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Tam (right) is a motivated 19-year-old who is always eager to learn.

She always has been, ever since she was a little girl. Yet, because she 
lives with a physical disability, some have incorrectly assumed that she 
has a learning disability, too.

Tam was born with cerebral palsy, which affects the use of her limbs. 
Her mother, who used to work as an accountant, quit her job years  
ago to become Tam’s full-time caregiver. 

Tam’s father does contract work installing doors and windows in new 
construction projects, but the work is sporadic, leaving the family 
without a steady income. Unable to afford a wheelchair, Tam could not 
get to school, so her mother began to teach her math and literature 
at home. Tam’s parents saw education as a way forward; a means to 
give their daughter opportunities to progress beyond their current 
circumstances. 

They live in Thanh Hoa province, a landscape of craggy mountains 
jutting through vast green paddy fields. Although Thanh Hoa is the 
fifth-largest province in Vietnam, its gross domestic product is less 
than half of the national average. Those living in rural areas often 
struggle to make a living and migrate to the cities to seek better 
opportunities. This is one reason why education holds such great value 
in this region. 

This is why Tam coveted a wheelchair that would help her go to school.
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FORGING A WAY FORWARD

SPURRED INTO ACTION

After her own life-changing 
experience, Laurie Rosin (right, 
with her daughter, Llana) has 
helped transform thousands  
of lives.

Laurie Rosin of Deerfield, Illinois has been supporting Free 
Wheelchair Mission since 2007, when she first met Don 
Schoendorfer at a small fundraising event. “My husband and I 
were both so very moved by Don’s vision and what he was doing. 
I wanted to do more than write a check.” Later that year, Laurie 
would embark on a vision trip to Vietnam—an experience that would 
change her life.

“Watching men, women, and children crawl on the ground, being 
carried on another’s back, or being pushed in a wheelbarrow was all 
I had to witness to know I had to do something to make a difference 
and help get people off the ground,” said Laurie. “On all the missions 
I have been on, that feeling of joy for recipients and their families has 
never waned. Each and every person’s life truly changes and it’s a 
wonderful feeling to be part of that.”

Laurie produced a video that captured her experience. “I asked 
many friends to watch my film, not to give money, but to let me 
know whom they thought might attend a fundraising event. Our first 
event drew about 125 people and raised about $60,000.”

Thanks to Laurie’s contagious passion for the mission, the FWM 
community in Chicago has since raised more than $750,000 to 
provide the gift of mobility. For another story 

of transformation 
from Vietnam, 
watch Nguyen’s 
story, part 2:

http://bit.ly/Nguyen_pt2



Tam had received a GEN_3 wheelchair, but while  
she is in class, she uses one of the school’s  
GEN_1 models, which allows her to more easily 
use her feet while working at her desk.

After completing her coursework next year, Tam 
hopes to get a job at an IT support center or 
copy & print shop. The school trains 450–500 
students annually, with approximately 65% of 
graduates going on to find steady employment. 
Others will open shops or produce marketable 
goods at their homes.

A GIFT FOR NGON
In another part of Thanh Hoa province, a man 
named Ngon (65; photos on opposite page) earns 
a living as a carpenter, operating a woodworking 
shop out of his house. He also farms a small plot 
of land to help feed his family, which includes an 
adult son with Down Syndrome.

A childhood bout with polio left Ngon without 
the ability to walk on his feet. Instead, he would 
use his hands to walk. “It was unsanitary and 
uncomfortable,” he lamented.

Ngon recently received a new GEN_3 wheelchair. 
With it, he can traverse his property more quickly, 
be off of the ground when doing woodwork, 
and head out into the neighborhood to meet 
with new customers or make deliveries. “This 
wheelchair is a memorable treasure,” he grinned. 

WHEELCHAIRS, NOT PITY
One of our ambassadors, who uses a wheelchair 
herself, recently stated, “People with mobility 
disabilities don’t need pity; they need a wheel-
chair.” A wheelchair can empower someone to 
live up to their potential—someone like Tam, a 
dedicated learner who needed a way to get to 
school, or Ngon, a hardworking, loving family 
man who can be more productive with his  
new wheelchair. 

Since 2004, you have helped Free Wheelchair 
Mission ship 175,369 wheelchairs to Vietnam—
the most to any country since we started in 
2001. With the ongoing needs in places like 
Thanh Hoa province, we aim to send out another 
million wheelchairs by 2025. Only together can 
we accomplish this goal and help unleash the 
potential of another million individuals who live 
with disabilities, all across the globe.

Blessings, 

Don Schoendorfer

Founder and President 
Free Wheelchair Mission

THE PREVALENCE OF DISABILITY
Thanh Hoa province is home to 3.6 million 
people. Over 6% of the population, or 217,000 
individuals, live with a disability.

Some of the primary causes of disability in 
Thanh Hoa include stroke resulting from a poor 
diet, cerebral palsy caused by complications 
during childbirth, and war-related conditions, 
including injuries from unexploded ordnance and 
health problems from exposure to the chemical 
herbicide known as Agent Orange.

One-third of those living with a disability in Thanh 
Hoa require a wheelchair or other mobility aid. 
Getting wheelchairs to them can be challenging—
the mountainous terrain can be formidable, 
making it difficult to reach villages that are only 
accessible by unpaved, rocky roads. However, 
Free Wheelchair Mission (FWM) has been able 
to provide more than 1,000 wheelchairs to the 
people of this province.

This is possible thanks to the coordinated efforts 
of FWM, our distribution partner, Giving It Back 
To Kids (GIBTK), and its sub-distribution partner, 
the Association for the Support of Orphans and 
People with Disabilities, known locally as ASVHO. 
FWM manufactures and ships containers of 

wheelchairs to ports in Vietnam, where GIBTK 
imports them and distributes boxed wheelchair 
kits to sub-distribution partners throughout the 
country, including ASVHO.

ASVHO works in conjunction with local officials 
to identify and serve those who need wheelchairs 
in the 635 villages scattered across the Thanh 
Hoa countryside. In addition to the assembly 
and fitting of FWM wheelchairs for individual 
recipients, the organization will offer further 
support by building accessibility ramps at their 
homes or connecting them with opportunities for 
education or employment.

EMPOWERING POSSIBILITIES
Tam received her very first wheelchair through 
this network in 2017. With her newfound mobility, 
she now had the ability to leave her home 
and pursue her dreams of obtaining a formal 
education. ASVHO introduced Tam to a school 
that offers vocational training to students who 
live with disabilities. 

Tam couldn’t wait to get started. She promptly 
signed up for the information technology 
program, much to the concern of the teachers: 
IT students must be able to use a computer 
keyboard, and Tam cannot use her hands to  
do so.

Undaunted, the determined new student learned 
to use her feet to type into a keyboard, maneuver 
a computer mouse, and turn pages in her books.

WORKING THE LAND

Without a wheelchair, Ngon used his hands 
to get around his farm.

DEDICATED STUDENT

Tam refuses to allow physical challenges to limit her potential 
and is on track to graduate from her IT program.

A “MEMORABLE TREASURE”

Ngon (story on next page) received a 
GEN_3 wheelchair that will “help me 
overcome life’s obstacles.”
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