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“Itʼs Our Story” National Launch at National Press Club, Washington DC 

Doors Open 9:15 am    Press Conference begins 9:45 am   -    July 24, 2009 

Knowing Our History Renewing Our Promise  

Washington, D.C. – On July 26, 1990, President George H.W. Bush signed into law the 

Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA) -- the world's first comprehensive civil rights law 

for people with disabilities. Now 19 years later the law still resonates with a powerful history and 

that is impacting everything from the Healthcare bill and Justice Sotomyerʼs nomination, to the 

race for the American presidency. 

On the eve of the 19th Anniversary of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), a coalition of 

Americans with Disabilities will embark upon a national media and political awareness campaign 

called, “Itʼs Our Story!”  This ambitious video oral history project created by Scott Cooper and 

has been supported by a cast of thousands. It captures the stories of living with a disability in 

America from 1,000 voices and 100 cities visited since 2005. 

“Itʼs Our Story” is a video oral history project that uncovers the power, pride, and personal 

struggles of living with a disability. “The Itʼs Our Story initiative is the most ambitious and holds 

the most comprehensive history of this unique civil rights struggle,” said Judith Heumann, 

Director of the Department of Disability Services for the District of Columbia and one of the most 

illustrious leaders of the disability community. Scott Cooper, the projectʼs creator, states that, “at 

the projectʼs core lie over 6000 testimonies of what is was like, is and should be like to live with 

a disability in America.”  

Today, 54 million people in the United States live with some type of disability.  After years of 

stigma, discrimination, and social exclusion, people with disabilities still encounter barriers. 

Victor Pineda, a new generation leader of the movement has been supporting the national 

initiative through his foundation. Mr. Pineda states, “It's a uniquely American story and 

challenges our most fundamental values of freedom, autonomy, and independence. However, 

barriers still exist for young people with disabilities. Our community still has the highest 

unemployment rate, the highest poverty rate and the highest social isolation barriers to 

overcome.” 



Itʼs Our Story shares unique knowledge, personal insight, and shares the wisdom necessary to 

unlock our human potential. By October of 2009, one thousand people from one hundred cities will 

have contributed their personal video testimony. The project is a tribute to the late Justin Dart Jr. and 

the thousands of advocates that made the ADA a reality. “Itʼs Our Story” combines itʼs 1,000 video 

oral histories with Mr. Darts “Discrimination Diaries,” a collection of five thousand hand written 

testimonials from all fifty states that showed the dilemma that people with disabilities faced, and by so 

doing paved the way for the landmark American with Disabilities Act.  Together, these primary 

sources will literally impact the world in ways never before imagined through the art of storytelling, 

empowering the online world to take control of the narrative and lead us into an exciting new future. 

On July 26, 2010, in celebration of the 20th anniversary of the American with Disabilities Act of 

1990, a virtual social network website will be premiered. A modern communication tool to 

disseminate information to our next generation of leaders and the communities they serve. This 

website will be easily accessible for people with disabilities. We expect “Itʼs Our Story,” to 

accomplish the following: 

* People with and without disabilities from all backgrounds recognize themselves in these oral 
histories and stories, and will be inspired to assume leadership roles in their communities; 

* The general public will come to understand that those of us with disabilities are just like them, 
having the same dreams, hopes, fears, and desires for a good and meaningful life; 

* Policy-makers will acquire knowledge to make better decisions that affect people with 
disabilities, and will understand the wisdom of partnering with people with disabilities when 
making decisions and crafting policy; 

* Researchers, students, teachers, and trainers will be able to use the archive for educational 
projects, to create training materials, and research a variety of disability-related issues. 

* People with and without disabilities will be able to use the website archive to assemble 
education and outreach projects, and in the process acquire skills in media, filmmaking, 
journalism, advertising, and communications. 

 

About the Victor Pineda Foundation - The Victor Pineda Foundation (VPF) is an educational non-profit 
organization that promotes the rights and dignities of young people with disabilities. Our fieldwork and 
research initiatives further an inclusive human and civil rights approach to disability programs and 
policies. We work to build inclusive societies where young people with disabilities can develop their 
talents, skills and abilities and reach their full potential. Toward this goal, the Victor Pineda Foundation 
also collaborates with regional and global institutions in delivering its research and training programs. 

 

For more information contact:  
Ann Welch, Operations Director 
The Victor Pineda Foundation 
Ann@pinedafoundation.org 

Visit our websites at:  
www.itsourstory.org 

www.pinedafoundation.org 



 
 

Itʼs Our Story Brings New Meaning to the American Flag and 
Independence Day 
 
As the Fourth of July has recently been celebrated, a new kind of 
American flag should be introduced. The “Story Flag” is a 12-foot 
by 20-foot version of the American Flag that is currently touring 
the United States. As the tour continues, it leads up to the 20th 
anniversary of the signing of the American with Disabilities Act of 
1990. The Story Flag is a modern piece of art that captures the 
meaning of the “Itʼs Our Story” project. The project is being led by 
Scott Cooper, whose son has Muscular Dystrophy.  
 
“Itʼs Our Story” is a video history project that uncovers the power, 
pride, and challenges of people living with disabilities in America. 
Mr. Cooperʼs son was so impacted by a History Day project on 
Justin Dart, Jr., that it served as inspiration for him to start “Itʼs 
Our Story” and share that power with others. The late Justin Dart, 
Jr. traveled across the country during the 1980s and collected 
over 5,000 testimonials. He brought these testimonials back to 
Congress to show the barriers that people with disabilities faced, 
proving a need for the American with Disabilities Act of 1990 to be 
passed.  The Story Flag showcases hundreds of handmade “story 
sticks,” which Native Americans once used to pass along stories 
through generations.  Each story stick represents a person with a 
disability who has shared their story through a video portrait. 
These video portraits show the everyday challenges and 
successes that people with disabilities experience. Through word 
of mouth, the project has identified and interviewed over eight 
hundred and fifty people with disabilities. These story sticks are 
attached to the flag with a goal of reaching one thousand upon its 
completion.  
 
“I feel compelled to capture this history but really don't understand why I'm so compelled. It just 
seems like the right thing to do,” states Cooper. 
 
On July 26, 2010, a virtual social network will premiere on the “Itʼs Our Story” Web site. This modern 
approach makes it possible to share information to future leaders and the communities they serve 
and will be easily accessible for people with disabilities. 
 
Mr. Cooper states that he has a growing to-do list ahead of him in regards to this project. He adds 
that if anyone feels the work he is doing is important and would like to assist him, to please contact 
him directly. 
 
For more information on “Itʼs Our Storyʼs” oral history project or to become involved, please visit 
www.itsourstory.org 



An American Flag of Stories 
 
This wall of faces, feathers, beads, and wax attached to sticks of woven leather represents the 
art of storytelling, self-expression, and free speech called “story” sticks. The “Story Flag” is a 
sculpture of the American Flag created to bring awareness to a disability video and oral history 
project called “Itʼs Our Story”. The massive conceptual art piece towers twelve feet into the air, 
spans twenty feet across and is uniquely American. Each feathered stick represents one of a 
thousand video portraits of living in America with a disability. 

The goal of “Itʼs Our Story” is facilitate the art of story telling inspired by the Native American 
tradition of a “story” stick. Long before the United States was a nation, the local populations of 
our Continent embraced a tool for free speech called “story” sticks.  Simple yet elegantly 
adorned sticks or bones were used to mediate conflict and find resolutions through 
understanding how each other felt the way that they did.  These “sticks” empowered each other 
to tell their truths without the fear of reprisal.  

Anyone who possessed a “story” stick would not be interrupted until their story had been told 
but, once told, the speaker had to pass this power of free speech to anyone who wanted to tell 
their story. This is how decisions were made whenever two people, two families, two tribes, or 
two nations would have a difference of opinion. Through this sharing of views, complex 
disagreements could become shared understandings of what each one truly believed.  

“To enable it to do its work naturally, every new idea must be in 
some way embedded in what is old.”  - Albert Schweitzer 

The Native American proverb of “It takes a thousand voices to tell a single story,” is literally 
manifested from four years of traveling to one hundred cities to listen to the stories each 
disability community has to share. This one hundred thousand mile journey has taught us many 
things; the most important is we are here to facilitate the tools of story telling so the disability 
community may tell their stories with a “Nothing about us without us” power of creation. “Itʼs Our 
Story” is not about having one editor tell our story, itʼs about empowering a thousand editors to 
tell the story. 

What are these tools that evolve the art of story telling in our day and age? Look around, what 
do you hear about, see, and if your “hip” enough, do. Most under the age of thirty Text, Tweet, 
and Blog, create new friends on My Space, Facebook and Linkeden, post videos on YouTube, 
IReporter, and Vlogs. If our stories are not online, we do not exist. Brave new methods of 
communication are changing the way we see ourselves as well as the World that surrounds us. 
For so many, the primary way to access information is through a cell phone. 

“Adapt or Perish,” is a natural law that cannot be ignored in the digital age. We have a 
responsibility to the generation that follows us be a relative part of their lives. Just as they have 
a responsibility to know what the previous generations contribution mean to them so they can 
make bigger contributions for those who follow. If a whole generation canʼt find us on their 
phone, to them, nobodyʼs home, and there is no forwarding address. If our information is not 
modern, itʼs lost and may never be found. 

“Itʼs Our Story” is about taking the lessons of communication learned from an ancient “story” 
stick and evolving those techniques to meet the needs of todayʼs storytellers with technology. As 
we film and collect interviews, we weave a network of critical information vital to maintaining the 
identity of the disability community in a relevant way.  When we encode and process the data of 
the past, we make the beads of wisdom available to everyone.  As we share the archives online, 
we give wings to our stories that let this knowledge soar across the world in ways never before 
imagined.  

Scott Cooper, Creator of the IOS Projects 



National Press Club, Washington DC 
Biographies of Panelists 
 
 
 

Judith Heumann, Director for Dept. on Disability 
Services, District of Columbia 

Judith Heumann is an internationally recognized leader in the disability 
community and a lifelong civil rights advocate for disadvantaged 
people.  She currently is the Director for the Department on Disability 
Services for the District of Columbia.  She is responsible for the 
Developmental Disability Administration and the Rehabilitation 
Services Administration. From June 2002- 2006, Judith E. Heumann 
served as the World Bank's first Adviser on Disability and 
Development. In this position, Heumann, led the World Bank's 

disability work and worked to expand the Bankʼs knowledge and capability to work with 
governments and civil society on including disability in the Bank discussions with client 
countries, its country-based analytical work, and support for improving policies, programs, and 
projects that allow disabled people around the world to live and work in the economic and social 
mainstream of their communities.  She was Lead Consultant to the Global Partnership for 
Disability and Development. From 1993 to 2001, Heumann served in the Clinton Administration 
as the Assistant Secretary for the Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services in the 
Department of Education. Heumann was responsible for the implementation of legislation at the 
national level for programs in special education, disability research, vocational rehabilitation and 
independent living, serving more than 8 million youth and adults with disabilities. 
 
 

Scott Cooper, Founder and Executive Director 
Itʼs Our Story Initiative  

Scott Cooper is a social entrepreneur who has experience in 
initiating large scale socially responsible ventures. His experience 
in broadcast media as well as in television production was put to 
use in developing the most comprehensive history of the disability 
rights ever produced. Since 2005 Scott Cooper has visited close to 
100 cities and interviewed over 850 individuals for the Itʼs Our Story 
Oral History Archive. He has collected over 10,000 photographs 
and is merging them with Justin Dart Jr,ʼs 5,000 written testimonials 

into the 1,000 video oral history portraits that will form the “Itʼs Our Story,” Archive. 



Victor Santiago Pineda, Chairman and Founder 
The Victor Pineda Foundation 

 
A recognized expert on disability policy, Victor Pineda has served on 
national advisory committees and testified before congress on the 
conditions of people with disabilities. He has also worked for the 
United States Department of the Treasury in evaluating development 
policy and foreign aid, and has provided technical assistance to post-
war Bosnia and post-tsunami Thailand. In 2005 Victor formalized his 
mission to educate, inspire and inform a global audience on disability 

issues by incorporating the Victor Pineda Foundation, an educational organization that supports 
international agencies like the United Nations and the World Bank in developing programs and 
policies that include people with disabilities as equal stakeholders. Victor is the recipient of 
numerous awards, including the Alice Belkin Memorial Fellowship, a National Science 
Foundation (NSF) Innovation research grant, and the Thomas Jefferson Award. His publications 
include a forthcoming edited book Disability Ethics: Reflections on Invalidity, as well as a 
children's book on the rights of children with disabilities developed in partnership with UNICEF. 
Victor is the founder of California's first Disability Media Center (DMC), and was the first Tom 
Clausen Fellow at the Walter Haas Business School's Center for Business and Policy. 
 
 

Rebecca Cokley, Assistant to Assistant Secretary 
for Special Education 

US Department of Education 
Rebecca Cokley is the Confidential Assistant to the Assistant 
Secretary for the Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative 
Services at the U.S. Department of Education. Prior to joining the 
Obama Administration, Rebecca served as the Project Coordinator 
for the National Consortium on Leadership and Disability/Youth, a 
national youth-led resource, information, and training center working 

to improve outcomes for youth with disabilities by focusing on the importance of youth 
development/leadership opportunities. While  with NCLD/Youth, Rebecca authored a number of 
publications including, but not limited to the Disability History and Awareness Resource Guide, 
Plotting the Course For Success: An Individualized Mentoring Plan for Youth with Disabilities, 
and the Am I Learning to Lead Self-Assessment for the next generation of disability community 
leadership. For the last 15 years, Rebecca has worked to improve outcomes for youth with 
disabilities through bringing together policymakers and advocacy groups, empowering the next 
generation of disability community leaders, and using disability history as a public policy tool. 
Rebecca has a B.A. in Political Science from the University of California Santa Cruz. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Day Al-Mohamed, Senior Legislative  

Affairs Officer 
American Psychological Association (APA) 

Day Al-Mohamed currently serves as a Senior Legislative and 
Federal Affairs Officer with the American Psychological Association 
(APA). She manages APAʼs legislative and regulatory activities 
related to public interest policy issues in the arenas of Disability, 
Racial and Ethnic Minorities, Medicaid and International 

Development. This involves influencing policy-making activity on Capitol Hill and regulatory 
activities in the federal agencies; developing and implementing strategies for enhancing the 
utilization of psychological research to advance public interest issues, nationally and 
internationally.  Her legislative initiatives have included work on Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act Reauthorization (IDEA), State Childrenʼs Health Insurance Program (SCHIP), 
Medicaid regulations regarding rehabilitation, case management and school administrative 
costs, Americans with Disabilities Act Amendments Act (ADAAA) and efforts to mandate video 
description.   She is a member of the Board of Directors for both the American Association of 
People with Disabilities (AAPD) and the Consortium for Citizens with Disabilities (CCD) Board of 
Directors.  She also serves as a co-chair on the CCD Civil Rights Task Force and International 
Task Force. She is an active member of several other Task Forces including Emergency 
Preparedness, Education and Health. 
 

Kelly Buckland, Executive Director, National 
Council on Independent Living 

Kelly Buckland is a person with a disability who has been actively 
involved in disability issues since 1979. Over the past two and a half 
decades, he has worked closely with the Idaho State Legislature on 
issues affecting people with disabilities, including passage of the 
Personal Assistance Services Act and the Fathers and Mothers 
Independently Living with their Youth (FAMILY) Child Custody Laws.  
Kelly has testified before Congress several times on issues such as 
universal health care, Fair Housing and appropriations for centers for 

independent living.  He has been closely involved with the direct-service and systemic change 
aspects of the Independent Living movement.  He has a long history of political activity in Idaho 
and ran for the State Senate in 1992 and the State House of Representatives in 1994. 

 



Itʼs Our Story  
A National Initiative 
 
 
 
The perspectives from every strata of life, socio-economic, and ethnic background have been 
captured. Individuals and members from the following organizations shared their story with “Itʼs 
Our Story” Oral History Project.  
 
 
 
NATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS  
 
AAPD, American Association of People with 

Disabilities  
AARP, American Association of Retired 

Persons 
ADAPT 
ACCD, American Coalition of Citizens with 

Disabilities 
ACB, American Council of the Blind 
ADA Watch 
AFB, American Federation of the Blind 
Agrability 
Alternatives 
APRIL, Associated Programs for Rural 

Independent Living 
ASAN, Autistic Self Advocacy Network 
AUCD, Association of University Centers on 

Disability 
CCD, Consortium for Citizens with 

Disabilities 
CSAVR, Council of State Administrators of 

Vocational Rehabilitation 
DAV, Disabled American Veterans 
DREDF, Disability Rights and Education 

and Defense Fund 
DSE, Disability Study Educators 
ILRU, Independent Living Resource 

Utilization 
KASA, Kids as Self-Advocates 
LPA, Little People of America 
NCAI, National Council of American Indians 
NOD, National Organization on Disability 
NCD, National Council on Disability 
NCDR, National Coalition for Disability 

Rights 
NFB, National Federation of the Blind 
NAMI, National Alliance on Mental Illness 
NAD, National Association of the Deaf 
NCLDY, National Consortium on 

Leadership, Disability, and Youth 

NCIL, National Council on Independent 
Living 

NDRN, National Disability Rights Network 
NARPA, National Association for Rights, 

Protection and Advocacy 
MDA, Muscular Dystrophy Association 
MHA, Mental Health America 
NYLN, National Youth Leadership Network 
PVA, Paralyzed Veterans of America, 
People First 
Partners in Policy-making 
PTI, Parent Training and Information 

Centers 
SABE, Self-Advocates Becoming 

Empowered 
Special Olympics 
The ARC of the United States,  
USBLN, United States Business Leadership 

Network 
Y4A, Youths for Advocacy 
YLF, Youth Leadership Forum 
SILC Congress, State Independent Living 

Council Congress 
TASH 
UCP, United Cerebral Palsy 
USC, United Spinal Cord  
WID, World Institute on Disability 
 
 
UNITED STATES  
GOVERNMENT AGENCIES  
 
Department of Justice 
Department of Labor 
Department of Education 
Department of Transportation 
Department of Health and Human Services 
Social Security Administration 
Rehabilitation Services Administration 
 
 



ACADEMIC INSTITUTIONS  
 
Auburn University 
Boston College 
Gallaudet University 
Georgetown University 
George Washington University 
Harvard University 
Houston State University 
Hofstra University 
Kansas University, Beach Center on 

Disability 
Long Beach State University 
Marquette University 
Portland State University   
Rochester Institute of Technology 
San Diego State University 
Smith College 
Towson University 
University of Arizona 

University of California-Berkeley 
University of California-Los Angeles 
University of Chicago-Illinois 
University of Colorado/Boulder 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
University of Michigan 
University of Minnesota 
University of Montana Rural Institute 
University of North Carolina 
University of Ohio 
University of Ohio-Toledo 
University of Oregon 
University of South Carolina 
University of Southern Florida 
University of Syracuse Center on Human 

Policy 
University of Texas –Austin 
University of Washington 
University of Wisconsin-Madison 
Washburn University 

 
Contained within the “Itʼs Our Story” archives are insights from members of 18 State Governorsʼ 
Councils on Disability, and 17 Mayorsʼ Offices on Disability, in addition to local affiliates of the 
national organizations listed above, and local grass root organization. 
 
The questions asked of the respondents in the “Itʼs Our Story,” archives include insights, 
experiences, chronology and lessons from the following ten categories:  
 
· family and friends  
· medical and social attitudes  
· employment and investment  
· education and engagement  
· advocacy and political strategies  
· transitions and aging  
· cultural perspectives and the arts  
· access and transportation  
· intimacy and sex  
· disability characteristics  
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