Lex Gillette Kicks off the
SEACAA Annual Conference
Keeping a clear vision for the future

If you’re of a certain age, you remember the classic song Tighten Up by Archie Bell &
the Drells that begins “We don’t only sing, but we dance just as good as we walk.”
Well, Lex Gillette talks just as good as he runs and jumps – and that’s saying
something, considering that he is a world record-holding athlete.
Gillette, who is blind, kicked off the SEACAA conference Wednesday by fascinatingly
telling how he began losing his sight gradually at eight-years-old.
He also told how he gained his vision suddenly.
That occurred, he said, when Athens Drive High School track coach Brian Whitmer
first told Gillette to run as fast as he could and then leap.
“I thought ‘This dude is crazy,’” he recalled. “I told him ‘A lot of things can go
wrong.’ He said, ‘Sure, a lot of things can go wrong, but there are a lot of things
that can go right, too.”
“That’s when,” Gillette told his rapt audience, “I took that literal leap of faith that
we all have to take.”

“We struggle with trusting others,”
Gillette said, “but we also struggle with
trusting ourselves.”
His obvious trust in himself led to him
becoming the world record holder in the
long jump for blind athletes and winning a
gold medal in the 2019 Paralympics World
Championships. He is still the only blind
athlete to jump more than 22 feet.
In addition to crediting his
international success to Coach Whitmer
and his mother, Verdina Gillette-Simms –
“She told me ‘You’re still going to be able
to do amazing things,’” he said - Gillette
noted that he is a product of Head Start.
Head Start, one of the agencies that
works with the North Carolina Community
Action Association and SEACAA, “gave me
a great push to get to the starting line,” he
said.
Sharon Goodson, executive director of
NCCAA, said Gillette’s presentation gave the organization a great push in kicking off its
conference. “Lex showed us that vision is more than having a pair of eyes,” she said. “It’s
about believing, setting goals to help yourself and others, and envisioning success.”
The conference, because of the covid pandemic, was virtual, but there is nothing
virtual about Gillette’s story. He doesn’t just tell the story of overcoming his fears: he
relives it.
When he talks about learning to run – he runs.
When he talks about learning to jump – he jumps.
When he talks about learning to fly – he flies.
He acts out his life story and has written about it in a book called FLY! Find Your Own
Wings and Soar Above Life’s Challenges.
Near the end of his presentation, Gillette said “I have a slogan: ‘No need for sight
when you have a vision.’”
We at SEACAA and NCCAA have sight – and a vision. Part of that vision is to continue
helping agencies such as Head Start that help people like Lex Gillette get to the starting
line.

