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This summer Kathy McInnis Misenor ’77 listened 
to President Barack Obama speak at a White House 
event marking the 25th anniversary of the passage of 
the Americans With Disabilities Act (ADA). Kathy, 
who has juvenile rheumatoid arthritis and uses a 
wheelchair, earned her invitation 
by helping author this legislation. 

Years of campaigning preceded 
President George H.W. Bush’s 
1990 signing of the ADA into 
law. Kathy explained, “The real 
work of the ADA began in small 
towns throughout the United 
States, as each of us fought for 
access to public accommodations, 
transportation, and education 
for ourselves and our children...
we built a national network of 
disability rights organizations into 
a movement for social justice.”

Kathy advocated for change in 
Maine and worked on many 
issues with Senator Lowell 
Weicker, including the Civil Rights 
Restoration Act. She also became 
one of the East Coast Organizers 
for the passage of the ADA and spent many months in 
Washington D.C. and other east coast states rallying 
support. 

President Obama said in his address, “Thanks to the 
ADA, the places that comprise our shared American 
life—schools, workplaces, movie theaters, courthouses, 
buses, baseball stadiums, national parks—they truly 
belong to everyone.” Public spaces, businesses, and 
schools have not always been accessible to everyone, 
but this has changed greatly since 1990. 

Like other schools, Thornton Academy has improved 
campus accessibility by building elevators and ramps 
and greatly increasing academic support services.
According to Thornton Academy’s Director of Student 
Services Carol Taranko ’92, “Thornton supports 

many students with varied learning needs, and 
creates a welcoming and accessible environment for 
the community, while complying with applicable 
state and federal laws. Teachers and members of the 
Student Services Team (guidance counselors, deans, 

social workers, special education 
faculty, school nurses, and other 
support professionals) work closely 
to help each student build a positive 
academic experience.”

Beyond her work with the ADA, 
Kathy has pursued social justice for 
a wide array of issues throughout 
her life—from women’s rights to 
protecting endangered species to 
helping free Nelson Mandela. She 
has a master’s degree from Boston 
College in social work, community 
organization, public policy, planning, 
and financial administration. She 
served on Saco’s City Council and 
in 1996 she was recognized for her 
service and professional achievements 

with Thornton Academy’s 
Distinguished Alumni Award. 

Kathy hopes that young people, 
including her daughter Sara, will “step out of their 
comfort zones” to address issues in their own 
communities. “I believe in changing the minds and 
hearts of people,” she said.
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Kathy ’77 and her daughter Sara ’18 pose 
in the East Room of the White House, 
where President Obama spoke about the 
importance of the ADA.

Kathy visited the ADA Exhibit at the National 
Museum of American History in D.C.


