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ARTICLE 

ROOTS OF THE MOVEMENT THAT PRODUCED 
THE ADA 

Lex Frieden 

The disability movement that produced the Americans with 
Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA) gelled in the mid-1970s.1 The 
movement was spawned by a confluence of events and other 
social movements. One might say the disability movement was 
the product of the 1960s social revolution that also prompted the 
anti-war movement, the women’s movement, and Ralph Nader’s 
consumerism movement. The disability movement, like the 
others, was also inspired by the civil rights movement and, 
ultimately, the enactment of the Civil Rights Act of 1964.2 

I was fifteen years old when President Lyndon Johnson 
signed the Civil Rights Act.3 In Alva, the small farming 
community in northwestern Oklahoma where I lived, there were 
no speeches, picnics, fireworks, or celebrations to mark the 
occasion. Life went on as usual. Of course, I watched the 
television news with my family and saw that President Johnson 
had enacted the law. I recall my mother and father saying that 
they hoped that this step would ease tensions in the South. For 
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months prior to the bill signing, television news reports covered a 
steady stream of protest marches and occasional violence 
associated with the protests.4 These activities seemed foreign and 
very far away to us. There was no racial tension or conflicts 
between black people and white people in my town. In fact, there 
were no African-Americans living or working there. 

Even though no black people lived or worked in Alva, there 
were a number of Hispanic families living in the town. Some of 
my schoolmates were Hispanic, and at least two of my teachers 
were Hispanic. We learned and practiced Spanish in school, 
beginning in the fifth grade. As far as I could tell, our community 
was race neutral, and most of my friends and their families 
understood that inclusion was preferable to segregation. 
Attitudes about race in the community may have been partly 
shaped by the reality that most of the influential, older people 
who lived there were the children or grandchildren of European 
immigrants, middle or lower class farmers who left their 
homelands to escape religious and class-based discrimination in 
the nineteenth century. In middle school, I memorized the 
Declaration of Independence and the Gettysburg Address. I 
memorized Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech in my 
first year of high school. 

Not all of us who grew up during the 1960s were “activists” 
in the true sense of the word. Most of the “action” was in other 
parts of the country, not in Oklahoma, Kansas, Iowa, or other 
mostly rural states. Nevertheless, as a disc jockey at the local 
broadcast radio station (KALV, 1430 AM), most of the songs I 
played when I worked there between 1965 and 1967 could be 
classified as revolution folk songs and rock ballads. Barry 
McGuire warned we were on the “Eve of Destruction”;5 Bob 
Dylan asked, “How many times must the cannon balls fly before 
they’re forever banned?”;6 Peter, Paul, and Mary serenaded us 
with a stirring call to action, “This Land Is Your Land, This Land 
Is My Land”;7 and Simon and Garfunkel summoned our voices in 
the classic folk-rock anthem, “The Sounds of Silence.”8 And, while 
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the flower children in San Francisco and the hippies at 
Woodstock may have seemed far away, killings of anti-war 
protesters, like those at Kent State in Ohio,9 might have 
happened at any of the several nearby colleges at which students 
engaged in anti-war protests. 

Everyone who grew up during the 1960s, regardless of 
whether they were from the conservative Midwest, the animated 
West Coast, or anywhere else, was affected by the post-World 
War II social milieu. Citizens felt they could express themselves 
more freely than they felt they could during wartime, and the 
citizens who felt that the most were those who were not even 
alive during World War II. Thus, my generation, the baby boom 
generation and the children of the 1960s, became the nation’s 
new wave of social activists. We expressed ourselves by 
protesting about segregation10 and about the war in Vietnam.11 
And, later, we rallied on behalf of equal rights for women,12 and 
we identified with Ralph Nader’s consumer rights platform.13 

One of the reasons people hated the war in Vietnam was the 
fact that it produced thousands of young men with disabilities—
more than any war in history before it.14 This was partly a result 
of the weaponry and paramilitary strategies that were used in 
the conflict. It was also a result of giant leaps in medicine that 
enabled people with the most severe, traumatic injuries to be 
stabilized and maintained despite severed spinal cords, battered 
skulls, and other profound, life-threatening injuries. The 
revolutionary new medicines and surgical approaches that saved 
lives on the battlefield also saved countless civilian lives and 
produced thousands more people with disabilities to join those 
returning from Vietnam.15 

Together, all these dynamics laid the groundwork for the 
seemingly spontaneous eruption of the disability movement in 
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the early 1970s. The movement was first manifested by a series 
of uncoordinated individual actions in communities around the 
country. In Berkeley, California, Ed Roberts, a polio survivor and 
wheelchair user who would later become Director of 
Rehabilitation for the State of California, wanted to live in a 
residence hall at the University of California at Berkeley but was 
prevented from doing so because of his disability.16 He protested 
vehemently and provisions were ultimately made for him to live 
in a converted campus health center.17 The seeds of his protest 
produced the Center for Independent Living in Berkeley and the 
504 protests in San Francisco.18 At the University of Illinois, 
Fred Fay, a quadriplegic who would later be an advisor to 
President Bill Clinton and a confidant of disability icon Justin 
Dart, Jr., joined fellow students with disabilities to argue that 
the University of Illinois should be more accessible.19 Fred and 
his colleagues, along with an activist faculty member, Tim 
Nugent, pioneered a model, campus-wide program of accessibility 
and disability enlightenment.20 In New York, Judy Heumann, a 
polio survivor who used a wheelchair, was denied a teaching job 
because the school at which she applied to teach said she would 
not be able to lift a fallen child off the floor from her wheelchair, 
if necessary.21 Judy never got her teaching job, but she later 
became U.S. Assistant Secretary of Education.22 Evan Kemp, an 
attorney who would later be appointed chairperson of the U.S. 
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, was denied several 
dozen jobs after graduating from law school because he was 
disabled and use a wheelchair.23 

Less than a year after my neck was broken in an automobile 
crash, Oral Roberts University rejected my application for 
admittance to the school because, “You indicated on your 
application you used a wheelchair for mobility. Therefore your 
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application was denied.” Our experiences were replicated in 
similar cases affecting thousands of people with many types of 
disabilities, as a new wave of people with disabilities tried to 
integrate or reintegrate themselves into society. 

Having grown up during the 1960s and having observed a 
series of contemporary social movements, those of us who were 
affected by overt discrimination behaved in what, retrospectively, 
would seem to be a quite natural way. First, we talked about our 
dilemmas, and we reached out to other people who had 
experienced the same kind of rejection. Then, we organized: first 
in informal clubs and discussion groups and, then, in advocacy 
groups with articles of incorporation that included stated 
missions and goals. Our mission was to achieve full access and 
full inclusion in society, and our goals involved legislation and 
regulation. 

By asserting ourselves and organizing other people with 
disabilities who had also experienced firsthand discrimination 
and disenfranchisement, we effectively changed the culture-
based disability paradigm from one of classical paternalism to 
one of enlightened self-advocacy. The new wave of disability 
advocates who emerged in the 1970s rejected the iconic image of 
an aging person with a pathetic expression sitting in a 
wheelchair with a blanket over his or her legs. We rejected the 
emotion laden, pity driven fundraising strategies of charitable 
organizations like Easter Seals,24 an organization that would 
have you believe that the purchase of a lily from the cabinet next 
to the checkout line at a dime store, drugstore, or restaurant 
would buy a prosthesis or a wheelchair for a child who needed 
one. We boycotted and engaged in public protests about 
paternalistic campaigns such as the Muscular Dystrophy 
Association Telethon, an annual Labor Day pity-fest that raised 
millions of dollars by projecting images of Jerry Lewis, the 
renowned comedian, crying nonstop for forty-eight hours as he 
blubbered about poor, helpless children with disabilities for 
whom a few donated dollars might buy a smile or possibly even a 
cure for their curse.25 

While local disability organizations and independent living 
centers run by people with disabilities were springing up in 
communities across the United States, there was no identifiable 
national presence of the disability movement until about 1974. In 
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that year, Fred Fay, who was then a young professor of 
rehabilitation at Tufts University, invited a group of about 
twenty advocates from various locales around the country to 
Boston to discuss the prospect of forming a national advocacy 
organization for people with disabilities.26 Because Fred had 
heard that I was starting an independent living center and a 
disability advocacy organization in Houston, he called to 
interview me and, then, to invite me to the meeting. In addition 
to me, the group included Ed Roberts and Judy Heumann, whom 
I mentioned above. Also notable in the group were Dianne Latin, 
a woman with paraplegia who was employed by the President’s 
Committee on Employment of the Handicapped (PCEH),27 and 
Eunice Fiorito, a blind individual who had just been appointed 
Director of New York City’s Mayor’s Office on Disability, the first 
such office in any city.28 

In my recollection, the meeting in Boston was highlighted by 
a soliloquy by Ed Roberts during which he suggested that people 
with disabilities should be leading any and all organizations that 
provided services to people with disabilities. It was obvious that 
Ed had given considerable thought to this proposition. He 
described in great detail how, in his opinion, disability service 
organizations and vocational rehabilitation agencies were being 
run, and he theorized that low expectations and lack of 
understanding of clients were the products of poorly trained 
providers who were being led by people he described as “elitist, 
able-bodied, charity czars.” He resolved that the solution to this 
obviously flawed system was for people with disabilities to “take 
over” these organizations and “run them the way they should be 
run.” Ed even described a strategy that he was planning to 
employ to “assume control” of the Goodwill organization in 
Oakland. The strategy was to get people with disabilities elected 
to the board of directors of the local not-for-profit organization 
chapter. Then, the board would fire the current Chief Executive 
Officer (CEO) and employ, in his place, a person with a disability. 
In turn, the new CEO would employ people with disabilities to 
work with and retrain the existing staff. Ed went on to speculate 
that if this scenario were repeated in multiple cities in which the 
national Goodwill association had affiliates, there would soon be 
enough disability-run affiliates to “overthrow” the national 
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organization and install leaders with disabilities at that level as 
well. Once that happened, the mission of the national 
organization and all its affiliates could be directed toward 
advocacy and the promotion of self-help, independent living style 
services. 

Ed’s provocative rant epitomized the kind of “radical ideas” 
that were tossed around at the Boston meeting. After three days 
of high-energy discussions, the group concluded that there was a 
clear need for a national organization that would serve as a 
platform for issues development, an organizing structure for local 
groups, and a collective voice for the new disability movement. 

We envisioned the new organization to be a catalyst for 
unity among the disability community, helping to meld the 
interests and align the strategies of extant disability-specific or 
single-disability membership organizations like the Paralyzed 
Veterans of America (PVA)29 or the National Association of the 
Deaf (NAD)30. We described our new group as a national cross-
disability advocacy organization, connoting our vision of people 
with different types of disabilities working together to achieve 
common transformational objectives. Indeed, our goal early on 
was to literally transform the social, economic, political, and 
physical environments to remove barriers to equality and 
independence for all people with disabilities. It was not a vision 
crafted in a moment of whimsy nor one meant to be cavalier. 
Neither was it one that we expected to be easily achieved. It was 
a vision born of great passion and one to which we were utterly 
committed. 

Near the end of the meeting, Dianne Latin pointed out that 
the PCEH would soon host a large, national meeting in 
Washington, D.C. She suggested that the group might meet 
again then, and, if we so chose, she would reserve space for us at 
the meeting venue (at the committee’s expense). Several people 
did not like this suggestion because the President’s Committee 
was regarded, like other prominent disability organizations, as 
being paternalistic and “old school.”  Others argued that a 
meeting in the very near future was a good idea and that, by 
meeting in conjunction with the President’s Committee, some of 
us could get our travel to the meeting sponsored. Somebody even 
made the point that while he might regard us as Young Turks, 
Committee Chairman Harold Russell, a World War II veteran 
and Academy Award winning actor, was a double arm amputee 
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and, therefore, one of us.31 Finally, it was agreed that a meeting 
to form a national organization to be called the American 
Coalition of Citizens with Disabilities (ACCD)32 would be held in 
Washington, D.C. in conjunction with the meeting of the PCEH. 

In the weeks between the Boston meeting and the PCEH 
meeting, a self-appointed committee led by Fred Fay and Eunice 
Fiorito drafted organizational papers, including a charter and 
bylaws, for ACCD. Consulting frequently with the Boston group 
members, the organizing committee identified and invited 
leaders of national, disability-specific groups, including the 
American Council of the Blind (ACB),33 the NAD, and the PVA, to 
take part in the founding meeting. Some, but not all, of these 
groups were represented at the Boston meeting. The organizing 
committee also tried to identify and invite leaders of local 
disability-led organizations to attend. To avoid conflicts with the 
aforementioned disability-specific organizations, it was decided 
that ACCD should be an organization of organizations rather 
than an individual membership organization. We devised a 
formula so that larger, national membership organizations would 
have five votes in the national assembly; smaller, state and 
regional organizations would have three votes; and local 
organizations would each have one vote. 

The first national assembly of ACCD was convened by the 
founding members who included most of the Boston group and 
about fifteen other national, state and local disability group 
representatives who had been invited by the organizing 
committee. More than 100 advocates took part in the meeting. 
Fiorito was elected president.34 Other officers were Fred Fay,35 
Judy Heumann,36 John Lancaster, a spinal cord injured Vietnam 
veteran who was representing the PVA,37 Fred Schreiber, a deaf 
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individual who was Executive Director of the NAD,38 Roger 
Peterson, a blind individual who represented ACB,39 Gini Laurie, 
publisher of Rehabilitation Gazette (the only nondisabled person 
on the board),40 and me. The initial board of directors reflected 
the founder’s wish for cross disability leadership and 
partnership. 

For the next two years, ACCD’s board members met every 
three to four months, usually in the hometowns of board 
members, traveling at the members own expense, and sometimes 
staying on pallets on the floors of the homes of local advocates. 
We worked tirelessly, exchanging ideas, detailing issues, 
developing strategies, and drafting action plans and policy 
papers. 

In 1976, with funding provided by a small grant from the 
rehabilitation research program at the U.S. Department of 
Health Education and Welfare (HEW), the board of ACCD hired 
Frank Bowe, a recent graduate with a Ph.D. from New York 
University, to be Executive Director.41 Frank was deaf, but he 
was one of the most powerful, dynamic, and compelling 
communicators I have ever met. He was also a very good 
organizer, strategist, and grant writer. Within a few months, 
Frank had secured substantial funding from multiple 
organizations and sponsors, and he had begun to roll out a 
strategy for building coalitions of people with disabilities 
patterned after ACCD in every state and every city in the 
country. 

As its founders envisioned, ACCD effectively served as an 
issue identifier and idea incubator. It prompted and facilitated 
the organization of nearly fifty statewide and several hundred 
local coalitions of people with disabilities, all of which were led by 
people with disabilities and focused on advocacy. It functioned as 
the organizing and strategizing body for local, state, and national 
demonstrations aimed at getting Section 504 Regulations 
signed42 and, later, getting significant changes made in the 
federal rehabilitation program through the 1978 amendments to 
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the Rehabilitation Act of 1973.43 ACCD lobbying resulted in 
relocation of the federal rehabilitation programs from HEW to 
the Department of Education; authorization of a new federal 
program and funding for the establishment of independent living 
centers in all the states; an expanded role for the newly named 
National Institute on Handicapped Research; and an emphasis 
on vocational rehabilitation services for people with the most 
severe disabilities. 

When the Reagan Administration assumed control of the 
federal agencies in 1980, certain funding streams that fueled the 
work of advocacy organizations, like ACCD, during the Carter 
Administration dried up. With fewer opportunities to compete for 
funding from federal agencies, and with comparatively well-
endowed coalition member organizations that had helped to 
subsidize ACCD in the past dramatically reducing their 
contributions to the enterprise, ACCD’s budget shrank, Frank 
Bowe vacated his position, and the organization winnowed 
away.44 

By the time ACCD closed its doors in 1983,45 the disability 
movement had begun to mature. More than 100 state and local 
coalitions patterned after ACCD were in place and functioning 
effectively. These organizations were having success advocating 
for and getting new state laws to protect people with disabilities 
from discrimination. They were also having an impact on local 
municipalities: some communities began to provide limited 
accessible public transportation services; some communities 
incorporated barrier free access provisions in their building 
codes; and some communities included disability among the 
protected classes in local nondiscrimination ordinances. 

By 1986, when the National Council on the Handicapped 
(now the National Council on Disability) published Toward 
Independence, the landmark report calling for federal legislation 
to protect people with disabilities from discrimination,46 the 
disability movement was well established. State and local 
advocacy coalitions and the independent living centers were 
capable of generating considerable public pressure on Congress 
and elsewhere. The older disability-specific membership 
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organizations and voluntary associations had aligned themselves 
with the disability rights movement and reinvigorated their 
memberships. A new band of movement leaders, like Marca 
Bristo, who led the National Council on Independent Living,47 
and Bob Kafka, a national organizer and leader of ADAPT,48 had 
emerged and brought new ideas and energetic new constituencies 
into the fray. When the ADA bill was introduced in Congress in 
1988,49 the disability movement was ready to pave the way for its 
passage. 

Two decades of disability movement advocacy culminated on 
July 26, 1990, when 3,000 advocates joined President George 
Bush on the south lawn of the White House to enact the ADA.50 
The disability movement that produced the ADA relied on the 
inspiration and guidance of prior movements seeking social 
justice for other oppressed and ostracized groups. Like the other 
groups, the disability movement was motivated by individuals 
who had experienced discrimination and segregation. For 43 
million people with disabilities whose lives were dramatically 
impacted by the ADA,51 passage of the Act was the fulfillment of 
countless hopes, prayers, and dreams. For the Young Turks and 
rebels who started the disability movement, the ADA stands as a 
tribute to their vision and perseverance, and a milestone for the 
movement they conceived and guided. 
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