Differently able
The film, ‘The King’s Speech’, showed audiences that disability needn’t prevent someone
from achieving the most challenging goals – by finding unique ways to do things others take
for granted – by becoming ‘differently able’.
South African athlete, Oscar Pistorius, has always had a passion for sport, despite having
both legs amputated below the knee when he was one year old. But it was only after a rugby
accident at the age of 17, that he took up athletics. He was incredibly successful, breaking the
world record for the 100 metres in his category only two months later. He has gone on to
break the world records for 100 metres, 200 metres and 400 metres 27 times and in 2008, in
Beijing, became the first athlete to win these three events at one Paralympics.
Not content with these achievements, Oscar has set his sights on competing in London in
2012, not just in the Paralympics, but in the Olympic Games, running against able-bodied
athletes. He has had to fight for the right to compete in open events, because of the
accusation that his prosthetic limbs give him an unfair advantage. In this fight, Oscar once
again, has come out on top.
Scottish musician Evelyn Glennie is the first person in music history to pursue a career as a
solo percussionist. Indeed, she is one of the most successful musicians in any field, having
commissioned more new works than any other performer and performed in over 40 countries.
She manages to fit in over 100 concerts every year, in addition to her numerous other
activities.
Unlike most musicians, Evelyn does not restrict herself to one instrument. In fact, when she
performs, the stage is filled with up to 60 different instruments. And not many other musicians
perform in bare feet. This helps her avoid making noise as she moves between instruments,
but also helps her ‘feel’ the sounds. Because another remarkable fact about Evelyn is that
she has been deaf since the age of 12.
Like Oscar, Evelyn challenges our ideas about what it means to be able or disabled. Her
deafness does not mean she cannot hear, but that she ‘hears’ differently – she hears with her
whole body. Her ‘disability’ has been part of a special talent which has been recognised by
over 80 international awards for her work.
Two determined individuals who are differently able but equally brilliant!

1 Read the article quickly and complete the table below.
Name

Nationality

Disability

Profession

2 Here are some numbers from the article. Match them with the correct
information. Then read the article quickly to check your answers.
17
1
2
3
4
5
6

27

40+

100 +

60

80 +

International awards that Evelyn has received _____
Number of times Oscar has broken world records _____
Number of concerts Evelyn performs every year _____
Number of instruments Evelyn may have on stage _____
Age that Oscar started competitive running _____
Countries Evelyn has performed in _____
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3 The two sentences beginning with Like and Unlike show a common way to
compare and contrast. Write five more Like / Unlike sentences about Oscar and
Evelyn.
________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________
4 Match 1–12 with a–l to find expressions from the article.
1
2
3
4

achieve
take something
have
take up

5
6
7
8

break
set
compete in
give you

9
10
11
12

a
b
c
d

a record
a passion for something
a sport or hobby
a work of art

e
f
g
h

your sights on something
an advantage
on top
for granted

i
j
k
l

come out
pursue
commission
restrict yourself to

one thing
a goal
an event
a career

5 Complete these questions, using some of the idioms from exercise 4.
1
2
3
4
5
6

What goals have you _________ your sights on for the next year?
Do you tend to _____________________ to one main ambition?
What new activities have you ______________ over the last 12 months?
What advantages will English language skills _________ you in the long term?
Do you ____________ a passion for any particular type of music or sport?
Have you ever _______________ any sporting events or musical competitions?

6 Ask your partner(s) the questions in exercise 5.
7 Discuss these questions with your partner(s).
– In what ways do these two cases challenge our ideas about disability?
– Do you know anyone else who has succeeded despite having a disability?
– How far do you agree that we are all ‘differently able’?

Glossary
amputate (verb) – remove an arm, leg etc for medical reasons
category (noun) – group of people or things that share a similar quality. In the Paralympics,
athletes compete in categories, against people with similar disabilities
prosthetic limb (noun) – artificial arm or leg to replace one that has been amputated
able-bodied (adjective) – not disabled
pursue (verb) – follow or chase
percussionist (noun) – someone who plays one of a group of instruments such as a drum,
etc.
commission (verb) – ask an artist / composer etc to create a new work of art
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