
 

The Change Agent 
Network is a project of 
The Family Café and 
offers an opportunity for 
advocates and change 
agents to work 
collaboratively to 
transform the system by: 
combining abilities, skills, 
ideas, and talents; 
standing together for 
meaningful system reform 
measures; taking the lead 
in our communities and 
neighborhoods; sharing 
Information to help 
families become effective 
players within their 
communities; developing 
statewide networks to 
organize and discuss the 
issues that are most 
important to families and 
persons with disabilities; 
and creating a united 
position on critical 
disability policy issues. 
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The 30th Anniversary of the ADA 

On July 26th we will celebrate the 30th anniversary of the passage of the Americans 
with Disabilities Act. This landmark legislation ranks among the pantheon of historic 
legislative achievements such as the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Social Security Act 
of 1919 and the 1920 legislation authorizing the nineteenth amendment to the United 
States Constitution affording women the right to vote. Along with these, the Ameri-
cans with Disabilities Act is one of those important pieces of legislation that impacts 
our daily lives. The passage of this legislation was the result of years of relentless 
work, advocacy and a truly bi-partisan approach. It literally opened the door to the 
world for millions of American’s with disabilities. In honor of the passage of this bill, 
let us review the rights it now affords us and the key players who made it happen.    

The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) became law in 1990. It prohibits discrimi-
nation against individuals with disabilities in all areas of public life, including jobs, 
schools, transportation, and all public and private places that are open to the general 
public. The purpose of the law is to make sure that people with disabilities have the 
same rights and opportunities as everyone else.  

Key elements of legislation 

Title I - Employment 

Helps people with disabilities access the same employment opportunities and ben-
efits available to people without disabilities. 
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Applies to employers with 15 or more employees. 

Requires employers to provide reasonable accommodations to qualified applicants or employees. A 
“reasonable accommodation” is a change that accommodates employees with disabilities so they can do 
the job without causing the employer “undue hardship” (too much difficulty or expense). 

Defines disability, establishes guidelines for the reasonable accommodation process, and addresses 
medical examinations and inquiries. 

Title II - Public Services: State and Local Government 

Prohibits discrimination on the basis of disability by “public entities” such as state and local government 
agencies. . 

Requires public entities to make their programs, services and activi-
ties accessible to individuals with disabilities. 

Outlines requirements for self-evaluation and planning; making rea-
sonable modifications to policies, practices, and procedures where 
necessary to avoid discrimination; identifying architectural barriers; 
and communicating effectively with people with hearing, vision and 
speech disabilities. 

Title III - Public Accommodations and Services Operated by Pri-
vate Entities 

Prohibits places of public accommodation from discriminating against 
individuals with disabilities. Public accommodations include privately owned, leased or operated facilities 
like hotels, restaurants, retail merchants, doctor’s offices, golf courses, private schools, day care centers, 
health clubs, sports stadiums, movie theaters, and so on. 

Sets the minimum standards for accessibility for alterations and new construction of commercial facilities 
and privately owned public accommodations. It also requires public accommodations to remove barriers 
in existing buildings where it is easy to do so without much difficulty or expense. 

Directs businesses to make "reasonable modifications" to their usual ways of doing things when serving 
people with disabilities. 

Requires that businesses take steps necessary to communicate effectively with customers with vision, 
hearing, and speech disabilities. 

Title IV - Telecommunications 

Requires telephone and Internet companies to provide a nationwide system of interstate and intrastate 
telecommunications relay services that allows individuals with hearing or speech disabilities to communi-
cate over the telephone. 

Requires closed captioning of federally funded public service announcements. 
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Key Players 
 
Justin Dart Jr. 
 Justin Dart Jr. is considered by many to be the “Father 
of the ADA”.  At age 18 Dart contracted polio, and the illness 
left him a wheelchair user. After graduating (1954) from the 
University of Houston, Dart briefly studied law at the University 
of Texas before undertaking several business ventures. During 
that time he also became active in the disability rights move-
ment. 
In 1981 U.S. President Ronald Reagan appointed him vice-
chairman of the National Council on Disability. Dart and other 
council members drafted a national policy on equal rights for 
people with disabilities, and the document ultimately became 
the foundation of the ADA. In 1986 Dart became head of the federal Rehabilitation Services Admin-
istration, but he was forced to resign the following year after he criticized the department during a 
congressional hearing. After the ADA was signed into law on July 26, 1990, Dart promoted the legis-
lation and fought later efforts to amend it. Justin Dart Jr. won the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 
1998 and died in 2002. 
 

Judy Human 
 Judy is an internationally recognized leader in the disability community and a lifelong civil 
rights advocate for disadvantaged people. In 1970, Heumann and several friends with disabilities 
founded Disabled in Action, an organization that focused on securing the protection of people with 
disabilities under civil rights laws. While serving as a legislative assistant to the chairperson of the 
U.S. Senate Committee on Labor and Public Welfare, in 1974 she helped develop legislation that be-
came the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. An early leader in the Independent Living Move-
ment, she then moved to Berkeley where she served as deputy director of the Center for Independent 
Living. She also organized the sit-ins at the U.S. Department of Health Education, and Welfare offices 
in San Francisco and around the U.S. which resulted in HEW Secretary Joseph Califano signing the 
Rehabilitation Act's Section 504 regulations. She co-founded the World Institute on Disability with Ed 
Roberts and Joan Leon in 1983, serving as co-director until 1993. Among many other things, Judy 
also served in the Clinton Administration as Assistant Secretary of the Office of Special Education 
and Rehabilitation Services at the US Department of Education from 1993 to 2001. 
 

Pat Wright 
 Pat Wright’s leadership during the ADA’s passage eventually earned her the nickname, “The 
General”. She was one of a handful of leading strategic thinkers based in Washington, DC. Wright 
made her first major inroads to the disability rights movement at the Section 504 sit-in in San Francis-
co in April, 1977. Although she was there largely to serve as a personal assistant to Judy Heumann, 
Wright began to reveal and develop her negotiation skills in dealing with authorities. This experience 
led her to become more involved with advocacy. In the late 1970s she joined DREDF, the Disability 
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Rights Education and Defense Fund. The ADA’s success was due in no small part to Wright’s strategic 
leadership. 
 

Bobby Silverstein, J.D. 
 Bobby is a nationally-recognized attorney with over 45 years of public policy and advocacy ex-
perience. For more than a decade, he served as staff director and chief counsel for the Senate Sub-
committee on Disability Policy, chaired by Senator Tom Harken. Bobby was a behind-the-scenes archi-
tect of more than 20 disability related bills enacted into law including the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, the 
Individuals with Disabilities Act and of course the Americans with Disabilities Act.   
 

Senator Tom Harken 
 Senator Tom Harken was the legislative sponsor of the Americans with Disabilities Act. His pas-
sion and commitment is one of the main reasons this law exists today. He is one of those legislative 
giants who will be studied in civics classes for many years to come. Senator Harkin was elected to the 
United States House of Representatives in 1974 and was re-elected four times. He was also elected to 
the United States Senate in 1984 and served until 2014.   
 
President George H.W. Bush 
 Any discussion of the Americans with Disabilities Act must include President Bush.  It is one of 
his greatest legacies. During the bill signing President Bush remarked: "With today's signing ... every 
man, woman, and child with a disability can now pass through once-closed doors into a bright new era 
of equality, independence, and freedom." While there is still work to do, President Bush’s support has 
made a tremendous impact on the lives of all Americans with disabilities. 

30 Years Later And We Still Have A Way To Go! 
 

In 2007, the National Council on Disability produced a report entitled: The Impact of the Americans with 
Disabilities Act: Assessing the Progress Toward Achieving the Goals of the ADA”. In this comprehen-
sive report they identify areas that need improvement.    

“The provisions of the ADA addressing architectural, transportation, and communication accessibility 
have changed the face of American society in numerous concrete ways, enhancing the independence, 
full participation, inclusion, and equality of opportunity for Americans with disabilities. Americans with 
disabilities report having greater access to goods and services from businesses, state and local govern-
ments, and their local communities. People with mobility impairments have experienced substantial im-
provements in physical access to transportation, businesses and government agencies. As workers, 
people with disabilities are more likely to receive accommodations and less likely to be terminated due 
to their disabilities. However, obtaining employment remains difficult for people with visible and severe 
disabilities. Disparities still exist in access to health insurance, health care, and financial assets for peo-
ple with disabilities, as compared to people without disabilities. Access to information, particularly the 
Internet, is inconsistent, at best, for people who are visually impaired. Progress toward the goal of eco-
nomic self-sufficiency appears to be the goal having the least success”. 

Let us not let this sobering but realistic assessment of work that still needs to be done take away from 
the tremendous achievement that happened thirty years ago.  Many American’s with disabilities were 
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literally prisoners in their own homes or institutions.  The ADA changed that.  We at The Family Café are 
profoundly grateful to the aforementioned pioneers as well as to those who, on a daily basis, continue 
the fight for inclusion and for the opportunity to determine our own collective destinies.   

 

Please check out our Podcast! 
 

Please be on the lookout later this month for another episode of the Disability Advocacy Hour podcast 
coming out soon!  Our guest will be the aforementioned Bobby Silverstein, one of the original architects 
of the Americans with Disabilities Act.  Joe and Jeremy will have a conversation with Bobby about the 
lessons he learned about advocacy over the course of his career in government service, and how 
those lessons can be applied to our efforts here in Florida and at the federal level.        
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Thank you to those who joined us during The  22nd  Annual Virtual Family Café.  We are delighted to 
report that our virtual educational sessions so far have over 500,000 views, and our outreach continues 
to grow!  Check out our new website at www.FAMILYCAFE.NET.  
 
Please mark your calendars for The 23rd Annual Family Café which will be held on June 11th, 13th in 
Orlando. Hope to see you there! Registration will open on February 14th! 


