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DWE Director Announces Resignation

LITTLE ROCK – John C. Wyvill has announced his resignation as director of the Arkansas Department of Workforce Education effective as of close of business Thursday, March 15.

“I have spent nearly 11 years in state government,” Wyvill said in announcing his resignation. “While I have enjoyed serving the people of Arkansas, I feel it is time to pursue other interests.”

The first deaf person to serve as an Arkansas Cabinet member, Wyvill began his career as an attorney in the disability arena.

“I would like to return to my roots,” Wyvill said, “and speak out for those who are too often overlooked by the rest of society.”

Besides working with his family’s consulting firm, Wyvill plans to pursue motivational speaking and writing and is exploring a future run for public office.
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Wyvill was a member of Gov. Mike Huckabee’s transition team and served as the 
governor’s assistant legal counsel before being appointed commissioner of Arkansas Rehabilitation Services, a post he held for six years. The State Board of Workforce Education and Career Opportunities appointed him director of DWE in 2005; the governor confirmed that appointment.

“I count it a privilege to have served as director of DWE,” Wyvill said. “The department’s mission in providing leadership and resources for adult education and career and technical education is vital to the economic development of the state. We cannot afford to squander vital human resources by not investing in the education of our workforce.”

Although Wyvill is stepping into the private sector, he is not leaving public service. He will continue to serve as a member of the U.S. Access Board, a federal agency that develops and maintains design criteria for the built environment, transportation, telecommunication products and information technology to ensure accessibility for people with disabilities. 

He also will continue as a member of the National Technical Institute for the Deaf National Advisory Group, which advises administrators of the National Technical Institute for the Deaf in Rochester, N.Y., on a variety of issues, including funding, curriculum, strategic planning, financial management, technical training and general education needs.
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Wyvill does not take the opportunities he’s been given for granted. “I believe I have a responsibility to people with disabilities, especially those who do not have a strong support system,” he said. “I try to live my life so I can serve as a role model for others.”

Born to a teenager addicted to drugs, Wyvill spent the first year of his life in multiple foster homes. Despite serious health problems, he was adopted when he was 13 months old. A few years later, “my parents realized the severity of my health issues when one of them accidentally dropped a plate right behind me and I had no reaction,” he said.

After visiting several doctors, the 4-year-old was referred to a specialist who discovered he had a 95 percent hearing loss and fitted him for hearing aids.

Thus began a lifetime of challenge. “It put limitations on what I could do,” Wyvill said. 

The first limitation – and challenge – was elementary school. “The doctor said I would be lucky if I got past grade school, let alone high school,” Wyvill said. “He encouraged my parents to put me in an institution. But they refused to have me be defined by my disability and insisted that I be given the opportunity to go to public schools.”

Wyvill was the first child with a disability to be mainstreamed in his school, so several of the teachers didn’t know how to work with him, and the classrooms were not accessible. As a result, he faced many barriers that forced him to develop valuable coping skills. 
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Another challenge was the sports field as he played football, soccer, baseball and other sports. Once again, he had to learn to compensate and watch for visual cues. 

Perhaps the greatest challenge was planning for the future. Medical professionals had encouraged his parents to have him train for a trade; hearing wasn’t as important for a carpenter, electrician or plumber, they reasoned. 

“My mother wanted me to be a minister or a teacher,” he said. “But I had my own ideas. After watching ‘To Kill a Mockingbird’ in a high school English class, I wanted to become a lawyer so I could provide a voice for those who didn’t have one.”
After graduating from high school, Wyvill headed off to college – the first in his family to do so. And then it was on to law school where he was the first hearing-impaired student to enroll. This was prior to computers and real-time captioning. 

Although everyone was helpful, “I had to basically work two or three times harder than anyone else,” he said of his law school days. 

There were more barriers to overcome when he began his legal practice. He battled employment issues, potential clients’ misgivings about being represented by a hearing-impaired attorney, and the courtroom setting itself. Wyvill said going to court was mentally and physically exhausting until he developed new coping mechanisms to enable him to process what was being said. 

Realizing he could make more of a difference in government, Wyvill served on the transition team of then Lt. Gov. Mike Huckabee and eventually became the assistant 
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legal counsel to the governor. Once in government, he was able to advocate and educate on disability issues in a number of forums, fulfilling his goal of speaking for the voiceless. 

Looking back at what he has been able to do in his life, “I realize how lucky and blessed I am,” Wyvill said. “And now as I look forward, I am eager to embrace new challenges and opportunities to help others.”
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