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Information Brief




Youth Voice: Unlimited Possibilities

By Coury Knowles

Dreams define people.  Achieving them takes discipline, determination, and a “winner” attitude. Larry Bird, from the Indiana Pacers, once said:

“A winner is someone who recognizes his God-given talents, works his tail off to develop them into skills, and uses these skills to accomplish his goals.” (Canton. 1999, p.79).

I am a winner by this definition.  I was born with cerebral palsy.  Cerebral palsy has not been a handicap, but it has definitely been a challenge throughout my life.  It is a challenge I have personally used in character building, perseverance, and strength.  If you asked me to list my strengths—in order #1 would be the support from my family and friends; #2 would be the self-sustaining discipline they taught me at an early age; #3 would be my ability to focus on chosen goals.  I am pretty in sync with my limitations.  I am perfectly aware that I won’t set any records in 50-meter sprint—but I am a doctoral student at a state university!  After #3, my list probably looks like that of most young men my age.  I also want you to know that cerebral palsy has help me touch people’s lives in many ways, such as teaching them to never give up no matter how hard life might be at times.  

The purpose of this reflective paper is to provide the reader with personal insights from me, the author, as I battle cerebral palsy everyday.  I will highlight stories from the following period of my life: elementary school years, middle/high school years, collegiate years, and professional years as I attempt to achieve my dream of becoming a head baseball coach at the high school level and/or collegiate level.

Elementary School Years

My early years can be described as a fight to be “normal.”  I wanted to do everything my fiends did.  For example, if they rode skateboards, I would take mine up my street (which was on a hill) and sit down on the board and ride it!  Of course, I have many scars to show for the many times I crashed.  But, I earned the respect of my friends quickly through this fearless attitude.  As a result, they adapted all games for me.  I played basketball, football (I was usually all-time quarterback), soccer, baseball and many unorganized games.  Each of these experiences contributed to my love of sport.

Even though I played recreationally with my friends, I was always picked last when it came to PE class and competitive situations. About the age of 10, I realized I was different than my classmates.  I came home many days, wishing I could run, jump, and throw like everyone else.  I recall the many nights I cried myself to sleep.  I was not upset because of the way I walked; I just knew my athletic career as a player was over before it even started.  My mother, Charlotte Knowles, a retired elementary physical education teacher, recognized my love for sports.  She told me, “I could contribute to sports without being an active player.”  She allowed me to referee, coach, and call plays, while my friends played.  From these times, I learned how important positive people are and developed an enthusiasm toward seeing people do well.    

My father, Lee Knowles used my love for sport to teach me to walk.  He made me do laps around my house to gain strength.  He was like a military officer because he did not put up with excuses.  I had to get them done.  He did not care how long it took, just get them done!  I hated him for his expectations.  But, looking back today, I love and cherish him for his “tough love”.  This “tough love” helped me overcome five surgeries (four of which I had at Shands Hospital at the University of Florida) and many additional hours of physical therapy.    I had my last surgery at the age of 12.  This surgery lasted for about 10 hours and involved cutting nerve endings in my spinal cord, which send incorrect signals to my muscles that make up my scissor-like gait.  All the operations, especially the last one, taught me humility.  I had to physically start over after each one.  I learned to walk again, again, and again on five separate occasion.  Each occasion showed me the value of courage not only in myself, but also in my parents.  They allowed me to fall and get up again on my own!  They could have babied me, but my dad would have nothing of it!  He always told me “You can do anything, but you are going to have to work harder than everyone else.” 
Middle/High School Years

As I entered middle school and progressed through high school, I wanted to be accepted by my peers even though I was different.  This was a very tough time.  I had many friends at school, but when it came time to hangout after school, girls did not give me the time of day.  I used this as a motivating factor for succeeding in school, athletically and academically.  I began managing the basketball and baseball teams at my schools.  My time was taken up with my passion of sport.  So I did have much time to think about what I did not have, “a girlfriend”.  But at times, I would be reminded of it.  When I would “walk-in-the-mall,” I would notice how people, especially girls, would seem to be afraid to walk next to me.  It crushed me.  This “mall story” carried on for many years.  I began to become self-conscious of my cerebral palsy.  As a result, I felt that I must work harder to get a “girlfriend,” but it did not work.  I would ask a girl out to a movie and she would not show up!  I even struggled to get a date for the school dances or other functions.

In high school, I decided to put my energy into my work.  My work involved running for student government offices (vice-president of junior class and the student body vice-president my senior year), managing the varsity baseball team, and my subjects.  The work paid off.  I graduated 41st out of about 365 seniors, earned several academic scholarships to the University of Florida, and my head baseball coach, Mike Campbell, got me an interview to be a manager of the University of Florida baseball team.  I was so happy to now leave all the “social stuff” of high school behind and begin my college career.          

Collegiate Years

I tell you life got harder in college.  In all parts, academically I lost one of scholarships my first semester, athletically I was told I could not be a student-manager due to my physical disability, and socially I had lots of friends, but few were girls.  

As a result, I felt I must work harder—just like my dad said!  I called head baseball coach, Andy Lopez, myself.  I left him a message and told him I was sorry that I did not tell him that I had a disability beforehand.  I know that legally I did not have to, but it was unfair to him because I was dishonest with him from the beginning.  I continued to say that all I was only looking for was an opportunity to work with his program.  Two days later, he returned my call and wanted to meet again!  We did and Coach Lopez allowed me to begin hanging out with the team.  In 1996, I recall what I would like to call the “dugout” story. During the first home game of the season, the entire staff was introduced, except for me!  I was standing alone in the dugout and I wanted to cry, but I did not (I waited until I got home to do that).     

Academically, I took out a student loan to pay for my courses so I could “volunteer” my time with the baseball team.  All my spare time (if I was not studying or in class) was spent at the baseball field.   I begin “rubbing-up” the baseball balls for each home game.  Three dozen matter of fact!  I was excited then I realized to be apart of the traveling party for a road game meant that you were “really” part of the team.  Coach Lopez asked me to travel with team to Tennessee in 1996.  However, I was struggling in a writing class (with a D +) and we had a paper due on the Monday were going to return from Tennessee.  The professor told me that I needed at least a “B” on the paper to pass the course.  As a result, I did not go on the trip.  I earned a “B+” on the paper and passed the course.  At the end of finals, I had to go home and work a summer job while the Gator baseball earned a trip to the 1996 College World Series (CWS).  Besides that, I was still using a motorized wheelchair to get around.  I watched the CWS on TV and decided that I wanted to get back to Omaha.  

In 1998 and 1999, I worked on my major coursework (Exercise and Sport Sciences) and everything began clicking academically.  I earned straight “As” and found myself on the President’s honor role.  On the baseball field, I was given more responsibilities and even attended team workouts.  This is when I started working out and riding a stationary bike.  I became stronger and “shagged” baseball balls during batting practice.  My goal was to catch a live fly ball.  The team knew it.  Lot of days after practice I would be dirtier than some of the players.  This effort made me a leader in the locker room.  Not by what I said, but by what I did.  I was treated as a player.   I can recall that I would go home after most games during these years and pray about catching a ball.  Mostly, I remember giving thanks for the ability to be a “player.”  In 1998, we (the Gators) went back to the College World Series and I was part of the traveling party.  I had finally achieved the dream of being a part of a team.

In 1999, I also had my first girlfriend.  Her name was Elke.  It was great; we had lot of fun together.  We dated for 2 plus years.  Then the bottom fell out of our relationship.  She told me, one night that she could not date me anymore because she could not deal with my cerebral palsy anymore.  I was crushed.  However, our breakup was my fault.  I failed to communicate my needs concerning CP.  I also should have been more open about it to her.  The fact was that I was 23yrs old and still had not accepted me for me.  I was always too busy proving to others what I could and could not do.  Elke taught me, we make our own straight lines as we walk through life and we must be able to see the beauty in the curves.  I was hurt by our breakup, but Elke put me on the path to accept my disability as strength and not a weakness.  I thankful for the time we spent together, for she made me a better person.

Professional Years

I graduated from the University of Florida (UF) with a Bachelors of Science in Exercise and Sport Sciences with a specialization in Sport Management (May, 1999) and a Master’s in Exercise and Sport Sciences, which includes an emphasis in Adapted Physical Education/Physical Education (May, 2001).    In 1999, I accepted two graduate assistant positions at UF.  One involved teaching adapted physical at local schools in the Gainesville area.  The other position allowed me to supervise 15 student-managers for five different intercollegiate sports within the athletic department.  This was ironic because five years prior I was told I could not manage due to my disabilities and now I was leading student-managers due to my abilities.  As a token of my efforts at UF, I was voted in the Student Hall of Fame 2001.   In July 2001, I chose to leave UF to begin my teaching/coaching career.

Searching for a coaching job was another challenge within itself.  Many athletic directors, coaches, and principals judged me for what they saw again!  However, I was used it.  I cried many nights wondering if my childhood dream of being a coach would come true.  I started my job search back in January 2001 and sure enough three days before my lease ran out in my apartment in Gainesville, I was offered my current job.

I am currently am a Specially Designed Physical Education teacher and baseball coach in Seminole County, Florida.  This is my sixth year of teaching and coaching full-time.  My job responsibilities involve teaching students with various disabilities, such as the Physically Impaired (PI), the Trainable Mentally Disabled (TMD), Profoundly Mentally Disabled (PMD), and Autistic.  As a varsity assistant baseball coach at Lake Brantley High in Altamonte Springs, I have directed the strength and conditioning program for the team (2003) and revised the base running program with new drills and teaching cues based on current research (2004).   I am certified in athletic coaching, grades K-12th, physical education, grades K-12th, middle grade science, grades 5-9th, and currently hold an adaptive physical education endorsement.  

I have also been (and currently am) invited as a guest speaker/lecturer to the University of Florida, University of South Florida, Saint Leo University, University of Central Florida, Valencia Community College, and Columbia High School (Columbia County, Florida), Flagler Palm Coast High (Flagler County, Florida).  I spoke to undergraduate education majors (student body—CHS, FPCH) about disability awareness.  I am pursuing my doctorate degree at the University of Central Florida in Education.  My coursework emphasizes curriculum and instruction.  Once I complete this degree (Summer 2007), I aspire to become a head baseball coach at the high school or collegiate level.  Then, I would like to become a professor at a University where I can teach adults who desire to become coaches themselves.

Personally, I am 29 yrs old.  I have learned to swim and have completed three

5k road races & 1 10k road race, as well as won several teaching and coaching awards during my tenure in Seminole County.  More importantly, I am blessed to have many friends who love me for me.  They give me encouragement to continue to reach for my dreams no matter the obstacles.  I love them.  There are no words that can express my feelings.  In the end, “To believe you can is everything!”

Conclusion

I would like to leave you with two quotes from Clay Stewart, one of my eighth grade students from Howard Bishop Middle in Gainesville, Florida.  Clay was the subject of a paper I completed in 1997 entitled Cerebral Palsy with Grace.  The paper was a requirement for PET 3640: Exercise Therapy & Adapted PE, which I completed as part of my Bachelor of Science degree in Exercise and Sport Sciences from the University of Florida.  I asked Clay, “What do you hope people will gain from reading this paper?”  Clay stated,  

“I hope this paper will help you understand that people with disabilities are ‘normal’ individuals, but do things in a little different way.  And I want you to know that cerebral palsy has helped me touch people’s lives in many ways, such as teaching them that no matter how hard it might be; I can do things like a ‘normal’ person, but do things in a little different way.”  

He ended by saying and I will do the same, 
“I especially want to send this message out to the people that think it will never happen to me, it could and I am here to say, if does not happen to you chances are it might happen to someone you love.  In that aspect, it will be like its happening to you.  I have cerebral palsy, but it does not hold me back so if you do not have a disability, what is your excuse?”

Thank you for taking the time to read about my life.  I wish you the best in achieving your dreams.  Remember they define you regardless of your physical strength, physical speed, and physical size! 
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· Internet Resources for Special Children (IRSC) 

The IRSC Web site is dedicated to communicating information relating to the needs of children with disabilities on a global basis--includes a wealth of information on specific disabilities, laws, adaptive equipment and technologies, recreation and sports, and schooling. 

· PALAESTRA (Forum of Sport, Physical Education & Recreation For Those With Disabilities) 

PALAESTRA: Forum of Sport, Physical Education & Recreation for those with Disabilities, a quarterly publication, published in cooperation with both the U.S. Olympic Committee's Committee on Sports for the Disabled and the American Alliance for Health, Physical Education, Recreation & Dance's Adapted Physical Activity Council, is a valuable resource for consumers, their families, and professionals in the field. PALAESTRA, Greek for a gymnasium or sports school, provides a forum for the exchange of ideas and information concerning adapted physical activity for individuals with disabilities. Whether your interest lies in sports or recreation; training or teaching; outdoor adventure or dance; national or international championships, there is always something entertaining and informative available within PALAESTRA. 

· Bandaides and Blackboards 

This is a site about kids growing up with medical problems. Its goal is to help people understand what it's like, from the perspective of the children, to grow up and live with certain medical conditions. These stories are told by kids as they have become experts at coping with problems that most of you have never heard of. They share with us how they do it, and they hope that you'll be glad you came to visit. You can visit three areas, one for younger kids, one for teens, and one for adults. Many of their stories are uplifting and contain their thoughts about how they fare in physical education classes. Other information at the site are strategies of inclusion, and links for parents and teachers. This may be a good site for health classes. 

· National Center on Physical Activity and Disability (NCPAD) 

The NCPAD Web site features NCPAD’s Research Citation Database, which contains references for journal articles, newsletters, book excerpts, and hyperlinks to Web sites as well as NCPAD’s Fact Sheets and Bibliographies on topics relating to specific activities and disabilities. NCPAD’s Web site also provides a national resource directories of facilities, programs, and events concerned with physical activity and disability. 

· Adapted Physical Education National Standards (APENS) Project 

This Web site describes this project in which the roles, responsibilities, and perceived needs of practicing adapted physical educators are described. The national APENS exam is also explained and visitors can see when the next exam is going to be. 

· National Consortium on Physical Education and Recreation for Individuals with Disabilities (NCPERID) 

This site is maintained by the National Consortium on Physical Education and Recreation for Individuals with Disabilities.  It contains information on the Consortium's mission, annual meeting, membership information, and an on-line copy of its newletter, "The Advocate". It also contains links to many related sites. 

· Thera-Talk 

This is an interactive site that allows you to send and receive messages to therapists and adapted physical education specialists around the world. Messages are posted and archived so you don't miss any of the conversation. 

· Adapt-Talk 

Subscribe to this listserv and discuss the latest issues about Adapted PE. 

· Yoga for the Special Child 

This site contains information on teaching yoga to infants and children with Down Syndrome, Cerebral Palsy, Attention Deficit Disorder, Learning Disabilities and other syndromes and disorders. 

· Special Olympics 

This site is maintained by Special Olympics International, with information on sports offered by Special Olympics, links to individual state programs, volunteering, and other pertinent information. 

· Skating Association for the Blind and Handicapped (SABAH) 

This site provides a little information about their ice skating program for people with visual impairments. You can read about their accomplishments and learn about their mission statement. Also, you can see more detailed information about their program by clicking on the "Request Info" link on their site. 

· Therapeutic Recreation 

This is a therapeutic recreation directory site, with links to many different topics ranging from activity and treatment ideas to workshops and conferences. 

· Motor Opportunities Via Education (MOVE) 

MOVE International is dedicated to helping children and adults with severe disabilities sit, stand and walk. MOVE International was born out of a need to improve the quality of life for people with severe disabilities. This is achieved through instruction and adaptive equipment that enhances independent mobility. 

· Achievable Concepts 

The entire range of adapted equipment and specialized products is listed with prices. The equipment ranges from the passive to the extreme and includes adapted cycles, beach wheelchair, modified games and cards, bowling aids, specialised gardening equipment, activity resource manuals and other publications. The equipment is suitable for adults and children with disabilities as well as useful for aged care facilities and specials schools. 

· North American Riding for the Handicapped Association 

NARHA is a membership organization, which fosters safe, professional, ethical and therapeutic equine activities through education, communication, standards and research for people with and without disabilities. 

· Electronic STATE COUNCIL ON ADAPTED PHYSICAL EDUCATION (E-SCAPE) 

This website provides a means for the Council to share information with teachers, activity leaders, parents, individuals with disabilities, and others interested in Adapted Physical Education (APE) and Adapted Physical Activity (APA). 

· Project INSPIRE 

If you are looking for a wealth of information regarding Adapted Physical Education, then visit Project INSPIRE, Texas Woman's University Web page. It provides concise fact sheets regarding typical behaviors associated with a number of disabilities, program modification suggestions, and Internet links to facilitate acquisition of additional information. 


For more information on NCLD-Youth and the work that we do, please contact


Rebecca Hare, Project Coordinator


NCLD-Youth


IEL


4455 Connecticut Ave, NW Suite 310


Washington, DC 20008


202-822-8405 x127


harer@iel.org 


Check out our website for new products and exciting updates! 


http://www.ncld-youth.info
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