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I never looked at my high school diploma. Couldn’t tell you what it says.

     
Attending public schools all the way to high school graduation as a boy with low vision and some physical disabilities was like doing the Indy 500 with two flat tires and a busted carburetor. When that long race was finally over, I was just glad to be done with it. I had no feeling of accomplishment – didn’t even bother with the graduation ceremony.
     
Why so negative? I guess I will forever be bitter about some things relating to those school years. On the one hand, I passed academically. But on the other, I failed socially. I often wonder which is more important. If you’d ask my state Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) counselor, she would’ve told you the academics were more important, so much so that the state only provided services to assist with academic success. Socially, you’re on your own and expected to simply be normal. You see, multiple disabilities only present academic problems; they have no affect on the social development of a youngster. Besides, learning to get along with people and find ways to fit in is nowhere near as critical to human development as passing biology.
    
 I did get academic help from VR services in Maryland and Connecticut -- large print books, tutors to help with things I missed on the chalkboard, and toward the end, some computer magnification equipment. Of course, the PC enlarger didn’t arrive until the computer class I signed up for in my junior year was over. But that’s the way things worked with state VR services – slow. It provided enough to get me to the diploma, though.
     
But I’ve always wondered why there was no help on the social level. As a young child and before I knew I had any disabilities, I was very outgoing. I was always in a hurry to go outside and find playmates. I loved groups. But when the disabilities kicked in, that little kid found out he couldn’t do a lot of things at a par level. I couldn’t catch the ball, couldn’t run fast – couldn’t shoot hoops – aw, haven’t you heard this sob story a million times? That right there is the same dismissal I got from people I went to for answers to those problems. The problems created rifts between me and the so-called normal kids. Things got worse as the disabilities progressed, but the solution stayed the same: Stop whining.
     
I was told how lucky I was to attend regular schools – the academic programs were much better there than in schools for handicapped kids. So what if I was the only kid there with multiple disabilities and well below the norm in many categories? The VR services and the teachers were there to help me pass the classes; that’s what was important. Everything else was irrelevant. Stop whining – just be nice and fit in. 
     
I lost my extrovert personality before I finished elementary school. When other kids complained about my inadequacy or mocked me, I’d retreat and stay away from the group. It made me defensive because, as a kid, I just didn’t understand why I was so sub-par by default, nor did I understand that there were ways I could have improved myself somewhat. Over time, the defensiveness became a disease – it made me critical of others in response to my own shortcomings. With each bad experience, I became more reluctant to attempt to interact socially, and the retardation of my social skills made it harder to find friends. It was a progressive decline that culminated in what I call a “Frankenstein Complex” – intense self-hatred.
     
But I graduated on schedule in 1986. Call it a complete success.

     
When I finished high school, I didn’t have the faintest clue how I was going to build a life for myself. Everyone said, “Time for college.” Not being able to drive, and living in an almost rural area of Connecticut made getting a job unrealistic. So I applied for college at the University of Central Connecticut. Thanks to the help of two very good tutors I had in high school, I did well on my SAT and entrance exams. But I ran into an unexpected problem with the state VR services: Unless I moved away from home, I was no longer eligible for services after turning eighteen.  My parents’ income was too high and I could not have lived at home without their income factoring into the equation and adversely affecting the level of VR support I was eligible to receive.
    
I call this chapter of my life “Acts of Stupidity.” With my nonexistent social skills and no VR assistance, I took a crack at college. It takes someone truly remarkable to surpass that level of idiocy. For one thing, my “strategy” for dealing with visual aids and blackboards – no VR services, no tutors – was to simply listen more carefully to the lecturers. I should mention here that while I could hear, I didn’t have perfect hearing and sometimes misunderstood speakers. Brilliant tactics, eh? On top of that, I had terrible writing skills coming out of high school – a good vocabulary but horrendous grammar. And I entered an adult environment with the social maturity of a twelve-year-old. As can be deduced, I sank into a quagmire within a semester, turning in bad grades and accomplishing nothing on the social level. So I quit and considered suicide.

     
I guess my family was worried about my mental health. They set me up with a job at a family-owned business in Tennessee and got me an apartment within walking distance (of the job, not Tennessee, you wise-guys!). It was an easy job, too – all I had to do was talk to customers at a computer software store. It might have worked out, except that I lost my hearing six months later.

     
At this point, I think I reached the septic tank in Hell and was still digging. I spent a few years going back and forth between chasing hopeless whims and wanting to end the wretched story. I made one actual attempt at self-destruction but was “saved” by instinct at the last moment. The only good things that came out of this chapter of my life were that I taught myself how to write and learned Basic programming from a reference manual.
     
For whatever reason, I decided to regroup in ’94 and find a way to deal with deafness on top of my old problems. A stay at the Helen Keller National Center (HKNC) in New York got me thinking that I should try college again. I started “Round Two” at Hofstra University, mainly because it was near HKNC. I wasn’t even sure what to major in – I loved creative writing, but a career in computer science seemed more practical. So I took classes in both categories. The disability resources at Hofstra were okay, but I got most of my help through my HKNC counselor and several outstanding professors.
     
For two years, I really gave college my all. I had to split the time between classes and doing some part-time teaching at the Helen Keller Center. Couple that with the fact that I read about one-fifth as fast as a person with 20/20 vision, and you can guess how much time I had left after academics and work – none. And I actually chose that time to get married! Go ahead and raise your brows – logic has never played a role in my life. But I needed motivation and someone to fill the social void. I was back to my old habit of avoiding social contact with “peers” at the university. All I did there was work on academics. One difference now was that I had a goal – I wanted the college degree so I could get a job with a solid pay. I’d never had a well-defined goal before this.

    
 I really pursued the academics this time around. In fact, I even found out I could get high grades, provided I gave up all my spare time to class work. I did, promising the wife it was only a temporary circumstance that would mean good things for us later. Endure now, be happy later – that was my motto. It might have worked out all right, except that I ran out of money to pay for school.
    
 My HKNC counselor had been confident I would have no trouble getting scholarships for deaf or blind students after I turned in some good grades at Hofstra. But she was quite mistaken about that. The deaf community slammed the door in my face because I wasn’t born deaf. Basically, I was told to seek a place of solitude and do something that normally requires a partner of the opposite sex. The blind community had a few scholarships I was technically eligible for, but the award committees preferred younger people, especially women. I ended up with zero between the two. Wow, I’d never realized what a worthless freak I really was! People never ran out of reasons to reject me. Student loans and, ultimately, credit loans got me through fifty-eight credits of classes and into a bottomless money pit. It didn’t help that Hofstra was on the expensive side as was the student apartment I rented. Strike two.
    
I remember going home after withdrawing and looking at myself in the bathroom mirror. “There’s the Ultimate Loser. I hate you, too.”

     
The idea of giving up – again – after all that time and effort and with bankruptcy pounding on the door was a tough pill to swallow. So I looked into less expensive universities and cheaper areas to live in than Long Island. I found out that state VR services provided different amounts of tuition support for different areas of study. All of this led me to Temple University in Philadelphia six months later and a major in engineering. I’d been thinking about robotics engineering ever since doing a term paper for a computer science class on artificial intelligence, so the change in direction wasn’t as drastic as it may sound. 
     
I found the disability resources at Temple were excellent, and some help from dedicated faculty made the engineering pursuit possible for me. Sticking to my academics-only approach, which included full-time summer course loads, I made it to my Bachelor’s degree in three more years of non-stop school. The director of the Disability Resource Center at Temple helped me pick up a few small scholarships (pulled some strings) as did the head of the Electrical and Computer Engineering department. That financial aid, combined with the higher amount I got from the state VR for the engineering major, carried me to the finish line without a cent left in the tank.

    
 It was an academic success. I finished at the top of my class – not that I knew anyone in my class. I received a few honors group memberships and was a magna cum laude. My senior project, a sort of “giant” Braille computer display to help people who had trouble reading small Braille, drew some media attention. Academically, I guess it was a big success.
     
But I never escaped being the Ultimate Loser. I accepted an induction into the Golden Key National Honors Society and decided to attend the ceremonies and reception. It was time to get involved with something and meet some people. I had a tactile sign language interpreter sitting with me to summarize what was said. Now I realized interpreters could be distracting to others, so I intentionally positioned us at the outer end of the row of seats. But no sooner had she started signing into my left hand than all the people in the row just behind us grimaced and moved elsewhere. Despite a crowded house, the row remained conspicuously empty the entire time. Ah, there’s nothing like being a part – in my case, a hemorrhoid. Then my interpreter needed to leave after the ceremonies. I contemplated the reception for a few minutes. Let’s see… here was a room full of bright, young human beings chattering away the evening. And over here was a 30-something worthless freak with no way to interact. Reality check time. Forgoing the preposterous notion of mingling, I left the legitimate people to their fun and went back to my empty world. It was so pathetic I couldn’t stop laughing at myself.
     
My disabilities continued to get worse. My marriage was ailing. My social life was buried and forgotten. Nobody could understand why I wasn’t happy on graduation day. I only attended the graduation ceremony because it shocked so many people that I didn’t have any desire to go. Why should I? I’d been nominated to be the student speaker – it was something to do, at least – but the Board of Trustees had a reason to reject me, too: they didn’t want an engineering student. Well, at least this time around I only needed to change majors, instead of gender, age, or auditory sense at birth. 
     
I went anyway and sat there with 5,000 graduating students. I didn’t know a single one of them. Was I a part of something? If I was, it sure didn’t feel like it. I felt more like a sideshow at graduation. I guess I was a sideshow, really – the first deaf and legally blind engineering graduate ever to come from Temple. Come see the amazing Mr. Weird – he even talks!
     
To save the marriage, I had to find a good job in a hurry after graduation. I made use of the Federal Workforce Recruitment Program while at Temple and got an opportunity in Systems Engineering with the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA). I qualified for a job as a General Engineer because of my dual major (Electrical and Computer Engineering). And since it was with the feds, there were sufficient disability resources for me to get by on. So I jumped, moved down to Washington, DC, and started working three months after earning my BSE.

     
The work environment proved to be very different from college. For one thing, there were no longer textbooks for learning what I needed; most FAA training was oral. That created an immediate problem with my limited ability to accurately follow tactile sign language interpreters. In college, I’d always had the books to fall back on. I also had to rely more on public transportation. Meetings became recurring nightmares – try following a rapid discussion bouncing around a room through a tactile interpreter with my half-dead hands.
     
Desperately (stupidly) wanting to be something besides a one-man freak show, I held a lunchtime “class” for a few weeks on sign language basics and deafblindness to try to make my coworkers comfortable with me and see if there might be some communication between us. Wishful thinking, I guess. Maybe tactile sign is just too awkward – nobody was comfortable with it. I had to suffice with email and dry-erase boards to interact with my co-workers during those situations when I didn’t have an interpreter. After attending a few office socials, I realized my lack of social skills coupled with the inadequate communication modes available meant that I wasn’t going to fit in at the office, either. But at least I got paid for my misery now.
     
To avoid being put in a wheelchair by my rapidly withering legs, I started devoting my newfound spare time to working out. When I started out, I could only walk a quarter of a mile on a treadmill. It scared me when I realized just how much I’d wasted away. Not only did I feel like the living dead, but I was starting to look like it, too. Took over a year to reverse the deterioration, but I stuck to it and finally started getting some results. I made lifting weights and treadmill work part of my daily life. Wish I’d started that a long time ago, but there just hadn’t been time for it.
     
People sometimes ask me for advice about helping kids with disabilities “succeed” like I did. My answer is simple: Just remember that academic success is only part of the issue. Kids with disabilities need help finding ways to compensate for their limitations and to fit in socially. Happiness and a sense of belonging do not come just because a student earns good grades. Believe me, I know.
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