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Rob Summers: From Quad to 
Para and Beyond? 

By Tim Gilmer 
  

September 2011 

 

It almost looks easy — just apply 10 volts of electric current to 
the spinal cord and — voila! — a paralyzed man stands. 
 
Actually, the process of enabling a person with complete motor paralysis 
to stand voluntarily with the help of electrical stimulation may have 
begun more than four decades ago. In 1966 a Los Angeles Times story 
reported on an experimental “bioelectric” procedure that enabled a 
paraplegic to stand and predicted that with the help of implanted 
electrodes and the advent of microminiaturized computers, paraplegics 
might one day be able to stand and walk. 
 
More than 40 years later, Rob Summers, a C7-T1 quad/para from 
Beaverton, Ore., stood unaided during a far more sophisticated clinical 
trial testing epidural stimulation (electrodes attached directly to the dura 
of the intact spinal cord below the injury site). Summers, who had seen 
his dream of becoming a major league baseball player evaporate 
following a spinal cord injury that left him completely paralyzed below the 
chest, now hopes to stand again on a pitcher’s mound. “I have a longterm 
mindset,” he says. “I don’t know how long it will take me, but I do know I 
will be walking.” 
 
To those of earlier generations, Summers’ dream seems far off still. We 
have seen countless such predictions come and go. Every five years or 
so, the latest version of the paralytic-may-one-day-walk-again story 
splashes across the media spectrum. But if anyone has a chance to turn 
dream to reality, it just might be Rob Summers.  
 

One Dream Ends, Another Begins 
Summers’ boyhood baseball dream was in full swing from ages 9 to 14, 
when he spent one or two weeks each summer at Doyle Baseball 
Academy in Florida. Impressive numbers of Doyle graduates have gone 
on to play in the majors. And no fewer than five of Summers’ baseball 
buddies from Oregon have made their way to the big time. 
 
Summers made promising progress in his pursuit of the classic American 
boyhood dream, from building a Wiffle ball stadium early on with Darwin 
Barney, his neighbor, who now plays second base for the Chicago Cubs, 
to being named to Oregon’s all-state high school team as a pitcher in his 
senior year. Summers went on to play with the Oregon State Beavers as 
a freshman, the first year the Beavers made it to the College World 
Series. “My life was baseball,” he says. A year later, on July 10, arriving 
home late at night, Summers was struck by a hit-and-run driver.  
 
Not long after, he was being fitted for a wheelchair at the Rehab Institute 
of Oregon in Portland and trying to form a fist with his weak quad hands. 
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