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By Pam Blevins
Special to the Post

I have cerebral palsy, 
also known as CP, 
because a portion of 
my brain (affecting my 
motor skills, balance, and 
speech) was damaged 
during my birth. As a 
result of my CP, I have 
relied on people to push 
me around in a manual 
wheelchair for most 
of my life because I’ve 
never been able to walk 
without assistance except 
for when I used a walker 
in elementary school. 
Naturally, I have always 
wished that I could ambu-
late independently.

I have never forgotten 
the first time that I saw 
an electric wheelchair 
as a young child in the 
1970s when I attended 
the Day Care Center 
for the Handicapped 
(currently known as the 
Ashe Developmental Day 
School). It fascinated me 
to watch my much older 
friend, Martha, ride hers 
at the day care center. I 
was even more excited 
when she would take 
me for rides in her chair 
while I sat on her lap. I 
was thrilled when Martha 
allowed me to “drive” 
her chair while we were 
in the center’s parking 
lot on a warm summer 
day. I remember how 
proud I was of myself 
for being able to control 
the electric wheelchair 
so well regardless of my 
spastic, uncontrollable 
movements. I decided 
to have more fun by try-
ing to scare Martha, so I 
guided the chair straight 
towards the day care 
building. I stopped the 
chair before we crashed 
into the outside wall as 
I had planned; however, 
Martha didn’t realize 
that it was only a prank 
even though I was laugh-
ing. The joke backfired 
because she didn’t permit 
me to control her electric 
wheelchair again.

I was in my early 
teens when I finally had 
another chance to use an 
electric wheelchair while 
I spent a week at a chil-
dren’s hospital in Durham 
where they tested me to 
see how well I could use 
various special devices. 
They allowed me to ride 
around the hospital in 

another patient’s electric 
wheelchair for a day. I 
loved zooming up and 
down the hallway as fast 
as the chair would go. 
Perhaps the patient was 
scared I would have a 
major accident because 
she didn’t seem pleased 
as she watched me speed-
ing around in her chair. 
I was thrilled when they 
recommended an electric 
wheelchair for me even 
though I almost col-
lided with a boy in his 
wheelchair, and I bumped 
into a nurse. Soon after 
I received the chair, my 
dreams of using it at 
my school were dashed 
mainly because charging 
the battery was a very 
precise process making 
it too difficult to charge 
during school hours. 
Unfortunately, I could use 
the electric wheelchair 
only inside our home and 
around our yard because 
we didn’t have a van to 
transport the chair.

As an adult, I con-
cluded that I would prob-
ably never have a power 
wheelchair which I could 
use in public places. How-
ever, someone mentioned 
to my father a few years 
ago that I could obtain 
a power chair for free 
since I am a Medicare 
and Medicaid recipient. 
After discussing with my 
parents the practicabil-
ity of me having a power 
wheelchair, we decided 
to begin the process of 
getting one since it has 
become harder for me 
to walk even with assis-
tance as I have aged. My 
parents also discussed 
purchasing an accessible 
van with a ramp or a lift if 
I could control the power 
chair well.

It was an exciting day 
when the friendly and 

informative Freedom 
Mobility Center represen-
tative delivered the power 
wheelchair to my home a 
few years ago. After she 
gave me a quick tutorial 
about how to properly 
use the power chair, I 
anxiously rode around 
in my chair for the first 
time. I think I surprised 
everyone, even myself, by 
how well I controlled the 
chair on my first attempt. 
I had lots of fun practic-
ing driving my new Cadil-
lac (as I call my power 
chair) inside our house, 
and it was even more 
exciting when I ventured 
outside. I did fine riding 
down our ramp; however, 
our driveway intimidated 
me since it has a slight 
incline at the top. Going 
down our driveway in 
my power chair wasn’t 
too frightening, but I 
became terrified at the 
thoughts of driving back 
up the incline because I 
was scared that I would 
lose control and topple 
over the highest edge of 
the drive. Mom, who was 
walking along with me as 
I practiced, thought that 
she would have to take 
control of my chair since 
it was several minutes 
before I found enough 
courage to attempt to 
go back up the driveway 
myself. Once I overcame 
my fear, I made it safely 
up our driveway.

A few months later, 
my parents purchased 
an accessible van with a 
wheelchair lift to allow 
me to travel in my power 
chair. It was a thrilling 
adventure for me the 
first time that I went 
to a store in my power 
wheelchair because I 
could finally go wherever 
I wanted to without rely-
ing on anyone else to roll 

me around. It gave me a 
sense of independence 
that I had never experi-
enced before by allowing 
me to leave my parents 
to look at items which 
interested me while they 
were shopping in other 
departments. There have 
been a few occasions that 
my parents had a difficult 
time finding me in a store 
because I wasn’t where 
they thought I would be.

Traveling to Chapel Hill 
to visit the North Caro-
lina Tar Heels basketball 
museum and the Dean 
E. Smith Center (affec-
tionately called the “Dean 
Dome”) in October 2013 
was one of the most 
exciting trips I’ve had in 
my power wheelchair. 
Thanks to my father’s 
influence, I have been an 
avid Tar Heel basketball 
fan since the mid 1980s. 
Since neither of my par-
ents like to drive on long 
trips, I appreciated our 
friends, Jim and Gloria 
Sturgill, for going with 
us because Jim drove our 
van to Chapel Hill. I think 
that they enjoyed being 
with us especially since 
Jim is also an enthusiastic 
Carolina fan.

Being in the Carolina 
basketball museum was 
like a dream come true 
for me. It was even more 
exciting to be able to 
transport myself in my 
power wheelchair to view 
the players and coaches’ 
exhibits and the cham-
pionship trophies that I 
wanted to see without 
having to point in the 
direction where I wanted 
to go. After we finished 
looking at everything in 
the museum, I couldn’t 
wait to go inside the 
“Dean Dome” to see the 

home court of the men’s 
basketball team. We were 
on an upper level of the 
building, but we could 
look down and see the 
court. As my parents, 
Jim, and Gloria walked 
down the steps to a lower 
level, I rode around in the 
lobby area in my power 
chair where I could see 
different views of the bas-
ketball court, and I also 
enjoyed looking at wall 
pictures of the Carolina 
teams through the years. 
Since I was an adult in 
my 40s, I chuckled to 
myself when Dad would 
call up to me from the 
lower level to warn me 
not to get too close to the 
stairs.

I searched for a ramp or 
an elevator because I had 
a secret plan to try to get 
on the basketball court. 
I wanted to have my pic-
ture taken in the center 
of the court where the 
blue North Carolina logo 
map was. Unfortunately, 
that plan didn’t become a 
reality. As we started to 
exit the “Dean Dome,” a 
janitor told us that head 
basketball coach, Roy Wil-
liams, just walked by out-
side the building. I raced 
outside in my power chair 
in the hopes of meeting 
Coach Williams; however, 
he was already out of 
sight. I kept going in the 
direction as he was seen 
walking which led me 
around the “Dean Dome” 
to the coaches’ office. 
Dad, Jim, and I went into 
the coaches’ office lobby, 
but we still didn’t see 
Coach Williams.

We knew it was time 
to leave after looking at 
the Carolina trophies and 
memorabilia in the office. 
As we reached the exit 

door, a very tall young 
man wearing a Carolina 
jogging suit was entering 
the building. He kindly 
held the door open for me 
until we were outside. I 
knew that he had to be 
a basketball player even 
though I was surprised 
that I didn’t recognize 
him since I knew all the 
Carolina players who reg-
ularly played. Although 
I was excited about the 
opportunity of meeting 
a Tar Heel player, I told 
myself to remain calm 
as I went out the door 
because I didn’t want to 
bump into him with my 
power chair. Dad excit-
edly asked the young 
man if he played for the 
Tar Heels, and he replied 
that he did. I was a little 
embarrassed when Dad 
then asked me if I knew 
him because I had to say 
no. We learned that he 
was Isaiah Hicks, and he 
hadn’t played in any Caro-
lina ballgames because he 
was an incoming fresh-
man that year. I appreci-
ated how nice he was 
and that he allowed Dad 
to take a picture of the 
two of us. We certainly 
know who Hicks is now 
after we’ve watched him 
become a fine Carolina 
basketball player during 
the past three seasons.

My power wheelchair 
has given me more self-
confidence and a feeling 
of independence that I’ve 
never had. I only wish 
that I had obtained my 
chair several years ago 
when my parents and I 
were younger while we 
felt like traveling more. 
However, I look forward 
to having more exciting 
adventures in my power 
chair.
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Power wheelchair provides more independence
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Pam Blevins of Lansing got to meet UNC standout Isaiah Hicks in 
Chapel Hill.

Duke Energy Foundation awards 
grants for two WCC projects
Staff Report

WILKESBORO — The 
Duke Energy Foundation 
has awarded grants for 
two projects at Wilkes 
Community College.

The first grant will pro-
vide $4,800 in support of 
a new Environmental Biol-
ogy Laboratory BIO 140A. 
The funding will be used 
for course design and sup-
plies and equipment for 
an environmental biology 
laboratory and a regional 
natural history laboratory.

“This grant will help 
our students study air and 
water quality in the area, 
community ecology and 
alternative energy resourc-
es. Students will be able to 
participate in student-led 
research in environmental 
science, generate data 
based upon their own 
questions, come to conclu-
sions, and even present 
or publish their data,” 
explained Jessica Howells, 
biology instructor. “For 
example, with the accurate 
hand-held Vernier probes 
we plan on purchasing, 
students can measure pH, 
conductivity, soil mois-
ture, turbidity, dissolved 
oxygen, relative humidity, 
UVB, carbon dioxide gas, 
voltage, current and light, 

so these units can be used 
in a variety of ways. One 
potential application is 
to research the impact of 
temperature changes on 
mountain bog communi-
ties and other freshwater 
communities, determining 
the effect on dissolved 
oxygen, relative humidity 
and soil moisture levels, 
with an exploration of how 
these changes might affect 
the plant and animal com-
munities.”

The new lab class will 
be integrated with BIO 
140 giving students hands-
on research experiences in 
the unique ecosystems of 
the southern Appalachians 
and tying the local ecosys-
tems and concerns to larg-
er global context. Howells 
and Jeremy Craft, also 
a WCC biology instruc-
tor, have co-developed 
BIO140A and teach Envi-
ronmental Biology and 
Regional Natural History.

The second grant of 
$5,000 will go to the WCC 
Endowment Corpora-
tion in support of Wilkes 
Community College’s 
SkillsUSA program. Skill-
sUSA is a partnership 
of students, teachers 
and industry representa-
tives, working together 
to ensure America has a 

skilled workforce. It helps 
students excel in their 
respective trade areas and 
to showcase their skills 
and see how their educa-
tion compares to other 
schools in our state and 
nation. WCC hosts the 
Region 7 SkillsUSA Con-
ference and Competition 
for high school students, 
and the college is always 
well represented with 
competitors at the state 
and national conference 
and competition.

“To maintain the 
enormous level of suc-
cess Wilkes Community 
College has maintained 
for years with SkillsUSA 
takes a lot of manpower, 
student commitment and 
community support,” 
said Hardin Kennedy, 
the SkillsUSA advisor 
at WCC. “We rely on in-
kind donations as well as 
financial support to pro-
vide the latest training to 
our students using the lat-
est technologies available. 
Additionally, it is very 
expensive to get all of 
our students and faculty 
advisors to the state and 
national competitions. We 
are grateful to the Duke 
Energy Foundation for 
believing in our college 
and our students.”


