
Lesson 3: Inspiration
People all around the world are breaking through their perceived barriers and showing that above 
all else, determination and a belief in one’s self are the keys to success. It doesn’t matter if someone 
is from a minority group, is attracted to someone of the same sex, has a physical or emotional 
disability, or speaks a language that others don’t understand. What matters is how someone works 
to accomplish their goals and make a positive impact on the people around them. 

Karen Gaffney is the President of the Karen Gaffney Foundation, a nonprofit 
organization dedicated to championing the journey to full inclusion in families, 
schools, the workplace and the community for people with developmental 
disabilities. At 31 years old, Karen has swum the English Channel, as part of 
a six-person relay team, and completed a nine-mile swim across Lake Tahoe 
in 59-degree water. She is an accomplished public speaker who travels the 
country talking to groups about overcoming limitations and about what can be 
accomplished with positive expectations. Despite all of her accomplishments, 
Karen is proudest of the fact that she is a woman who has Down syndrome. 

Rudy Garcia-Tolson is a 22-year-old who was born with rare, multiple birth defects including a 
combination of Pterygium syndrome which meant he had a hard time walking because he could 
not straighten his legs, he could not spread his fingers apart and had a cleft lip and palate which 
made it hard to talk and swallow. At the age of five, Rudy made the decision to have both of his 
legs amputated from above the knee. Once this decision was made, he never looked back! To date, 
Rudy has won multiple Paralympic medals at both the 2004 and 2008 Paralympic Games and was 
the first double amputee to compete in an Ironman Triathlon.

1. Find inspiring stories about people in your community who have overcome limitations and lead 
successful lives. Invite them to come to your classroom to share their inspiring stories. Or, find a 
creative way, such as writing a song or poem, recording a video or drawing a picture to tell their 
story to your class. 
 
2. Have you ever felt like something was preventing you from accomplishing your goals?  Did you 
face the challenge head on or did you allow fear, frustration or peer pressure to stop you? Write or 
discuss these feelings and how recognition and support of these challenges from your classmates 
could help you.  

3. Often times, the simpler you can make a challenge or obstacle, the easier it is to overcome. 
Think about a challenge that you are currently facing in your life. This can be related to school, 
family, your job or any other part of your life. Once you have thought of your challenge or obstacle, 
write it at the top of a piece of paper. Make two columns, one labeled “positive outcomes” and the 
other “negative outcomes.” Then, begin to list all of the possible outcomes in the related column. 
When you are done, discuss your answers with your classmates. Together, determine how you can 
utilize the help of others to work through the negative outcomes and how you will celebrate the 
successes of the positive outcomes. Was this activity beneficial for you? Why or why not?
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