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Process Paper

My research on Willowbrook State School, an institution that deprived children with
disabilities of fundamental human needs, ignited my curiosity about the Independent Living
Movement—in which parents and activists promoted community integration for individuals with
disabilities. This inspired me to pursue a career in engineering, through which I hope to design
cities that not only prioritize sustainability and health, but also ensure that everyone has equal
access to public services and infrastructure. To accomplish this, an interdisciplinary
understanding of the complexities of disability accessibility is necessary. As such, I decided to
conduct my History Day project on the Rolling Quads, a group of students with disabilities at the
University of California, Berkeley, who ignited a national movement to improve accessibility
through the implementation of curb cuts and to shatter dangerous misconceptions that equated
disability with weakness.

I began researching the roots of the disability rights movement—the widespread
institutionalization of disabled individuals that continued into the 1960s—and the spirit of
activism that permeated the student culture at U.C. Berkeley. Then, I pored over archival
materials from U.C. Berkeley, including oral history interviews with key members of the
Independent Living Movement, diagrams of curb ramps installed in the city of Berkeley, and
disability rights legislation.

Web design and development allows me to refine both my technical and creative
skills—a rare combination that fascinates me. To most effectively convey the significance of the
Rolling Quads, I needed to intertwine video clips of oral history interviews with visuals that
illustrated the challenges of navigating inaccessible public spaces, quotes from disability rights
activists, and text. Naturally, I gravitated towards the website category.

Ed Roberts began his foray into disability rights advocacy by challenging U.C. Berkeley
in court, asserting his right to pursue higher education despite his disability. Ultimately, Roberts
was admitted to the university, opening the doors for students with disabilities to take a crucial
step toward career advancement and community integration. The coalition of students with
disabilities at U.C. Berkeley, known as the Rolling Quads, shattered barriers to independent

living by providing services such as wheelchair maintenance, counseling, and attendant care to



disabled individuals throughout the city of Berkeley. This sparked the nationwide Independent
Living Movement that empowered millions of individuals with disabilities with newfound
autonomy. Yet access to public spaces was still severely limited for this population. To improve
mobility for individuals with disabilities, the Rolling Quads removed architectural barriers in the
city of Berkeley by installing curb cuts. Hundreds of thousands of curb cuts were implemented
across America as disability advocates recognized that community integration not only requires
overcoming damaging social stereotypes, but also demands a restructuring of physical
environments in alignment with everyone’s unique needs. Soon, physical barriers to classrooms,
buses, restrooms, and other public services were struck down, culminating in the passage of the
Americans with Disabilities Act. This transformed life in America not only for individuals with
disabilities, but also for countless other populations—such as parents carrying strollers,

skateboarders, and travelers with luggage.



