Alex Van Hook, left, and Ashley Wood present their observations to
members of the Rittenhouse Astronomical Society at the Franklin
Institute.
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The teachers who nurtured Alex
Van Hook must be bursting with
pride today when they see how far
he has come.

Alex, president of his class,
plays power wheelchair hockey
and is a member of the Academic
Bowl team. Like other high school
juniors he is choosing the college
he will attend. He turns 17 this
month.

Alex attends the New Jersey
School for the Deaf at the Marie
Katzenbach Campus in Trenton
but he got his start at Tinicum
Elementary  School in the
Palisades District and the Bucks
County Intermediate Unit classes
at Guth Elementary School in the
Pennridge School District.

Alex was born with muscular
dystrophy, which affects muscular
development. He cannot hear, and
he has used a wheelchair for most
of his life. He speaks in sign lan-
guage.

Last summer, Ruth List of the
Rittenhouse Astronomical Society
in Philadelphia worked with stu-
dents at NJSD during an extended
school year program. The class
was dedicated to astronomy.

The society held the summer
program to mark 2009 as the
International Year of Astronomy.
Ruth List, an educator and treasur-
er of the society originated the ses-
sions for the Katzenbach students.

On Oct. 14, Alex and Ashley
Wood were invited to present at
the society’s meeting at the
Franklin Institute Science
Museum, where recent speakers
have included Derek Pitts, chief
astronomer, and U.S. Navy Capt.
Christopher Ferguson, a NASA
astronaut.

Using sign language with inter-
pretors nearby, Alex and Ashley
talked about the summer program
on a video recording.

“We had an instructor with pas-
sion,” Alex said and he marveled
at the work of the ancient
astronomers like Galileo -
Franklin Institute was showing an
original Galileo telescope at the
time.

The students especially enjoyed
watching the giant pendulum that
is suspended from a ceiling at the
museum. “My favorite part of the

Alex Van Hook and his mother,
Susan, were photographed dur-
ing a seashore visit.

visit was making a solar system
mobile,” Ashley said.

They hoped to view the night
sky through telescopes but unfor-
tunately, Alex said with his expres-
sive hands, “It rained every night.”

Alex lives with his parents,
Susan and Greg Van Hook, in
Upper Black Eddy. He spends one
night each week at the Katzenbach
School. A school bus transports
him to Trenton. He does home-
work and reads on the hour-long
ride.

“He’s just like other kids. He’s
interested in everything — from law
to video game design,” his mother
says of Alex’s college plans.
Lately he’s been talking about
studying anthropology. He’s also
interested in writing.

And like other mothers, she
says, “The decision is his own.”

Alex is considering attending
Gallaudet University in
Washington, a liberal arts college
that is known for its outstanding
programs deaf and hard of hearing
students. He’s also interested in
Rochester Institute of Technology,
which is also known for students
who do not hear well.

Alex has been to the Gallaudet
campus several times for
Academic Bowl competitions. He
likes the campus and the environ-
ment but he wonders if other col-
leges would offer more scientific
studies.

The family, Alex, Susan and
Greg, are training now for the
Long Branch, N.J., half marathon
slated for May 2. They will partic-
ipate with Team Cure CMD (con-
genital muscular dystrophy).

Alex will “roll” as others walk
or run. “The group has given me
hope that they will find a cure,” he
says on the marathon web site. “I
also want to help everybody
understand that people with dis-
abilities aren’t worth less than any-
one else. I want to prove that we
all can communicate, feel, think,
understand and achieve goals.”

Susan, who never saw a 13-mile
walk in her future, says on the web
site, “l remain inspired by his
undaunted spirit in the face of
tremendous challenges. Alex has
CMD of an unknown subtype. It
took 10 years of searching to find
that diagnosis and we need more
information in order to help him
toward a healthy future.”

Greg calls Alex his best buddy
in the world. “He is bright and
brave and brilliant and funny, and
although he uses a wheelchair, he
places few limits on himself and
what he believes he can achieve.”

Greg believes that Cure CMD
and its supporters at Children’s
Hospital of Philadelphia, at the
National Institutes of Health, and
at clinics and laboratories around
the world are the best hope for
finding a treatment for Alex.

Each of the team members is
committed to raising $500 for
Cure CMD. Donations can be
made at curecmd.org or by sending
a check with the team member’s
name to Cure CMD, P.O. Box 701,
Olathe, Kansas, 66051.



