categories to check in the check
boxes when the state was collecting data. My bill did
not pass. Governor Schwarzenegger vetoed it, partly for
budget reasons. But then later on, another legislator,
Mike Eng, took my bill and reintroduced it. And he got
it passed. Sometimes you just have to keep trying.

And then with the U.S. census, for example, it’s sort of
arbitrary the check boxes they have when they collect
data. My view is, either you don’t disaggregate the data
and simply ask the question if someone is Asian or, if
you’re going to disaggregate it and have some ethnici-
ties, it doesn’t make any sense to not have all the ethnic-
ities. So, my view is we should greatly expand the num-
ber of check boxes on the U.S. census. I’ve written let-
ters to the census urging them to do it. I couldn’t get it
in this time–It was under the Trump administration
when all of this was done.–But hopefully, in the next
census, we’re able to expand the number of categories
that they have check boxes for.

lieu.house.gov
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1. World Champion paralympic swimmer, Mallory _____
7 Actress and radio presenter for the BBC who suffers from 

Ehlers-Danlos syndrome, Jameela _____
11 Sound from a farm
12 12/24, for one
13 Founder of John’s Crazy Socks, John _____
14 “Turn your wounds into ____” Oprah Winfrey
16 Mighty tree
18 Belief system suffix
20 Enjoy the pool
21 Romantic symbols
22 Sports group
23 Bay State cape
24 Weight stat
25 “_____ you can and you’re halfway there” Teddy Roosevelt
28 Zero
29 Rehabilitation therapy expert based in Peking, 2 words
31 “Silent All These Years” Tori ____
32 Copper symbol
34 Witticism
37 Kind of underwear
39 Bermuda highball ingredient
40 Quadruple amputee who swam four straits, Philip ____
42 “A dream you dream alone is only a dream. A dream you
dream together is ____” John Lennon
46 Bill Withers “Until you ___ me up”
47 Score at the Super Bowl, abbr.
48 “___ ___ became the solid foundation in which I built my life” 

J.K. Rowling - 2 words (the worst place in a life)

D O W N

1. Kansas city
2 Autistic actress playing a detective in the pilot series of 

“Conrad”- Jennifer _____
3 Big-budget films
4 Dawn time, abbr.
5 ‘’Straight away!’’
6 Dark film genre, for short
7 Judy, for one
8 They’re recorded in albums
9 Type of drip
10 Vichyssoise ingredients
15 Helping
17 In the location indicated
19 Capitol Hill V.I.P., abbr.
21 Tint of color
24 Olympic speedskater Bonnie
25 Great time
26 Like a successful dieter’s old clothes
27 Comparable
29 Boot camp barbering job, 2 words
30 Electronics groundbreaker
33 Circus for multi-abled people
35 Signifying a time in the past
36 Belarus’ capital
38 Garden tool
41 Animal sanctuary
42 Resort on Guanabara Bay
43 Degas display, e.g.
44 __ Eliot (poet)
45 Up to this point

ABILITY 65
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1-855-969-9784
MKT-P0108© 2020 Inogen, Inc. All rights reserved.

Call Inogen Today To 
Request Your FREE Info Kit

One solution for oxygen at 
home, away, and for travel
Introducing the INOGEN ONE
It’s oxygen therapy on your terms

No more tanks to re� ll. No more deliveries. 
No more hassles with travel. The INOGEN ONE 
portable oxygen concentrator is designed to 
provide unparalleled freedom for oxygen therapy 
users. It’s small, lightweight, clinically proven 
for stationary and portable use, during the day and 
at night, and can go virtually anywhere — 
even on most airlines. 
Inogen accepts Medicare and 
many private insurances!

Reclaim Your Freedom 
And Independence 
NOW!
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(888) 905-1337
Iv Support Holdings LLC

Don’t settle for cable. Call now!

Access 80,000+ shows and movies On Demand
Requires subscription to top-tier PREMIER™ programming package, Movies Extra Pack, EPIX, Hallmark Movies Now, Lifetime Movie Club and Pantaya. Other 
packages will have fewer shows and movies. Additional fees apply for new releases and library titles available through DIRECTV CINEMA.

Watch your favorite live sports, news and entertainment
anywhere†

HBO Max™ included for a year
Subj. to change. HBO Max auto-renews after 12 months at then prevailing rate (currently $14.99/mo.), and Cinemax,® SHOWTIME,® STARZ,® and EPIX® are 
included for 3 months and auto-renew thereafter at then prevailing rate (currently $38.96/mo.), unless you call to change or cancel. Req’s you to select o�ers. 
Access HBO Max only through HBO Max app or hbomax.com. HBO Max also includes HBO channels and HBO On Demand on DIRECTV. Online account registration 
required. Data rates may apply for app download/usage. See back for details.

CHOICE™ ALL 
INCLUDED 
PACKAGE

$5999
mo

For 12 mos. plus taxes 
and fees.

W/24-mo. agmt & other qualifying AT&T svc (min. $35/mo. + taxes
and fees). Autopay & paperless bill req’d. Prices higher in 2nd year.

Regional Sports Fee up to $9.99/mo. is extra & applies.*

*$19.95 ACTIVATION, EARLY TERMINATION FEE OF $20/MO. FOR EACH MONTH REMAINING ON AGMT., EQUIPMENT NON-RETURN & ADD’L FEES APPLY. Price incl. CHOICE™ Pkg., monthly service and equip. fees for 1 HD DVR & is after $5/mo. autopay & paperless bill 
and $10/mo. bundle discounts for up to 12 mos. each. Pay $74.99/mo. + taxes until discount starts w/in 3 bills. New approved residential customers only (equipment lease req’d). Credit card req’d (except MA & PA). Restr’s apply. See back for details.

CHOICE Package 1-YR ALL INCLUDED PACKAGE W/ OTHER ELIG. SVC: Ends 3/27/21. Available only in the U.S. (excludes Puerto Rico and U.S.V.I.). Pricing: $59.99/mo. for �rst 12 mos. only. After 12 mos. or loss of eligibility, then prevailing rate applies (currently $122/mo. for CHOICE All Included), unless canceled or changed prior 
to end of the promo period. Pricing subject to change. $5/mo. autopay/paperless bill discount: Must enroll in autopay & paperless bill within 30 days of TV activation to receive bill credit starting in 1-3 bill cycles. First time credit will include all credits earned since meeting o�er requirements. Must maintain autopay/paperless 
bill and valid email address to continue credits. No credits in 2nd year for autopay/paperless bill. $10/mo. bundle discount: Internet: Req’s new (min. $35/mo. plus taxes and $10/mo. equip. fee) or existing svc. Excludes DSL. Wireless: Consumers only. Sold separately. Req’s new (min. $50/mo after discounts) or existing AT&T 
postpaid svc on elig. plan (excl. Lifeline) on a smartphone, phone or AT&T Wireless Internet device (excl. voice-only AT&T Wireless Internet). Both svcs: Eligible svc must be installed/activated w/in 30 days of TV activation and svc addresses must match to receive bill credit starting in 1-3 bill cycles. First time credit will include all 
credits earned since meeting o�er requirements. Must maintain both qualifying svcs to continue credits. No credits in 2nd year for bundled services. Includes: CHOICE All Included TV Pkg, monthly service & equipment fees for one Genie HD DVR, and standard pro installation. Additional Fees & Taxes: Price excludes Regional 
Sports Fee of up to $9.99/mo. (which is extra & applies to CHOICE and/or MÁS ULTRA and higher Pkgs.), applicable use tax expense surcharge on retail value of installation, custom installation, equipment upgrades/add-ons (min. $99 one-time & $7/mo. monthly fees for each extra receiver/DIRECTV Ready TV/Device), and certain 
other add’l fees & charges. See att.com/directvfees for additional details. Di�erent o�ers may apply for eligible multi-dwelling unit and telco customers. DIRECTV SVC TERMS: Subject to Equipment Lease & Customer Agreements. Must maintain a min. base TV pkg of $29.99/mo. Some o�ers may not be available through all 
channels and in select areas. Visit directv.com/legal or call for details. GENERAL WIRELESS: Subj. to Wireless Customer Agmt (att.com/wca). Credit approval req’d. Deposit/Down Payment: may apply. Additional monthly fees & taxes: Apply per line & include Regulatory Cost Recovery Fee (Up to $1.50), Administrative Fee 
($1.99) & other fees which are not government-required surcharges as well as taxes. Additional one-time Fees may apply. See www.att.com/mobilityfees for more details. Usage, speed, coverage & other restr’s apply. International and domestic o�-net data may be at 2G speeds. AT&T service is subject to AT&T network 
management policies, see att.com/broadbandinfo for details. †DIRECTV App & Mobile DVR: Available only in the US. (excl Puerto Rico and U.S.V.I.). Req’s compatible device. Live streaming channels based on your TV pkg & location. Not all channels available to stream out of home. To watch recorded shows on the go, must 
download to mobile device using Genie HD DVR model HR44 or higher connected to home Wi-Fi network. Rewind and fast-forward may not work. Limits: Mature, music, pay-per-view and some On Demand content is not available for downloading. 5 shows on 5 devices at once. All functions and programming subject to change 
at any time. Programming, pricing, promotions, restrictions & terms subject to change & may be modi�ed, discontinued or terminated at any time without notice. O�ers may not be combined with other promotional o�ers on the same services and may be modi�ed or discontinued at any time without notice. Other 
conditions apply to all o�ers. HBO MAX™ is only accessible in the U.S. and certain U.S. territories where a high-speed broadband connection is available. ©2021 WarnerMedia Direct, LLC. All Rights Reserved. HBO MAX is used under license. ©2021 AT&T Intellectual Property. All Rights Reserved. AT&T, Globe logo, DIRECTV, and all 
other DIRECTV marks contained herein are trademarks of AT&T Intellectual Property and/or AT&T a�liated companies. All other marks are the property of their respective owners.

DON’T JUST KINDA TV. 
DIRECTV.

Access 80,000+ shows and movies On Demand
Requires subscription to top-tier PREMIER™ programming package, Movies Extra Pack, EPIX, Hallmark Movies Now, Lifetime Movie Club and Pantaya. Other 
packages will have fewer shows and movies. Additional fees apply for new releases and library titles available through DIRECTV CINEMA.

CHOICE™ ALL 
INCLUDED 
PACKAGE
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Expand your abilities with…

Abilities.com • Register online today.

Your life 
gets better
 with
Abilities Expo!

FREE
ADMISSION

Chicago
June 25-27, 2021 

Houston
August 6-8, 2021

Phoenix
Sept. 10-12, 2021 

New York Metro
October 1-3, 2021

Los Angeles 
October 29-31, 2021

Toronto
Nov. 12-13, 2021

Dallas 
Dec. 3-5, 2021

Miami
TBD 2022
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