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Disability 
Empowerment

with the ‘Unstoppable 
Tracy’ Schmitt

Mediaplanet caught up with 
“Unstoppable Tracy,” Canadian 

Disability Hall of Famer, on 
promoting inclusiveness in the 

workplace.  

Q&A

How has your sports career shaped your perspective 
on inclusion and empowerment?
I’ve had hundreds of job interviews, and it came to the point 
where they’d consistently say, “You’re fantastic; a ton of people 
will hire you.” Well, how come not you? With each person turning 
me down, they didn’t bother to ask what I could or couldn’t do. 
They assumed I couldn’t do the job based on my appearance. 
The breaking point that always pivoted almost every job inter-
view that got me hired was when the interview conversation 
steered toward the recreational. So at my fi rst job, there were 
skis in the corner of his offi  ce. When I fi nished the interview 
and saw the skis, that’s when we went into conversation. And 
then, when he hired me, he said, “Yeah, well, I fi gured if you 
could ski downhill, you could answer the telephone, right?” 
So recreation and sport and high performance have given me 
credibility during job interviews. And when I got that light 
bulb, it certainly became part of how I would engage people. 
Participating in high-performance sports gave me credibility 
in a way that not being a high-performance athlete before did.

When facing obstacles, what has helped motivate you 
to push through, or in other words, be unstoppable?
On my fi rst day of school, my mom and I were face to face 
with the principal, and he took one look at me and said, “I’m 
sorry, Tracy can’t go to this school.” There weren’t support 
workers and children with disabilities at schools then. So he 
saw me without hands and legs. There was only one teacher 
and 30 kids, so he wasn’t even being a bad guy. There just 
wasn’t anybody to support a student with no hands and no 
legs. So, my mom said, “I understand. Can we just try for a 
week since we’re here today while I fi nd some of those other 

schools you’re talking about?” And so he agreed, and my 
mom just looked at me, saying, “Tracy, it’s really important 
that you and everybody’s included. Nobody left behind.” 
Fast forward to recess time, and I’m not there. I never made 
it outside. So the principal went inside to ask my teacher, 
“What happened? She couldn’t tie her shoelaces?” And my 
teacher was confused. And she says, “Tracy was the fi rst one 
to tie her shoelaces.” And he’s like, “Well, then how come she 
wasn’t outside?” And she said, “Her little friend couldn’t tie 
her shoelaces.” And it turns out none of the 30 kids could tie 
their shoelaces. By the time I tied 30 shoelaces, the recess 
bell had gone off . I learned that day that when the principal 
said “no,” it just meant he didn’t “know.” 

What do you believe can be done to further promote 
inclusive and accessible communities? 
A great way to promote is by ensuring visibility and in authen-
tic roles. So, for example, people might bring me in for their 
accessibility conference as their keynote speaker. How about 
bringing me in for your leadership development? I’m an adult 
woman with an MBA, so overqualifi ed for the entry-level and 
they don’t imagine me in those senior positions. So, get people 
in the door, and if you don’t have employment, make an eff ort 
to contract people with disabilities. The untapped market 
potential is to include people with a disability declared 
or people who have something diff erent going on and, as 
a result, are unstoppable about being creative problem 
solvers and ensuring no one’s left behind. And that includes 
your fi nances, creative marketing, heartfelt leadership, and 
genuine, authentic souls that people are looking for in these 
susceptible post-COVID-19 times. 

Having an intellectual disability does 
not prevent people from living healthy 
lives. The stigma surrounding the 

employability of people with these conditions 
limits their ability and potential to succeed in 
society and be part of communities. 

There are approximately 645,000 Can-
adians with disabilities. Many of whom are 
unemployed or underemployed. Although 
workforces are more sensitive in the present 
to creating inclusive cultures, there’s still a lot 
of work to be done in shifting the perspective 
of how organizations view people with an 
intellectual disability. 

Supporting people with an intellectual 
disability
Like everyone else, people with an intellectual 
disability have emotions, aspirations, and 
the desire to live fulfi lling lives. Community 

Living Toronto (CLTO) has supported people 
with an intellectual disability for 74 years 
and works with over 4,000 people and their 
families in over 80 locations across Toronto. 

Shineeca McLeod is one of the people 
that CLTO has helped through employment 
support to be fi nancially independent and 
thrive in a community. She worked for over 
six years as a cleaner for Sunrise Janitorial 
Services. Her job requires organization, plan-
ning, scheduling, decision-making abilities, 
and knowledge of chemical compounds to 
mix the appropriate products for cleaning. As 
Shineeca demonstrated leadership skills, she 
advanced into a role as Crew Lead, where she 
trains new employees. Shineeca enjoys her job 
because it is multi-faceted and allows her to 
bring positivity into people’s days.

“Having an intellectual disability doesn’t 
make me any diff erent, and I’m not ashamed 

of having it,” says Shineeca.
Shineeca shares that employers who want 

to create an inclusive workspace must be 
open-minded, learn to accommodate vari-
ous learning and communication styles, and 
make an eff ort to understand what opportun-
ities best suit them. 

CLTO’s recruitment platform for hiring 
people with an intellectual disability
After long-standing work facilitating the hiring 
process between people with an intellectual 
disability and organizations that want to foster 
an inclusive workspace, CLTO received funding 
from the Government of Ontario to launch 
MyJobMatch. This recruitment platform is 
built from the knowledge and best practices 
CLTO developed over their years of service. 
The database  has over 200 active employers 
ready to provide meaningful work. 

Intellectual Disabilities Can Make a Contribution in the Workforce

To learn how 
to hire people 
with intellectual 
disabilities, visit 
myjobmatch.ca.

This article was 
sponsored by 
Community 
Living Toronto.

Providing meaningful work to people with intellectual disabilities builds a stronger community and workspace for all. 

Learn more about 
Unstoppable Tracy, visit 

unstoppabletracy.com. 

Shineeca 
McLeod
Crew Lead & 
Cleaner,
Sunrise Janitorial 
Services 
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