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September 1971 was the dawn of awakening for an unaware and 

discriminating public ... and the beginning of a new barrier-free existence of 

equality for hundreds of thousands of handicapped individuals. 

In that year, an organization was established that would exist to bring back 

into the mainstream of society a group of people who have been totally and 

systematically excluded; an organization that would affirm that impaired. 

mobility and intelligence are not mutually exclusive; an organization that 

would highlight the fact that the only difference between a wheelchair person 

and an able-bodied person is the wheelchair. 

Miss Wheelchair America was born. 

A Columbus, Ohio physiatrist who had devoted his career to the treatment 

and rehabilitation of the functionally impaired individual was well aware of the 

capabilities, determination, talent and courage of the handicapped. This 
physician established Miss Wheelchair America as a forum for the promotion 

of the achievements as well as the needs of the handicapped. The non-profit 

program is coordinated by volunteers who are dedicated to increasing public 

awareness so that the disabled will be able to lead productive and meaningful 

lives. 

Though based on the �iss America Pageant, the Miss Wheelchair America 

Pageant is in no way a beauty contest. It is, instead, a competition to select 

the most accomplished and articulate spokesperson for more than 14 million 
disabled Americans. The selected representative must be able to 

communicate both the needs and accomplishments of her constituency to the 

general public, the business community and the legislature. She is charged 

with a continuing effort to educate the public regarding the dignity, 

productiveness and basic value of the handicapped. She assumes 

responsibility for the ongoing effort to eliminate the architectural and 

attitudinal barriers that prevent the disabled from assuming their rightful place 

in society. 

As Miss Wheelchair America, her duties are numerous and include attending 

the President's Committee on Employment of the Handicapped and attending 

the National Wheelchair Games. Past winners have included among their 

accomplishments serving as executive chairperson of the National 

Rehabilitation Association, serving as a member of the Governor's Committee 
on Employment of the Handicapped and serving as secretary of the 

Governor's Commission for the White House Council on the Handicapped 

Individual. 



Each year she travels widely, visiting advocacy groups, making public 

appearances and conducting television, radio and print interviews in the 

fulfillment of her major responsibilities. These include promoting awareness 

of the needs of the disabled, creating an awareness of the need to eliminate 

architectural and attitudinal barriers, informing the able-bodied public of the 

achievements of the physically disabled and promoting Miss Wheelchair 

America, Inc. by assisting in the establishment of pageant committees in all 
states. 

In order to successfully carry out her duties and responsibilities, the individual 

chosen to be Miss Wheelchair America must be intelligent, self-confident, 
highly motivated, poised and articulate. Judging for the event is performed by 
a panel of professionals who base their decisions on criteria established by 

the national committee. 

The criteria are divided into three separate categories, the most important of 

which is Personal Accomplishment. Forty percent of each contestant's final 

score comes from this category. Considerations for Personal Accomplishment 

include education after the onset of disability, professional position or goal 
and adjustment to disability. 

Thirty percent of each contestant's score is in the category of Personality 

which deals with conversational ability, self-expression and social confidence. 

A final thirty percent comes from the category of Appearance which includes 

personal appearance as well as poise. 

Judging takes place over the entire four-day event. Each contestant takes part 

in a series of interviews and workshops during which they are judged for their 
accomplishments and their participation according to the criteria. 

Prior to pageant night, the judges tally the scores collected over the first three 
days and choose ten semi-finalists, from which five finalists are chosen to 

compete during a question and answer session during the pageant. On the 

basis of these answers, the judges choose the new Miss Wheelchair America. 
Both her award as well as the awards for Miss Congeniality and Miss 
Achievement are then presented to the winners. 
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MISS WHEELCHAIR AMERICA, INC. 

MWA OFFICERS 

President/Mary Lou Humphreys 

Secretary /Sandee Woerner 

Treasurer /Charles Puckett 

MWA TRUSTEES 

Betty Agler 

Daniel C. Calnan 
Ray Cheever 
Marge Chmielewski 

John Coury 

William Ebert 
Steve Enich 
Sheila Gilbert 

Martha Grady 
Mary Lou Humphreys 

Gerald Jennings 

Marion Lucas 

Ewing M. Mays 

Morris Mitz 
Carl Papai 

Charles Puckett 

Cheryl Schneider 

Betty Smith 
Edward C. Smith 

Ronald L. St. Pierre, Ph.D. 
Roger Tackett 

Sandee Woerner 

1982 MWA PAGEANT COMMITTEE 

National Director/Carl Papai 

Advisor/William E. Ebert 

Director of Program Advertising/G. Michael Nader 

Director of Recruiting/Betty Agler 
Director of Public Relations Patricia Arthur 

Public Relations Assistants Shelley Grieve, Wallis Harsch, Naomi Jacobs, 

Peggy Johnson, Michael Lemley 

Attorney/Steve Enich 
Judging Coordinator Marion Lucas 
U.S. Navy Coordinator NCCS David A. Roof 
Hospitality Coordinator/Bobbie Bezouska 
Program Advertising Coordinator/Judy Paugh 
Pageant Committee Assistants/Mary Lauffer, Lisa Danley, Jeff Goode 

Pageant Nurses/Marilyn Kijewski, R.N., Sharon Morin, L.P.N. 

Workshop Coordinator/Jane Grady 

THE JUDGING COMMITTEE 

Claudia Bergquist 

Handicap Specialist 

Ohio Civil Rights Commission 

Rosalind Bobulski, M.D. 

Ohio State University Hospital 

Mrs. Margaret Chmielewski 

Assistant Professor of Psychology 

Madonna College, Livonia, Michigan 

Miss Wheelchair America 1979 

Dr. William Carroll Goldwair, Jr. 
Research Specialist 

National Center for Research in Vocational Education 

Mrs. Don L. Shide (Marijo) 
International President. 
General Federation of Women's Clubs 

Alternate: 

Dee Stone 

Galesburg, Illinois 

Miss Wheelchair Illinois 1981 
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Vivienne S. Thomson 

Miss Wheelchair America 

1981 

"My life really began seventeen years ago, when I became disabled because of complications 
following major surgery. Before, I was just a housewife trying to raise two kids. Shortly after 
the surgery, my marriage ended in divorce. Once I became disabled and saw the problems 
facing the disabled, I became involved. I did not want my children to feel that I was a drain on 
them and that they would have to be committed to me because I was disabled. The only way I 
could show them that I could get along by myself was to get involved helping other people. 

"I love my job and look forward to it every day. Part of my job is to get handicapped people in 
touch with a variety of agencies for help; we provide contacts for transportation, informational 
support, and countless other services. When you see a man come out of a nursing home after 
twenty-five years, get accessible housing, go to college, and get a good-paying job, you know 
your job is satisfying. Helping handicapped people to become productive citizens should be a 
national goal. The public is saying we can't afford it, but they don't figure the tax dollars paid 
out for support of the handicapped. 

"People tend to visualize the handicapped as a freak of nature and not capable of doing 
certain things. What we want to get across is that our wheelchairs are our legs. Except for the 
wheelchair, we're the same as everyone else. Our brains are not on wheels. We might be 
mobility impaired, but our other functions are the same as theirs. We work, we marry, and we 
have children. 

"The biggest barriers to the handicapped are not stairs or narrow doorways. It's attitudes. You 
have to convince people that although we have different needs, we're still the same. Once we 
overcome that, the physical barriers will be broken down." 

Mrs. Thomson has worked for nine years as a handicapped services specialist for the Boston 
Housing Authority, finding suitable housing for disabled persons and guiding them to 
appropriate social agencies for assistance. She is the mother of two children-Karl, 24, who is 
a senior at Ohio State University and Pattie, 19, who is a sophomore at Brandeis University. As 
a full-blooded Choctaw Indian, Mrs. Thomson is the first minority person to hold the Miss 
Wheelchair America title. 

She is serving her fourth term as president of Action for Boston Community Development and 
is president of the Massachusetts Association of Paraplegics. She is a member of the board 
and executive committee of the National Spinal Cord Injury Foundation and is a gubernatorial 
appointee on the State Architectural Barriers Board and the Massachusetts Rehabilitation 
Commission Advisory Board. President Jimmy Carter nominated her to the National Institute 
of Building Sciences. Mrs. Thomson participated in the President's Committee on Employment 
of the Handicapped, has received numerous service awards, and is active in many local and 
national organizations for the disabled. 
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