Alex Deen-Cowell

Speech
I am a member of one of society's most powerless groups …..I am a student with a disability.  

I did not ask to be this way…but……like many others in my situation…..I must face up to my challenges …… and make the most of my opportunities……My ability to succeed or fail in life…..will probably be determined by the level of assistance that I receive from others……My level of self-respect …..however….will be determined by my degree of self reliance and…. therefore … I reserve the right to ask for help without being thought of as helpless…..to refuse help without being thought of as ungrateful…. and to ask those who are in a position to help me ….. to respect these rights equally.

The Australian Constitution ….that was drafted in 1900……does not include a Bill of Rights….. So the rights of those with a disability in Australia ….. is subject to the laws which are passed by the Federal and State governments……While the United Nations enacted its Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948….. the right to education for those with a disability…..was not recognised under Australian Law until the passage of the Disability Discrimination Act of 1992……The process….in New South Wales…. where students with disabilities are incorporated into mainstream classrooms is called "integration"……This was the same term used to describe the racial desegregation of American schools in the 1950s and 60s.

Forty years ago this year…..Martin Luther King Jnr addressed a massive rally in Washington DC to state his desire for a world free of racial discrimination…..Forty years later…..I feel that a similarity exists between that struggle for racial harmony…..and the struggle for equal opportunities for students with a disability…..If these students were to gather together in one place…..like those involved in the Washington rally in 1963….. many would not have the ability to speak out …….others would not be able to hear the speeches of those who could……and many would not be able to walk unaided in protest.

At the time that the Australian Constitution was drafted……many people with disabilities were placed into institutions…..While we are free to live within society today…..we still regularly encounter the barriers of suspicion and ridicule…..and have to overcome the obstacles of ignorance and intolerance…..Like Martin Luther King ……I too have a dream.

I have a dream that…..one day…. a student's value (as a person) will be measured by his abilities….and not his disabilities.

I have a dream that….one day……a student's right to equality…. privacy …..dignity ….. and self-worth…..will not depend on having the same capabilities as others.

I have a dream that……one day……a student will not be judged by how he looks …acts ….. or sounds…..but rather by what he thinks…..and feels.

I have a dream too…..that one day….the teacher of a student with a disability will go the extra mile for him because he realises that …..just by being in the classroom…..the student has already had to go an extra five miles.

Only by breaching the walls of ignorance…and misunderstanding….can those of us with a disability be truly free……So let the battle for understanding continue…in the cities and towns of Australia.  Let the battle for understanding continue in the tropical areas of the North…..and the wide open spaces of the Outback.

The words of our national anthem call on all Australians…… to rejoice in our collective freedoms……For those students with a disability…..we will not be able to leave the institutions of isolation and intolerance…..and join in with this celebration until we can sit down with our able-bodied peers…..in a spirit of brotherhood……free of the fear of ridicule and rejection……Only then…..in the words of Martin Luther King…..can we truly say…."Free at last….free at last……thank God almighty……we are free….at last."


Note: The colour in this is so Alex can add intonation and emphasis we rely on to understand his message.

