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A Tribute to Mary McTernan:  

Thank you for your many years of service to VOR and people with 
intellectual and developmental disabilities around the country 

 
On June 30, 2014, Mary McTernan, VOR Past President, long-time Officer and Board 
Member, Committee Chair, member and donor, ended her final term on the VOR 
Board of Directors.  
 
Mary has contributed so much for so long to VOR, never seeking or wanting credit or 
attention for her many contributions. Her departure in this official role on our behalf 
provides a fitting opportunity to offer a well-deserved tribute.  
 
Mary’s foray into advocacy on behalf of people with intellectual and developmental 
disabilities (I/DD) began like most of VOR members – the birth of her daughter, 
Mary Elizabeth. Being the mother of a daughter with I/DD whose cognitive level is 
about eighteen months lead to being president of the Hogan Regional Center’s family 
association and holding various positions (including President) in the 
Massachusetts Coalition of Families and Advocates (COFAR).  
 
It was her involvement in COFAR that led her to VOR. 
 
In the early 1990s, when VOR’s Board of Directors was still comprised of 
representatives of VOR’s organizational members, Louise Johnson represented 
COFAR on the VOR Board. At a VOR Board Meeting in Washington, D.C., Ms. Johnson 
took her seat at the Board table and invite Mary to sit by her side. As roll was called, 
Ms. Johnson announced that she was stepping down as the COFAR representative 
and that Mary McTernan was taking her place. She handed Mary the board materials 
and moved to join the other non-board members observing the meeting.  
 
So began Mary’s 22 years of continuous service on the VOR Board of Directors. Her 
accomplishments on VOR’s behalf are many and deserve our deepest appreciation:  
 

 Mary enlisted the help of attorney William Burke to prepare VOR’s Amicus 
Brief for the landmark Olmstead case, a decision which includes a quote from 
VOR’s brief. 
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 When Bill Burke passed away suddenly, Mary secured VOR Board support to 
create the Burke Legal Fund to help VOR members and local organizations 
with VOR board approved legal expenses.  

 
 In 1993, Mary McTernan was named to the six person Massachusetts 

Governor’s Commission on Mental Retardation. She was one of the three 
members representing the class of intellectually disabled persons designated 
by Federal Judge Joseph Tauro who presided over the landmark 1972 lawsuit, 
Ricci v. Okin, which led to significant improvements in care provided, 
managed, and overseen by what is now the Department of Developmental 
Disabilities. 
 

 Mary was a founding member of the VOR Legislative Committee at the time 
she was Chair of the VOR Government Affairs Committee. She recognized that 
VOR needed a Committee expressly dedicated to monitoring federal 
legislation that affects people with I/DD and organizing a membership 
response.  
 

 Mary is also responsible for encouraging Board support for the hiring of a 
VOR Washington Representative. Along with others, she interviewed and 
hired Larry Innis who remains with VOR to this day.  
 

 Mary encouraged VOR’s participation in several National Conferences of State 
Legislatures exhibits recognizing the growing importance of a state level 
impact, along with federal efforts. 
 

 Although the annual Washington Initiative itself has its beginnings before 
Mary’s influence on the VOR Board, its current form is due to Mary’s 
insistence on professionalizing and organizing the event, a template we 
continue to use. 
 

 For at least two years, during her VOR Presidency, Mary sponsored breakfast 
vouchers for every Conference and Washington Initiative participant, 
recognizing the significant sacrifice participants make when traveling to 
Washington, D.C. on VOR’s behalf.  
 

 Mary’s friendship with retired U.S. Representative Barney Frank – both 
worked for the City of Boston early in their careers – resulted in Rep. Frank 
introducing class action reform bills in three sessions of Congress, with the 
addition of the Department of Justice lawsuits in the last version of the bill.  
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Mary is driven by a work ethic best described by Harry S. Truman: “It is amazing 
what you can accomplish if you do not care who gets the credit.” She held herself and 
those around her to strict standards, but never sought credit and was always 
motivated by the best interest of our shared advocacy on behalf of people with I/DD. 
 
Like so many tributes for VOR leaders, this is a tribute and not a farewell. Although 
she may be leaving the Board of Directors, Mary remains supportive and involved in 
VOR’s advocacy – and that is to our collective benefit. 
 

Thank you Mary McTernan! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


