Dear Teachers,
 

What is a disability? According to dictionary.com a disability can be defined as “a lack of adequate power, strength, or physical mental ability.” Or, “a physical or mental handicap, especially one that prevents a person from living a full, normal life or from holding a gainful job.”
 

The Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA) defines a disability as “a physical or mental impairment that substantially limits one or more of the major life activities of such individual”.
 

My next question, do you ever talk to yourself? More importantly, do you ever answer your own questions when you talk to yourself? If you answered yes to one or both of those questions does that mean you have a disability?
 

Have you ever talked to inanimate objects? For example, filing cabinets? Thin air? Or maybe, a stuffed animal? If you answered yes to either of those questions does that mean you have a disability? Does it mean you are crazy?
 

What does crazy mean? Dictionary.com defines crazy as “mentally deranged; demented; insane”.
 

So, are you crazy?
 

According to those definitions, I am.
 

So is Dr. John Nash. 
 

Dr. Nash is a mathematician and economist who received his doctoral degree from Princeton University in 1950, developed several economic theories throughout his career, and won the Nobel Memorial Prize in Economic Sciences in 1994. He was also diagnosed with paranoid schizophrenia and mild clinical depression in 1958. Dr. Nash’s schizophrenia manifested itself as him “speaking to characters that were putting him in danger.”

 

According to the Mayo Clinic, schizophrenia is a mental illness which causes an individual to perceive and respond to the world differently than most people. An individual with paranoid schizophrenia experiences delusions and auditory hallucinations. Individuals with paranoid schizophrenia are usually socially withdrawn, exhibit unusual behaviors, and have anxiety. 

 

A person with paranoid schizophrenia experiences delusions that appear to be true for him or her; however, no one else in his or her culture holds the same truth. They often misinterpret experiences and believe those experiences are true despite reasoning to prove otherwise. In conjunction with the delusions a person with paranoid schizophrenia may experience auditory hallucinations; for example, hearing voices. The “voices” may be critiquing what the person is thinking or doing, encouraging him or her to perform actions that may be physically or mentally harmful to them or others, or unpleasant and demeaning. 

 

As in John Nash’s case his delusions developed into a complex story involving several “characters” that helped to confirm his reality. The “characters” usually spoke to him, or he experienced conversations with his “characters”. As his paranoid schizophrenia manifested itself in times of stress, his auditory hallucinations became more offensive and demeaning to Dr. Nash. 

So if Dr. Nash’s disability was so diabilitating, how was he able to complete his doctoral degree? Teach at Princton University? Develop economic theories that have had a dramatic impact on the world’s economic function? Win the Nobel Prize?

 

Now take a moment and close your eyes. Process what you have just read. Now ask yourself the following questions. Have you as a teacher:

 

· Ever met a student who is socially withdrawn? 

· Taught a student who exhibited an unusual behavior? 

· Worked with a student that has anxiety? 

· Heard a student talk to himself or herself? 

· Tutored a student that perceives and responds to the world differently than most people?

 

If you answered yes to any of these questions, does that mean that student has paranoid schizophrenia?

 

Now ask yourself, have you ever or do you perceive and respond to the world differently than most people? Do you exhibit unusual behavior? Are you anxious? Are you withdrawn? Do you talk to yourself?

 

If you answered yes to any of these questions, does that mean you have paranoid schizophrenia?

 

Probably not.

According to the National Institute of Mental Health, approximately 1.1% of Americans over the age of 18 have schizophrenia. 

 

However, my point was not to diagnosis you or for you to diagnosis your students. (Leave that for the professionals). My point is for you to think. 

 

In our culture and society it has been determined that any person who thinks “outside of the box” or the norm is different. Any person who questions the rules of society is deemed different. Yes, we are encouraged to think outside of the box, but how often are those ideas accepted? And really, how “outside of the box” is our thinking? 

 

If a person does not fit society’s definition of acceptable behavior, they are labeled disabled and stamped with a mental or physical condition.

 

Let’s go back to our example, John Nash. Thousands of years ago, Dr. Nash may have been an outcast from his tribe because of his anti-social behaviors. However, how many of his tribe members would have come to him for advice on the “gods” for his superior intelligence? What are the chances he would have been known as a medicine man, or a witch doctor, or a shaman?

 

As teacher when you look at your students what do you see? Who do you see? Do you see a child eager and wanting to learn? Or do you see a disability? If you have been told the child has a disability, do you ignore the label? Or only see the disability?

How was Dr. Nash able to overcome his disability of paranoid schizophrenia? 

 

It was not through medication or shock therapy that helped Dr. Nash overcome his disability. It was through his Way of Knowing as defined by his understanding of mathematics. Dr. Nash’s “best friend Charles” from the movie A Beautiful Mind told John, “mathematics will never lead you to a higher truth”. However, Dr. John Nash was able to use his logical mind to overcome and ignore the delusions and auditory hallucinations that he experienced throughout his adult life. Dr. Nash even admitted that he still has delusions he just chooses not to “participate in those activities”.
 

In addition, through a collaborative effort of his family and friends Dr. Nash developed a support network of individuals to help him become successful in his everyday life. His wife Alicia, his Physciatrist, and his colleagues Martin, Sol, and Bender helped Dr. Nash overcome his disability by providing him the support and environment he needed in order to be successful. They all knew that John was “different” or “unique”, but they saw him as a person, an individual with a brilliant mind.
 

So, as a teacher, what are we doing for our students to be successful? Do we really let them think outside of the box? Do we really let them go against the grain of society? Or do we stifle them and discourage them with our actions and words? Are we letting our students perceive and respond to the world differently? Do we encourage them to perceive and respond to the world differently? 

 

As you look at your students how many Einsteins do you see? Or Darwins? Or Lincolns? Or Dr. John Nashs?

How many of you are willing to admit that you perceive and respond to the world differently?

Be an example for your students. Be different. 

I am.

Ernest Solar
