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The Special Needs Working Group 
(SNWG) of Temple Emanu-El-Beth 
Sholom, with the support of a grant 

from the Miriam Foundation, celebrated 
Jewish Disability Awareness Month with an 
enlightening Shabbat weekend on February 
19 and 20, 2016. The community-at-large 
was invited to participate in Friday night 
services and listen to Scholar-in-Residence 
Pamela Schuller deliver the sermon. An in-
ternationally renowned Inclusion advocate, 
Schuller is the Regional Director of Youth 
Engagement for the Union for Reform Ju-
daism (URJ) based in New York. Schuller 
holds a BA in Psychology and Youth Out-
reach and an MA in Child Advocacy and 
Public Policy.  

In addition to her academic prowess, Schul-
ler is a stand-up comedian and has appeared 
in clubs throughout North America. Sharing 
her story What Makes Me Tic on Friday eve-
ning, Schuller laced her empowering talk 
with humour. However, her daily life from 
third to ninth grade, was no laughing matter. 
Schuller was diagnosed with Tourette syn-

Transition from high school to college 
can be stressful for everyone, but es-
pecially for students with disabilities. 

However, many students adapt and flourish 
in their new academic environment. The 
challenge is to assist those who struggle in 
college.

An Adaptech Research Network study 
found that, in general, students are satisfied 
with college life. Surprisingly, students with 
disabilities who had registered for disabili-
ty-related services at their college’s access 
center were the ones most satisfied with their 
college experience. College access centers 
ensure that students’ needs are met and that 
essential accommodations are in place. At 
different colleges these can include prefer-
ential registration, extended time for exams 
and assignments, and note-takers. Ranking 
second in satisfaction with college life were 

Inclusion advocate Pamela Schuller 
engages the community in a weekend of 
discussions at Temple Emanu-El-Beth 

Sholom during Jewish Disabilities  
Awareness Month.  
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Pam Schuller: On Tourette syndrome, comedy, and 
inclusive communities 

Registering for access services in college:  
A focus on immigrant students with disabilities

drome at the age of eight, and relates how 
she was shunned at school and excluded 
from her congregation. Her experiences 
spurred her mission in life to challenge 
communities to recognize differences and 
to build more inclusive communities.

 “We’ve got to look at our communities as a 
‘we,’ where everyone is welcomed and en-
gaged,” she points out, alluding to how her 
disability enabled her to see outside the box.

Tourette’s is a chronic neurological disor-
der characterized by involuntary tics and 
vocalizations. Sometimes, as in Schuller’s 
case, uttering obscenities is another invol-
untary component. Schuller, 30, faces fewer 
hurdles as an adult but in her youth, she 
sustained one of the most critical cases in 
America with life-threatening injuries.  

Fortunately, her life improved at a boarding 
school that broached a creative educational 
approach and adapted to individual differ-
ences. When students were asked to list 
things they liked to do, Schuller could not 
think of any. However, the astute staff dis-
covered her facility with words and humour. 

They praised and posted her poetry, and she 
instantly found her niche when she attended 
an improv workshop. 

Schuller relates that not all communities 
excluded her. For example, when her tics 
simulated the sound of a metronome during 
a math class, the teacher integrated this into 
a class project. She commends Goldman 
Union Camp Institute in Zionville, Indiana, 
for taking time to listen, encourage self-
expression and restore her faith in Judaism. 
For eight summers prior to joining URJ, 
Schuller worked with youth at the camp.  “I 
sat with third graders and we discussed our 
differences.”

Schuller summed up her prototype. “As I 
see it, eye level is 4’7” and barking without 
provocation is an entertaining part of my 
day... Everybody has a fence in their brain 
and part of my fence is missing.” Schuller 
is grateful for her training in improv theatre, 
where the mantra is “yes, and”, and posi-
tive solutions are the norm. The congregants 
appreciated Schuller’s comical overtones, 
when describing Moses, who despite a dis-
ability, led his people out of Egypt. 
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the students without disabilities. Students 
with disabilities who had not registered for 
access services at their college reported the 
lowest satisfaction with college life. 

The goal is for all students to enjoy their 
time in college and to learn and grow from 
it. Who are these students with disabilities 
that do not register for campus-based dis-
ability-related services? How can they be 
assisted? 

A partial answer to this question is provided 
by another Adaptech Research Network 
study. Here it was found that immigrant 
students were less likely to report having a 
disability than Canadian-born students and, 
thus, less likely to register with their col-
lege’s access center. Since registration for 
services is an important contributor to sat-
isfaction with college life, it is necessary to 
make sure immigrant students with special 
needs register. 

There are many reasons why few immigrant 
students with disabilities declare a disabil-
ity. Disabilities as taboo is one reason that 
immigrant students may not seek assistance. 
In some cultures, a label related to disabili-
ties is seen in a negative light. Others be-
lieve taking any action that makes someone 
“stand out” should be avoided. Some immi-
grant students may deny having a disability 
to prevent being a hindrance to their family. 
Another reason for not registering for access 
services is lack of knowledge about disabili-
ties and available services. For example, a 
disability might be perceived as simply dif-
ficulty integrating into a new culture or en-
vironment. A disability might also be seen 
as a permanent sentence - without hope.

There are several ways to help immigrant 
students with disabilities register with their 
college’s access center. One possibility is to 
have an interpreter present if language is an 
issue. Another method is to be careful with 
word choice when informing immigrant stu-

dents - or their parents - about the possibility 
of a disability. Instead of opening the con-
versation with the topic of disability, talk-
ing about unusual behaviours and difficul-
ties, and services available to assist students 
would be preferable.

Making sure that all students, including im-
migrants with disabilities, feel comfortable 
and satisfied with their college experience is 
an ambitious but essential goal.

Christine Vo is a research assistant at 
Adaptech Research Network and student 
at Dawson College. Evelyne Marcil is a re-
search assistant at Adaptech Research Net-
work and a professor at Dawson College. 
Other contributors include Mary Jorgensen, 
research associate at Adaptech Research 
Network and at CRISPESH, and Catherine 
Fichten, co-director of Adaptech Research 
Network and a professor at Dawson Col-
lege.
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