I am Thiandi Grooff, I am 20 years old and I live in the Netherlands which is a very exclusive country. I started studying at Amsterdam University College. I wanted to study so much and live independently and so I am very happy. This is normal for everyone so I am no exception. But as I am disabled this is also a remarkable achievement.

I have always known I am special. I know this because people said so whenever they spoke about me. 

My parents wanted me to be with other children and to play and learn with other children. And they saw that I always wanted to be inside schools and classrooms. So they wanted me to go to regular schools. We traveled to England, USA, Canada and Italy to find them.

I do not want to tell you about the sad things that happened. I will just say that not until I was 12, I was accepted in a Dutch school. So at 11 years old we moved to Italy where no exclusion in schools exist. 
When I was 14 my life changed considerably. My parents found out about facilitated communication. For the first time in my life I could tell my thoughts and what I wanted. You can imagine what a breakthrough that was. I could show everybody that I was not mentally disabled, as so many thought. Some people can still not believe it, but I am a perfectly normal mind in a disabled body.

I was lucky that my parents learned about facilitated communication. There are lots of children like me who should have the means to communicate. They have a right to communicate.

For years I have looked upon everything in silence and I felt very frightened. I was afraid because I did not felt known. I felt afraid because I did not control my life and many considered me as incapable of thinking. That is very frightening because in the Netherlands that leads inevitably to a life in institutions or early death.
I was angry with people who did not understand me. I was angry because many people advised my mothers to send me to institutions.  I was saved by my mothers who continually wanted me to develop and to communicate. At last they succeeded and now I want to show what I can do.

People can be afraid of me too or rather uncomfortable with me because they do not understand me, and because I don't act normally. I cannot control my body to function in a way that is accepted by the majority. That is why I decided to write about my life. 
Let me now tell something I learned on the University. Nietzsche already wrote about what the earliest human species drove in making relations.(Nietzsche: on the genealogy of morals) He assumes that because signs of trade were found in nearly all the earliest archaeological discoveries, exchange between people was essential in their struggle to survive and later in the development of communities. Very important in this primary exchange is the eye. With the eye we measure the other and make assumptions in how far the other is trade worthy or can play a useful part in the community. This is such an  important archaic function of the brain that I believe that this is why people who don’t meet the measurements that a community requires for the survival of the community, are excluded.  As many visible disabled people don’t meet these requirements we are excluded from this primitive society.  But we know now that the requirements for a healthy modern society are not so primitive anymore. This modern society requires diversity. It is what the famous political philosopher John Stuart Mill wrote in his book: On liberty. The more divers the society is, the more free it is and the more prone to a progression for better.  He writes; “the wish to make people  ‘normal’  puts to much strain on every person and takes away the freedom. The longer a community excludes people who are different, the more different people are seen as scaring, abnormal, godless and even monstrous”. And that is what we feel in Holland, as we handicapped people are seen as monstrous. But it gives us also a very big part to play in this society, to create again more freedom in the society. If we can play this apart, to be ourselves in our abnormality and to convince the world that diversity is essential to create a better world for all, not only in a political way but also in economic way.
I have written my book Doe Normaal because I wanted to show everybody that I am a normal human being with a special body. I write about ordinary things I experience. I have ordinary feelings and I want to show that. I have ordinary needs like everybody else. Since my body is not normal, I cannot be normal like everyone else. 

if a lot of people realise that I am normal inside, my book will be a success. I think,  I now realise that my life will not really change as a result of that. I will always have my strange body and that predestines a lot.  It is hopelessly uncontrolled and I cannot replace it. I wish I could. This means I have to compromise and have to survive between fear on one side and hope on the other side. Hope that I will have enough people around me who know me and accept me. I hope I can be normal and abnormal at the same time.
I cannot change myself. I can change people around me in their understanding of curious behaviour.  With my book I want to create a better understanding of people like me and of people who are different from the expected norm.

I think I have succeeded already.  I am not the only one working on that. Things can change. Amsterdam University College creates an atmosphere in which people are accepted by the staff   as they are. They welcomed me from the very beginning.  Our first conversation was very warm and understanding. They have a policy and practice to welcome diversity and in the curriculum they teach what the value is of diversity. 

But is it enough to change the discourse of the majority? The majority in the Netherlands never puts attention to disabled people, because we are not visible and excluded from the society. 
How to manage the process of changing this discourse?  Well the first thing is visibility. I am visible as an abnormality and am contributing as such by just being here. But I also contribute as a student working in groups with other students. I am also one of a larger group in which other diversities are apparent. 
 The second step is realising that inclusion means that you have to create universal accessibility and solving problems in this area.  As I walk on my toes to control my body so it doesn't hinder others and myself, I don't have the energy for this step. I really want friends, because friends give me energy to go on with this. 
I'm very grateful to the staff of Amsterdam University College and my assistants that they accept me as I am and help me where they can.   I wish every student such great tutors. They help us very good in becoming good and well learned contributing citizens. They should teach more people in this way. It would help our troublesome world to become more peaceful. My friend Judith Snow also teaches that “ inclusion brings peace”.

It is still difficult for me to find friends and to live a life as other students have. I am often tired. My body hinders me and others too. It is most of the time uncontrollable. I should be able to control it more but I hope other people can understand that they can help me by accepting my bodily unrest.

I hope that my situation helps other people to understand that no individual should be forced to adapt to majority views and that minority members should not have to adapt. There are so many curious strange individuals. Look around you. Look also at yourself. You are not that normal are you?

 It is not wise to think society can prosper and develop only if white old men make decisions, like in our government. Diversity as in normal/abnormal should be valued to make society a pleasant place even more pleasurable for white old men.

I hope that you have found this inspiring. Are there any questions?
