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The Employability
Factor

The gap in amploy-
ment rates betweaen
people with and without
dizabilities has prompted
adwocacy group NOD
to focus on joba, It is
establishing an "am-
ployability centar” in
Washingten, DC, with
the help of several U3,
corparations. “if you
don’t have a job, you
dont have the money
for transpontation,” says
Michael Deland, NCD's
president and chalrman.
“You don't have tha
money for recreation,

to go to the mavies, 1o
gaf out. ... Health cara
Is more problamatic,
Really, what's driving i
all is employment.”

Prime-Time Crusader

Robert David Hall entertalns millicns each week as the witty coroner on TV's TSI Crirme Scene
Invastigation, But s crutch s no prop, and his disability s no act. He's determined to draw
attention to bath. f By Nancy Henderson Wurst / lllustration by Monica Hellstrom

FITER 25 YEARS OF RADID WORK, VOICE- the radio starion and hosted his daily program. Back
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overs, and guest roles an shows such as The

West Wing and The Practice, Robert David
Hall scored big in 2000 when he landed the part of
quirky coroner Dr. Alberr Robbins on C5 Crime
Seene fnvestigarion. A core cast member since carly in
the series, Hall has reveled in the meteoric nse of the
CBS show, which has garnered several []l:uph.-"‘ Choice
awards and Emmy nominarions, These days, however,
his most important role may be a5 an outspoken
actvist for people with disabilicies,

In July 1978, Hall, then 30, was working as a
morning disc jockey, writing ad copy, taking acting
lessons, 11|;t}'ir1g guitar in a hand, and, he recalls with
a laugh, “trying vo figure out whar part of the enter-
rainment world would have me.” One afrernoon he
was headed norch on busy Interstate 405 near Los
Angeles when the intoxicated driver of a southbound
18-wheeler lost control of his tig, jumped the wire
fence separating the lanes, and careened into Hall's
beat-up "\r'r:ﬂkhwugr]l.

A day and a half larer, Hall woke up to find his
right leg amputated and burns covering his body.

By summer’s end. he had lost the bartde to save his
left leg. Tngrained with a “toughness” passed down
[|'|ruugh generations of |11:i|i1;1:}' afficers, Hall went
right back to work. He wrore ad copy in his hospital
hed. He rolled his wheelchair across the swreer o

at heme, he recorded commercials and narrations
in his living reom. And he learned to walk on pros-
theric legs.

One year after the acoident, Hall was hired at
legendary LA radio stanon KINX-FM. Before long,
the acting bug bit. "It’s odd even to me that | chose
to make it a E}r::fessi11r1 afrer 1 lost my Lug.l.," he Ay,

He describes his firse TV audidon as “very Fellini-
esque.” "It was kand of like a carnival casting call
because they didnt know what they wanred,” Hall
SAYS, “And to the producers, being disabled was sort
of a freak show.” He didn't get the part but was soon
hired for a small role in the TV series Airwnif (1984~
1986), starring Jan Michael Vincent and Ernest
Borgnine. More film and TV parts followed. Sdll,

Hall noticed
that his able-
Hall says producers bodied peers
3 received Far
more callbacks.

In 2004,
Hall joined
the board of
the Marional
Organization
on Disability
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want to portray the
sad disabled person
or the superhuman
disabled person.
“You re r;n'w!_\ a char-

acter doing a job.”
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country'’s most high-profile advocacy
group. (The late Chriscopher Reeve was
the vice chairman.) In 2005, as chairman
of the Screen Actors Guild's National
Performers With Disabilities Committes,
he wrote a groundbreaking report which
revealed thar fewer than 2 percent of TV
characters have a disabilicy and only 0.5
percent of those have speaking parts.
HemMisPHERES recently talked with
Hall abour his role as an advocate for the
54 million Americans with disabilities,
the largest minority group in the U.S.
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@: What was it like for actors with
disabilities when you first started our?

A: I1's been this way for many years: If
you have a disability, they want o do a
story abour the sad disabled person or the
superhuman disabled person. You're either
pathetic or inspirational. You're rarely a
character doing a job. That's whar I love
about C57 so much. Dr. Robbins' job is
ta provide clues. They don't stop and say,
“Isn't he amazing? He walks with a
crutch.” It’s juse: "Oh, there’s Doc
Robbins. He's cutting and slicing, and

| he's got some clues to hu]p us solve this
week's murder.”
Q: Are there more opportunities now
for actors with disabilities?
A: There aren’t a for more, bur there
are more, There are always people who
| | will stereotype people with disabilities.
| | Theyll assume that because you're in a
chair or because you're blind or because
you're deaf, thar you're going o slow
production down,
@: Why did you become an advocare?
A: [ noticed thar my able-bodied
acting friends were getting five, six, seven
hemispheresmagazine.com times as many auditions as | was getring,
click refresh And | was as good as they were. [ didn't
like the unfairness of the situation.

Q: Why join forces with NOLD?

&: NOD is on a national scale ...
and I'm on the No. 1 shaw around the
waorld. And when [ say something, I
have a bir of a pladform because people
lowe the show so much, And [ take chac
seriously, I don't ever want to just be an
airhead actor. 1'd like o do something
rh:i[ brn::ﬂ{h 1 Young person wirh a
new degigﬁ | new content disability. By seeing somebody with a

disability in a crucial role on TV or in
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Inmer Views

able-bodied popularion to understand
about people with disabilities?

A: Just let go of assumptions. Don’t
make up vour mind abour me unril you
have a chance 1o interact with me.

@: | have o ask abour C5F here, What
do vou love abour playing a coroner? s
there anything you hare?

A: Tor be a regular on a hic American
TV show is a wonderful thing. It takes
care of a lot of your bills. I'm lucky that
I love the people | work with. I'm kind

| of a social beast, so I enjoy the fact that

in airports people recognize me and they
come up and say nice things abour the
show and tell me cheir daﬁght:r i
studying chemistry and their son wants
to be a forensic guy. 1 like the character
I play, and I've met a number of patholo-
gists, medical examiners, and coroners.
It gets back to the ropic of stereotypes.
They're not all ghoulish Boris Karloff
guys hiding in the dark. I'm also glad T'm
an actor because it’s a tough job, T've
spent a lot of time in the hospital, so I'm
not freaked out by tough things. Bur a
couple of times we've had boys on the
glab in the course of a story, and one
looked a little bit like my son, Andrew,
who's 24 now. And that caused me some
pain. Another time we had a story line
about somebody who was burned
horribly, and it ook me back w some
experiences that | had. Forrunacely,
though, I know the difference between
television and reality, and T moved on

from thar.
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Q: How has €5/ advanced your cause?

A: [ love the fact that they get who |
am as a human being, It’s quite an
amazing image when you see a person
with a disability interacting professionally
and normally, even on a fictional TV
show. There’s a chemistry berween the
crew and the cast members thar ranslares
to the viewer. And when viewers see an
African-American man, a woman of a
certain age, and a man with a disabiliry
working rogether in an exciting way, it
sends a very powerful message, And I'm
quite proud to be a part of that.

Q: What's next for you?

Az | have a litde part in a movie
coming out called The Gene Genenation
with a wonderful Asian actress, Bai Ling.
And I've got tons of work to do with
NOD and with Sereen Actors Guild,

My voice-over work keeps going, [ have

a trainer, which sounds so Hollywood.
bue ir’s really a wonderful thing, T've lost
about 30 pounds in the past year, 1 found
out that I have Type 11 diabetes, so I've
cut out the sugar. I'm walking on a
treadmill, and I'm lifing weights. | have
no desire to be Mr, Universe. [ just wam
to be as strong as | can be because 1 need
the encrgy right now, more than ever. &

Mancy Henderson Wurst, who s written
for Parade, Woman’s Day, and Southern
Living, i the author of Able! How One
Company’s Disabled Workforce Became
the Key to Extraordinary Success
{BenBella Books).

"So, wwhat is this place, abour thivty-five bundred sauare feet?”




