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Transcript of Cynthia Overton Interviewing 
Michigan Supreme Court Justice Richard Bernstein 

 
>> Cynthia Overton:  Thank you, Dahlia. Thank you, 
Dwayne, for those very kind remarks. And thank you all 
very much for coming! I'm just so pleased with the turnout. 
Justice Bernstein, thank you for traveling all the way from 
Michigan to be with us today here at AIR. I know things 
have been very busy with you. You were just in session 
yesterday and just in session, really, until up until this very 
moment.  
[Laughter] 
Thank you for fitting us into your schedule.  
>> Justice Bernstein:  The challenges of being blind.  
[Laughter] 

>> Cynthia Overton:  Why don't we just dive 
into things. We have about 45 minutes for a talk. About 20 of 

those minutes I will ask Justice Bernstein questions, then about 
20 minutes I'm hoping that you will ask Justice Bernstein questions. To start off, let's talk about your 
trajectory in terms of getting from -- getting to the Michigan Supreme Court. So the video clip offered 
an overview and a day in your life as a Supreme Court justice. But I am really interested in your 
trajectory to the position, including your education background and your professional experience. As 
you talk about that, and kind of take us through your path, I would love for you to let us know what 
role you think that the Americans with Disabilities Act played, as well as the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act. So take it away.  
>> Justice Bernstein:  Sure. First off, I want to say thank you to every single one of you for taking an 
interest and for your willingness to come today. I think it's so important as a disabled person to 
express gratitude and appreciation to AIR and to all the various organizations that are here today, for 
the work that you do, for the difference that you make and for the impact that you have.  

It is very important for people like myself, who have disabilities, to express gratitude, 
appreciation and thanks to every single one of you. I think it's important per Cynthia's question to 
always recognize the fact that change comes in painfully slow, methodical steps. But that if you stay 
with it, and if you believe, the kind of change that can emerge can be real, everlasting and truly 
transformative.  
        As you heard kind of in the video, that was funny, because that was the first time I 
had a chance to see that video, just a short time ago, people like myself, and I'm sure a lot of people 
here in this room, would have been sent away, and institutionalized. Out of sight, out of mind.  
        I think really today is a day of celebration. We have to celebrate how far we've 
come. There's really no question that, yes, there's still more work to be done, but I think we have to 
celebrate the accomplishments and the achievements that have been done on behalf of people with 
disabilities, and I think we can celebrate how far we have come, recognizing that there still is a 
journey and a distance to go.  
        In terms of Cynthia's question, I think what's important to know is, starting off in my 
educational setting, I was blessed to have been able to go to an outstanding public school, and I think 
as you all know people with severe disabilities for the most part have to go to public schools, because 
we don't have too many other options. I think that's where the IDEA and, of course, the ADA, played 
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such a significant role, is by giving someone like myself the chance to have an education. You know, 
to be with classmates, to have that chance to go and learn like other people.  
        I think that I am incredibly grateful to my public school system and the special ed 
teachers that worked day and night to provide this as an opportunity.  
        Very quickly, I know Cynthia wanted me to share a few quick things about the story, 
one of the things that I found is after graduating from secondary education, going into college, 
especially when you get into law school, was as you heard in the video, everything takes four times 
longer for me to do. If it takes you an hour, it's going to take me four. It's just the way it is. So I'm just 
always one of those people that approaches everything from a more spiritual context. When I was in 
law school, it was a grueling process, and I know this is going to sound a little silly, but I just am a 
very spiritual person, and I made a deal with God that if he gave me the chance to become an 
attorney, I would dedicate my professional career to representing people with disabilities and special 
needs who otherwise didn't have access to the judicial system.  

 So as pertains to the trajectory, after graduating from law school, I came back to Detroit, 
and established our law firm's Public Service Division, where we represented people who otherwise 
didn't have access to the judicial system. I love doing that, because you could see every day the 
impact that the ADA could have on people's lives.  
        When you see people with disabilities flying on airplanes or going to stadiums or 
attending school or riding buses or doing those kinds of things, you realize the power, the impact and 
the effect of the law, but you realize how this is amazing legislation that really can, if given the 
opportunity, afford a better life for so many people across the country.  
>> Cynthia Overton:  Thank you. Thank you, Justice Bernstein. In terms of your current position, how 
would you say the professional practices on the court have changed since you joined? I'm really 
thinking about how you and the other justices collaborate and work together as a team.  
>> Justice Bernstein:  So that's a wonderful question, and I think what's important about inclusion is 
that when you bring a disabled person into the workforce, what you're actually doing is you're not just 
making it better for the disabled person, you are making it better for everyone. Just as a quick 
example, I'm doing a program now with my state's lieutenant governor, and we're calling it the 
Michigan Hidden Talents Tour. Our goal is we want to get people with disabilities into the workforce. 
It's just a very important thing. His daughter has autism.  

 So what's wonderful is that you have a liberal Democrat, like myself, and a conservative 
Republican, working together, traveling across Michigan. But what is it that everyone is focused on? 
Doesn't matter what party you're in. People care about disability issues. It's something that literally 
crosses all parties, that everyone can agree is a significant, important issue that affects all of us.  
        So as Cynthia asked as it pertains to how the court functions, the thing we 
emphasize on our tour is that when you make modifications in the workplace, for a disabled employee 
or disabled participant, what literally happens is that the entire workplace functions better.  

 So I'll give you a very quick example about how things operate on the Supreme Court, 
some of which I think you had a chance to see in the video. But the way it works is for me, I have to 
internalize everything. It's so I can be effective; I literally have to memorize and internalize absolutely 
everything.  
       The reason for that is because when you're in conference, that's when you're deciding 
what cases you're going to grant leave to, who is going to write what opinions, what the opinions are 
going to say. So if I'm busy trying to figure out what case we're on, I'm going to miss out on the 
conversation. I'm not going to be a participant in the conversation at the level that everyone else is. If 
I have to use, as great as adaptive technology is, it isn't going to be sufficient in this situation, 
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because I'll be so busy trying to figure out what case we're on that the others will have already moved 
on, then my voice won't be heard.  
        So the way it works well for me, and again, there's different processes that everyone 
uses, but the way it works well for me is I go into each conference having memorized and internalized 
every case. Literally memorized all of them. We'll usually have about 26 CRs, that's called 
commissioner's report, which is a fancy word for saying a case that you're going to decide whether or 
not you want to grant leave to. But I will have memorized all of it.  
        So when they get to each case, where they get to case 17, the accommodation is 
that the commissioner is going to simply read the procedural history of each case. By reading the 
procedural history of each case, what happens is that serves as a mental trigger for me. I hear case 
18, here's the procedural history; after having internalized that entire case, once I'm hearing the 
history of it, that's my trigger point, then I'm good to go to have that conversation.  
        What they have found, which I think is really exciting, is that that simple 
accommodation that is provided for me has benefited everybody. Everyone loves that 
accommodation. Because what does it do? It allows the other justices to become more familiarized 
with each case. It gives them a chance to catch their breath. But really that one accommodation, 
everyone on the court is going to say, has enhanced and made the entire process better, not just for 
me, but for the overall structure in how the courts function.  
        There's other examples, but there's not a single example I could give you that hasn't 
made a positive impact on how the entire institution operates or functions.  
>> Cynthia Overton:  So we often think about the importance of access and inclusion within the 
context of employment or education. But we all know that you're an accomplished athlete. I would 
really like for you to speak to that just a little bit. You've run a couple marathons, like 18.  
[Laughter] 
You're an ironman. What exactly does that even mean, that you're an ironman?  
[Laughter] 

>> Justice Bernstein:  First off, thank you for the question. I think that athletics is really 
an excellent representation of life. It represents all phases of the life experience. So as Cynthia 
mentioned, I've been blessed, I've had the chance to do 18 marathons. I've been blessed with the 
opportunity to have completed a full ironman competition. And per her question, an ironman is a 
2.4-mile swim, followed by a 112-mile bike, completed by a 26.2-mile run. It takes about two years of 
training.  
[Laughter] 
I want you to imagine if you could, I'll give you a visual on it, I want you to imagine how it would feel to 
dive into a frigid body of water. The water temperature that morning of Lake Coeur d'Alene was 55 
degrees. Imagine being connected to your guide by a rope that goes around your waist and his, but 
as you swim you repeatedly get kicked in the face by all the other people.  
[Laughter] 
Now, nobody means for that to happen. It's just the natural, like, elements of being what they call in 
the washing machine, where people are aggressive. It's just the nature of being competitive. Imagine 
how it would feel, because you can't brace for the impact.  Imagine trying to surface but you can't 
because there's other people immediately above you. Then imagine, if you would, how it would feel to 
have other swimmers become entangled in the rope that connects you to your guide. So as they 
become entangled, the rope becomes ensnared. As the rope becomes ensnared, it starts dragging 
you below the surface. You try desperately to get your head above the water, but it becomes very 
difficult to do so, because the wave level keeps crashing down, and the more you try to get oxygen, 
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the more that the other people who are entangled in the rope start to panic, the quicker it starts to 
take you below the surface.  
        You learn something kind of interesting through that. That's why I really believe 
athletics, I think, is the great story. You learn something incredible. You really learn that at certain 
points in life, I think this is really what people with disabilities are able to teach all of us, because we 
all have our own set of stories, I think the story we're able to share is the idea that when it gets 
painful, when it gets difficult, when it gets stressful, when you don't know what the future holds, when 
you're scared, you really do come to find that you're ultimately going to have what you need when you 
need it. You find that inner strength.  
        I'll just say, what's interesting, last week I was given the opportunity to do a Ted 
Talk. One of the things I focused on in my presentation was the idea, I think it's really true, that 
disabled people are able to really accentuate this, the simple idea that the body might be mortal, but 
the soul is truly all powerful. I think that is what inclusion shows, is that if you do a basis on the body 
the body will always have infirmities. That's the nature of the body.  
        I think what you come to find with people with special needs or with disabilities is 
they literally do have souls that can power the body, and that can have an inner strength that's difficult 
to quantify.  
>> Cynthia Overton:  Thank you. I've got to tell you, as I was imagining the process of you swimming, 
it was not very appealing to me.  
[Laughter] 
We came away with a great lesson that you shared with us.  
[Laughter] 
Let's talk about challenges that may sort of go unaddressed sometimes by legislation. You know, as 
we've been talking about all of the buzz, this the 25-year anniversary of the Americans with 
Disabilities Act, as well as the 40-year anniversary of the IDEA, and we both know that -- we know 
that those pieces of legislation are critical in terms of providing access and inclusion for people with 
disabilities. I'd like you to speak about some of the experiences you've witnessed in terms of other 
people or that you've even experienced yourself that are really hard for legislation to address 
immediately.  
        Can you just speak to obstacles and what some of your experiences have been, 
what you've learned when it comes to challenges that aren't necessarily addressed by federal 
legislation?  
>> Justice Bernstein:  I would be delighted. First, I do think we have to say, you know, the ADA, for 
people with disabilities, is without question the single greatest legislative act for our civil rights. It has 
transformed people's lives. It is something that we as Americans should take incredible pride and joy 
that our nation has done, what it has done and has made the progress that it has made. It is an 
incredible feat that is having unbelievable implications.  
        I'll just say, it's interesting, we have to go back a little bit and think about something. 
Nowadays you see people with disabilities on buses. You see them in college. You see them in jobs. 
You see them on airplanes. You see them doing things.  
        You know you've made progress when the extraordinary has become the ordinary. 
But to really get into the challenges that still kind of exist is that there are certain things that legislation 
really isn't going to ultimately have the ability to change, and that's why AIR plays such a vital role. 
That's why the work that you're doing in your research and technology and in the impact that you 
guys have through the work that you do really matters. It really has an impact! And it truly has an 
effect on people in a truly profound way.  
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        Sometimes you just have to know that. Because, I know what it's like to be in a job, 
you're working hard, you sometimes don't always realize the significant contribution you're making. I 
can tell you as a person who has benefitted from your work and your efforts, it is there and it's 
happening.  
        I think from my own personal story, I went to Michigan undergrad, and I share this 
just because I think it's important to kind of give a perspective as to some of the challenges that we 
face. When I was at Michigan, I was very fortunate, I graduated phi beta kappa. I share that because I 
went on to Northwestern. When I was interviewing at Northwestern Law School, this was in 1998. So 
I was graduating in 1999, but you interview for the summer of 98 to see what law schools are willing 
to take you on for that summer internship experience.  
        It's really interesting, because Northwestern that year, the economy was booming. It 
was an unbelievable economy. They literally had a 100% job placement rate. If you can think back to 
the late 1990s, our economy was just a remarkable economy, in terms of how well it was doing.  
        Now, I interviewed, the way it worked at Northwestern, you would interview with all 
the various prospective law firms that come on campus. The rule was if you are a law firm, you want 
to participate in on-campus interviewing, you had to interview anybody that wanted to interview with 
you. If you were Sidley Austin, Kirkland or whatever firm, if you came to Northwestern, you couldn't 
pick and choose who got to interview with you during the on-campus experience.  
        When I would come in, they would be very surprised that there was a blind person 
interviewing. Often what happened they wouldn't really know what questions to ask. They really 
weren't prepared for it. So you would wind up having interviews where you talk about literally things, 
I'm not kidding , talk about the weather or talk about --  
[Laughter] 
One, we talked a lot about the Tigers. How the Tigers were doing, what kind of season they thought 
we were having. Another firm, we had a conversation about living in New York, going to shows, 
meals, what restaurants are good. That kind of thing. But people really didn't want to get into 
substantive conversations as it pertained to your employment.  
        What happened is I interviewed with 65 law firms. 65. Out of the 65 interviews that I 
went on, this isn't even trying to get an offer, this was simply trying to get a callback to have the 
opportunity to go back to the law firm to conduct more interviews. Out of the 65 interviews that I had I 
didn't get a single callback to any law firm that I interviewed with, anywhere in the country.  
        I share that just because my qualifications, I thought, were at the level that other 
people's qualifications were at. But I think the biggest challenge that we have as disabled people, 
again, this is very important for me to emphasize, no one blind person can ever speak for another 
blind person. No one disabled person can ever speak for any other disabled person. I think that's 
always a critical thing.   So I can share with you my experiences and my story, but it's just that. It's my 
experience. It's my story. I just don't believe that any one person with a disability can ever really 
represent others with a disability, because everyone has their own perspective and life experiences 
that go with who they are.  
        What I was told when I went in and spoke to career services was, Look, the problem 
you're having is that it's just too easy for them to go on to the next person. They're interviewing a blind 
person, they're thinking, Well, look, we're looking for a first-year associate. Why would we want to 
spend all this time and resources and energy trying to develop a program or service for this person 
when I can move on to the next interview? The next interview comes in, they're not going to have a 
disability.  
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        So that was the struggle that we had when I talked to career services was the idea 
that how do you persuade an entity, like a large profit-making corporation or law firm, to say, Look, it's 
in my best interest to hire a disabled person and not just simply move on to whoever the next 
applicant is.  
        I think that's really kind of what our big struggle is, and that's what AIR is working on 
and what you guys are doing, and that's why I'm so blessed and excited to be here.  
        I was fortunate -- I don't want to give too many longer answers, but this is important 
to quantify.  I want to share with you something that you all know, because you work in this area:  
85% of the blind population is currently unemployed. That's a staggering percentage. 85%. That's not 
because blind people aren't talented. Not because they aren't passionate. Not because they're not 
competent. Not because they can't do a great job. They can do all those things. It's socioeconomic.  
        The only reason I'm a Supreme Court justice today, the only reason I'm a Michigan 
grad, Northwestern grad, practiced law 15 years, I always say this because it's really critical, I get 
anxious about doing presentations like this, because I'm always concerned people are going to say, 
Oh, wow, here's this blind person. He's done all these things, so why is it other blind people aren't 
doing these things as well? That concerns me, because I'll lay it out there, I was born into a 
wonderful, very affluent family that we had the resources to have the absolute best of everything. I 
had the best of schools. I had the best of education. I had the best of tutors. I had the best of all 
educational tools that a person could ever hope to have.  
        I share that because I think it's significant to say this. If I hadn't been born into the 
family that I was born into, if I hadn't been given the economic advantages that I was given, there is 
no question that I would be part of the 85% that I was previously talking about. Because I'm no 
different from any of those other people. The only difference with me that I got really lucky with the 
family I was born into and having the resources that we have. That's why I work so hard on these 
issues. That's why I love coming to events like this, because anything we can do to level the playing 
field is what I've dedicated my life to.  
>> Cynthia Overton:  Thank you, Justice Bernstein.  
[Applause] 
So I have more questions, but I suspect that you have questions. So I would like to stop and ask, if 
Dahlia and Muna are available, can you field questions from participants.  
>> Please raise your hand if you have a question. Before I ask anyone in the room, I wanted to see if 
anyone in the phone in one of our satellite offices that has a question. We've been watching the chat. 
So far nothing. If anything pops up, folks will let me know.  
>> Justice Bernstein:  That's not a good sign.  
[Laughter] 
Are you sure no questions? I have to say that's a little disconcerting.  
[Laughter] 
>> We have questions. We have questions. There's one in the back of the room. Yes? 
>> Justice Bernstein, you told us the story of 26 or was it 62, I'm sorry, of the law firms that didn't call 
back. 65.  
>> Justice Bernstein:  65. That's OK. 62 would have been much better.  
>> I apologize. What's the story behind getting your first opportunity?  
>> Justice Bernstein:  Well, what's interesting is, first off, I always knew that I was going to go back to 
Detroit because I wanted to do public service. So I went through the interview process because I 
wanted to have that experience. I thought it was very important to go through the job selection 
process to have a better appreciation of what it was like to have to try to go and obtain a job. But I 
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was very lucky, because my family has a law firm back in Detroit, and it was sizable enough firm we 
were able to establish our Public Service Division.  
        What I did was I asked my dad, my brother and sister, who I used to practice law 
with, if they would give me the opportunity to establish a Public Service Division. We would represent 
people who otherwise could not afford representation. And that was kind of our goal, was basically to 
establish a Public Service Division to give a voice to folks who otherwise didn't have one.  
        So that was where I knew I was going to go, and that was the division I knew I was 
going to create. So as a result of not being able to obtain employment was not a factor for me in the 
sense that I already had it decided that this was the kind of law I wanted to practice and this is what I 
was going to do.  
        I will say this, though, for people that don't have that option, government tends to be 
the best outlet for people with disabilities, whether it be state government, but primarily federal 
government is really, for people with disabilities, is really the best employer.  
        They tend to provide the best accommodations. They tend to be very welcoming. In 
a lot of situations, they do tend to have certain preferences for people with disabilities that can 
provide wonderful opportunities. I always recommend for folks coming out of graduate programs who 
have substantial disabilities, like blindness or deafness, that do require a level of accommodation, 
that your best place to start is usually state or federal government, because you will find that to be a 
very welcoming entrance into the workforce.  
        If people have questions, I'd love to talk about our Michigan Hidden Talents 
Program that we're doing in the state of Michigan, using state government as a catalyst for 
employment of disabled people in the workforce all across our state.  
>> Dahlia Shaewitz:  Thank you. I do have a question about that. First I wanted to check, anyone else 
in the audience with a question?  
>> Justice Bernstein:  The more personal, the better, because I think the more personal you make 
your questions, the more that we're able to connect. So please. I invite you to ask as personal a 
question as you can make it.  
>> Dahlia Shaewitz:  Before you do, I'm sorry, I forgot to say please introduce your name and I guess 
you work at AIR. If you don't work at AIR, where you're from. Thanks.  
>> I can do neither of those. Elizabeth Jennings, I work for National Disabilities Institute. Not with AIR. 
I do not have a personal question, I'm sorry.  
[Laughter] 
I am curious to know, given your personal experience and what you see from your purview as a 
justice, what you think we can do in the next 25 years to improve some of the socioeconomic status 
of people with disabilities, and the employment status?  
>> Justice Bernstein:  That's a wonderful question. I think that the number one, this is, again, I can 
only give you kind of my perspective and my beliefs. I don't have the knowledge or expertise that you 
guys have through the research and through the work that you do. I think the biggest challenge that 
faces -- again, it's so hard because people with disabilities covers such a gamut. I think the biggest 
challenge is the employment. I think that is the area that if there's one thing you can really put 
emphasis into. We can talk about education. We can talk about all those different things. I would be 
glad to do that. But I think the biggest challenge is getting folks gainful employment, letting them have 
that opportunity, letting people have a job.  

 I don't think there is anything more exciting than having someone tell you that you're 
hired, that they want you to come to work for them. It is the most incredible feeling when somebody 
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says, I want you to come work for me. I just don't think there's anything that gives you a stronger 
sense of purpose or mission or pride than literally hearing those words.  
        At the end of the day, I think the challenge with employment is that it's very difficult 
because employment isn't something that you can really totally get through legislation. It has to come 
through incentivizing employers to say, I want to take a chance on this person. It has to really 
come -- again, that's why with our Hidden Talents Tour, the big emphasis was on companies and on 
industry, because I think business is ready for this, and excited about it and wants to do it. I think the 
key is just trying to show them how to do it and what is the best way to make it work, and how to be 
comfortable with it.  
        I think what we -- if we're able to show employers, like large companies, that, Look, 
this isn't a charity, this isn't something that you're doing to feel good about yourself, this is a good 
economic decision, this is something that's going to make your company stronger, this is going to 
make your company better, this is going to make your more effective, this is going to make you more 
competitive, I think if we're able to market it in that context, and we can really galvanize and excite 
people, I will tell you in Michigan we've been able to do that.  
        Look, have we changed the landscape overnight? Absolutely not. But are people 
excited about it? Is the Chamber of Commerce energized? Absolutely! Are they enthused? 
Absolutely! The lieutenant governor and I are getting so many invitations by all of the Chamber of 
Commerces across the state that we can't keep up with the invitations. We can't keep up with the 
number of companies who are asking us to come and present to them about how they can hire 
people with disabilities to work with them.  
        We're talking about all types of disabilities. We're talking about physical disabilities. 
We're talking about cognitive disabilities. I think the real emphasis is that in the workforce, getting 
people jobs is such an exciting and most wondrous thing, because literally there's no better feeling 
than having a place to go and being able to participate in making your community stronger and better.  
>> Dahlia Shaewitz:  Wonderful. Thank you. You started to answer my question, which was about 
what kinds of research the American Institutes for Research, what kinds of research would be most 
helpful, supportive, effective in the areas you think research is needed. It sounds like employment is a 
big need there.  
>> Justice Bernstein:  Absolutely. I would say one of the best partnerships that you could establish 
would be with the Chamber of Commerces. Reach out to the national Chamber of Commerce, your 
local Chamber of Commerces to find out how you can work with them. They'll be interested in this.  
        I was just in Cincinnati last week, I was speaking to their Chamber of Commerce, 
and there are so many people, you had Fifth Third Bank, Kroger, there were all these different 
companies that are like, Wow, we can do this. This is cool. Let's participate. Let's do this.  

 I think, like I say, with the example that's been established in Michigan, I'm sure in other 
parts of the country as well, I think what you're finding is companies saying, Well, how do we do it? 
What can we do?  
        I think you've got the will. You've got the energy. You've got the excitement. Again, 
there's still a long way to go, but there certainly is inertia. It has moved off the dime.  
        Once you get -- this is what I've always found in terms of the work I love being a part 
of, once you get people excited, once you get people enthused, once you get people inspired about 
doing something, the rest comes easy. The logistics and the structure all fall into place. What we 
have to do is we have to get people enthused about being part of something bigger, about being part 
of something grander, about being part of something that isn't just ordinary!  
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        It's interesting, when you do an ironman or a marathon, what they'll tell you is, the 
organizers will tell you that having a blind person participate in that competition changed the entire 
dynamic of that competition, that it wasn't just an ironman, that it took on a special meaning, it took on 
a special significance, that it made everybody excited and enthused.  
        I think it's what you're going to find in the workplace is the same thing. If you talk to 
different companies, like Meijer in Michigan does this, that hires people with disabilities, what they tell 
you is, I guarantee you what they'll tell you is that by the fact that they have made a huge concerted 
effort to hire people with disabilities to be a part, Home Depot does the same thing, to do this kind of 
work, what they're going to tell you is that the other employees take such pride in the work that they 
do their jobs better.  Because they realize that their company is doing something bigger! It's part of 
something grander! It's more exciting.  
        One quick story, I do some consulting with the Israel defense forces on how to 
integrate people with disabilities into the armed services. One of the things I really wanted to do when 
I came out of law school, I wanted to go into the US military. I wanted to be a JAG officer. That was 
something I really wanted to do.  
[Laughter] 
I understood that, look, we had rules and regulations. It's completely and totally understandable. They 
said, Look, at the end of the day, you have to be a soldier first. If you can't handle a firearm, 
unfortunately you won't pass the physical fitness requirement. Which is a little ironic, because I'm an 
ironman.  
[Laughter] 
I totally understand it. This is a structure; there are rules and regulations. They have to follow that. It's 
a large entity and organization. I said to myself, if I could work with a different country, then try to use 
that as an example and use what we're doing in a different country here, we have a model or 
paradigm that we could then impart here that could really make a difference.  
        I'll share with you, so in Israel, basically it's a compulsory service, at 18 everyone 
goes in. What was happening, people with disabilities were being excused from service. They were 
being sent home, saying, Look, thank you for your service, but you're discharged from your obligation. 
But they didn't want that.  
        In every great military you have to have thousands of people doing logistics. For 
every one soldier on the field, or for every one tank driver or pilot, you have thousands of people 
working in logistics to make that happen. So basically, what we found was that if we could incorporate 
people with disabilities into the armed services, who wanted to serve, and of course we're talking 
about nonforward, noncombat, support-related positions, it would be a wonderful thing.  
        So the Air Force was the perfect place, because they're large bases, there's a lot of 
logistics. Guess what they found -- those bases that participated with the program, that had people 
with disabilities serving in those units, and we're talking a lot of times about Down Syndrome, autism, 
cerebral palsy, there are amazing stories how the morale of that unit, there was a young man with 
Down Syndrome that took such pride in his uniform, having the chance to wear. He loved his work. 
He polished the silver. He scrubbed the floor. He did it with such energy and gusto!  

 What they found was that all the other soldiers on the base took more pride in their work 
and in their jobs, and those bases that participated had the highest level of morale and the highest 
level of efficiency within the military.  
>> Dahlia Shaewitz:  That's particularly interesting, because in a country like Israel and others that 
have mandatory service, in order to get a job you have to be able to talk about your service with the 
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man or woman interviewing you. Not to be able to talk about that service, to say, Well, I didn't serve, 
prevents people from getting jobs. It's very --  
>> Justice Bernstein:  It also left them out of the cultural fabric of the nation. So it's a wonderful 
program. It's going very well. Our goal is we hope maybe we can start implementing something 
similar to that here.  
>> Dahlia Shaewitz:  Wonderful. Wonderful story. Thank you. We have a question from the ether.  
>> Yes. Yes, this was from JoAnn Starks of AIR: How many and what kinds of cases related to the 
ADA have you heard in the Michigan Supreme Court?  
>> Justice Bernstein:  Ah. That's a wonderful question! The great blessing about that is none.  
[Laughter] 
So that's like the wonderful thing, because I'm on our state Supreme Court, and basically what we do 
is we interpret the state Constitution and we interpret only state law.  
        The ADA is exclusively federal law, which is good, because it means that those 
aren't cases I'll ever hear. Because those are the cases that will be handled exclusively under the 
jurisdiction of the federal courts.  
        We do in Michigan have the Persons With Disabilities Act, which is a state law we 
would have a chance to hear. But at this point, I haven't heard any cases that deal with any kind of 
ADA issues to date. But we would possibly hear, I'm sure that there will be some employment issues 
and other issues that I know are going to be coming to us sometime in the near future. But I am very 
excited to say that we just ended our term today. So it's  very, very exciting. I survived my first term, 
and I got to tell you it's quite a wonderful day because the chief basically said that he is declaring the 
term over, which means all opinions are done and out and solidified and are being distributed. But it's 
a wonderful feeling, because we have finished our term. So I'm kind of excited.  
[Applause] 
>> Dahlia Shaewitz:  We have time for just one more question. 
>> Justice Bernstein:  I'll stay as long as you want.  
[Laughter] 
I am so enjoying this.  I enjoy your questions.  
>> Cynthia Overton:  Justice, you're coming between the food and drink.  
[Laughter] 
>> Justice Bernstein:  Totally understand!  
>> Dahlia Shaewitz:  How about one more question, way in the back. Wonderful.  
>> Thank you for coming. My name is Velata. What kind of advice would you give a young person 
regarding, you said change may be difficult and comes slowly, but it has come. What would you tell 
them as far as hanging in there, what they can do to make sure it happens?  
>> Justice Bernstein:  I think that's an incredible question. It's interesting, because I think as I think 
about your question, I will think of it from this context, I love to share stories, because that's what old 
trial lawyers do, we share stories. But it is a story I do want to share, because I remember when I was 
trying my first case, and I went to meet with a veteran trial lawyer, and I remember I explained to him 
who my clients were, what I was advocating for.  
        He looked at me, Richard, that's great. You told me who your clients are. You told 
me what you want the jury to do, but what is their story? What's the story of the people that you 
represent?  
        We always have to remember that we all have stories, and it's the stories that we 
have, the stories that we share that make us who we are.  
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        I've really come to believe that ultimately it really is our life experiences that tend to 
define the people that we become. I think what's important is that it's very difficult to give advice as a 
disabled person to another disabled person, because I don't think that there is any one story that's 
going to fit all people.  
        I think what's important is that you have to take into mind the whole person, who 
they are, what their background is, what their interests are, what their passions are.  
        The ancients Greeks had a great saying that I love, that when someone died, they 
would ask one question about their life. They would ask was this a person who lived with passion? I 
think if you're able to live with passion, what you tend to find when you interact with people with 
disabilities, again, you can't generalize, but I believe this to be the case, I think what you find is that 
people who live with adversity, hardship, challenge and difficulty are often people that live with a 
sense of purpose, mission, focus, but most importantly they're the same people that have a true 
sense of connection. Because, when you have a disability you have to work harder than everybody 
else, but you're driven by that sense of purpose! You're driven by that sense of mission. You're driven 
by that sense that you're part of something bigger and greater and grander than you can possibly 
imagine.  
        It's going to kind of end with this, I think as an interesting kind of way to kind of 
conclude about the future and about people and about our country and about where we're going and 
about how proud and excited we should be: In Michigan, you have to be elected to the Supreme 
Court, and running for this is a statewide office. I remember when I decided to run for this position, I 
was a little concerned. I said to myself, I'm not sure I should do this. I'm blind. What are people going 
to think about that? What are people going to say about that? Here's a guy who is blind who wants to 
run for the highest position in terms of the judiciary of the state. He's disabled. What's the reaction of 
people going to be to something like that?  
        So my campaign slogan was "Blind Justice."   
[Laughter] 
>> Dahlia Shaewitz:  Very original.  
>> Justice Bernstein:  Thank you. Totally!  
[Laughter] 
I insisted on it because you have to address it.  
        I would give people with disabilities this one piece of advice: The more comfortable 
you are with your situation and with your circumstance, the more comfortable others are going to be 
around you. Again, different strokes for different folks.  

 I told my campaign team we had to use the slogan, because by using the slogan people 
would ask questions. They would want to get to know you. You were letting people feel that they 
could basically address issues and concerns that they might have but they might be silent about. If 
they don't feel comfortable asking you those questions in certain situations, they're not going to hire 
you. In my situation they wouldn't vote for you. So you have to let people feel comfortable with you to 
the point that a reporter or anyone is going to be able to ask you those questions.  
        I'm going to end with this, because I think this is a real statement about how great 
our country is and how much we're moving in the right direction: In my campaign we were outspent 
10 to 1. It was astonishing in terms of the amount of spending that went into it. But the ratio was really 
something. 10 to 1 ratio.  
        When they went and surveyed people across the state of Michigan, whether they 
were in rural areas or urban, they would ask them, Who are you going to vote for? The people would 
say, I'm going to vote for Richard. Then the pollers or reporters said, But why? They would say all the 
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negative things: I know he's never been a judge. I know he doesn't have a lot of experience.  
[Laughter] 
All of this. They would give all of the reasons. They would say -- they knew all of them, but it was 
fascinating. They would say, You know what? I'm voting for him, and I'm excited to vote for him. 
When they got the follow-up question which was, Why? Why, after you've given all of the negative 
reasons and all the reasons why you wouldn't vote for him, that you're steadfastly going to vote for 
him? The answer was fascinating. The answer they would come back was: He'll figure this job out. 
He'll learn it. He'll get it. But you know, my son comes home from school sad because he gets picked 
on. My daughter doesn't feel like she belongs. My dad is struggling with Alzheimer's or with some 
other type of challenge. You know, my neighbor is going through a very difficult time.  
I don't care that the other people that are running have 20 or 30 years of experience.  
        These are situations and circumstances I can relate to, that I can appreciate, that I 
can understand, and I know he will too.  
        So I would just close by saying this: The one blessing of disability is the ability to 
connect, understand, but I think most powerfully and most importantly is the ability to empathize with 
the struggles, challenges and the difficulties that others have. And if you're able to do that, you can 
make things better for everyone in ways that we can't even possibly begin to even imagine.  
        So thank you for this opportunity, and thank you for coming. Thank you for inviting 
me.  
 
 


