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By Lynne Cobb
National Disability Em-

ployment Awareness Month 
(NDEAM), observed annually in 
October, “celebrates the contri-
butions of America’s workers 

with disabili-
ties past and 
present and 
showcases 
supportive, 
inclusive 
employment 
policies and 
practices.” 
(Source: dol.
gov/agencies/
odep/initia-
tives/ndeam)

Tierney Ohly, a Community 
Lifestyles reader, brought to 
our attention a highly-talented 
young man whose roots are in 
our community believing his 
story would inspire readers and 
bring awareness to NDEAM.

John Katona was born at 
Crittenton Hos-
pital, attended 
Oakland Chris-
tian School, and 
graduated from 
Oakland Univer-
sity. He grew up 
right behind the 
Paint Creek Cider 
Mill in Rochester. 
Unfortunately, a 
tragic car acci-
dent in April of 
2005, when he 
was 17 years-old, 
resulted in spinal 
cord injuries and 
re-navigating 
life in a wheel 
chair. Resilient 
and persistent, 
nothing stopped 
Katona from 

recovering and continuing his 
post-high school education, 
which included both a bachelor’s 

and master’s degree from OU, 
both in industrial and systems 
engineering.

Katona was open about 
what inspired him to push 
through his injuries, with the 
simple statement: “What other 
option is there?” He continued, 
saying, “I guess I could give 
up on life and sit around doing 
nothing, but that sounds like an 
empty existence.

“My drive is separate 
from any injuries I’ve experi-
enced. I’m happiest when I’m 
making something or solv-
ing problems, especially with 
friends and family. Grilled 
fi sh and portobello mushrooms 
also make me happy.  But 
who can afford fi sh without a 
decent job? So, I work hard at 
the things I love in order to do 
other things I love and with the 
people I love.”

Katona, an engineer, feels 
that “a challenge is an opportu-
nity to problem-solve.”

“I get a high when I solve 
a problem. Last month, the 
elevator in my home broke, and 
I ended up fi xing it myself with 
a couple friends. It took about 
four hours and involved trouble-

shooting by taping a penny 
to a latch, but we did it. It 
was exhilarating. One friend 
who helped fi x it said it was 
like solving a real-life escape 
room. She felt the exhilaration, 
too,” he shared.

We discussed challenges 
and even depression. Katona 
was very open, explaining, “I 
think everyone has felt sad or 
depressed at one point or anoth-
er, and I’m no different. But, no, 
I’m not clinically depressed. I 
think there is a perception that 
having a disability would make 
someone more likely to be de-
pressed, but I don’t think that’s 
the case.”
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Celebrating NDEAM with John Katona

“I think there is a 
perception that having 
a disability would 
make someone more 
likely to be depressed, 
but I don’t think that’s 
the case.”
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