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Muhammad Ali:  

Champion  of  those in Need  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

You knew Muhammad Ali as the most famous boxer in the world! Did you know he had 

trouble reading when he was growing up? Muhammad Ali, called Cassius Clay as a child, had 

dyslexia. Iƛǎ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ prevent him from making his dreams come true, though. It helped 

him achieve them. 

Sometimes class at Watterson Elementary School ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀ Ŧǳƴ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ little 

Muhammad. He had difficulty sounding out words during reading time. And no matter how 

hard he triŜŘΣ ƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƎŜǘ ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘ !Ωǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ sharpest kids in class.  Even some of his 

ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƘŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǎƳŀǊǘΦ  

When aǳƘŀƳƳŀŘ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ƘƛƎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΣ Ƙƛǎ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƳǳŎƘ ōŜǘǘŜǊΦ To pass the time 

away, Muhammad drew pictures in class instead of listening to his teacher. Some days he 

ignored his work all together and daydreamed.   

When Muhammad was 18, his teachers at Louisville Central High School told the 

principal that Muhammad was not ready to graduate from school. He ƘŀŘƴΩǘ finished all of his 

class work, they grumbled.  He had missed many days of school, too, because he often trained 

for boxing. The principal disagreed with the teachers. He let Muhammad graduate anyway. 
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When Muhammad grew older, he never forgot the pain he felt struggling to read in 

class.  He decided he would help people with their hardships in life. άIΩm going to do all I can to 

ƘŜƭǇ ǇŜƻǇƭŜέ he said. 

One of the things Muhammad did when he got older was start a reading series for 

young children. aǳƘŀƳƳŀŘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǘƻ ǎǳŦŦŜǊ through reading as he had. So he and 

his wife Yolanda created a set of 

schoolbooks for children who had reading 

difficulties. They called the series Go the 

Distance.  

Muhammad and his wife made 

sure kids would have plenty of exciting 

books to select from.  They published 96 

different books! Children could read 

about sports figures, animals, science 

experiments, planets, lively story characters, and more.  

Muhammad also understood how it felt to be ignored simply because you learned 

differently than others. So ƛǘΩǎ no wonder he joined Best Buddies International. Best Buddies is a 

worldwide program that finds friends for people with intellectual disabilities (people who learn 

slower than others do).    

Muhammad made friends with several children and adults with intellectual disabilities 

at Best Buddies. At one special event, someone spotted him slapping a high-five with a Best 

Buddies friend. Another time he was found wrapping his arm around a gloomy youngster who 

appeared to be wiping away tears.  

Muhammad Ali once said about ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΣ άCǊƛŜƴŘǎƘƛǇ is the hardest thing in the world to 

explain. It's not something you learn in school . . . but if you haven't learned the meaning of 

ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎƘƛǇΣ ȅƻǳ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƘŀǾŜƴϥǘ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΦέ 

Surviving hardships makes people stronger, Muhammad believed. He was also aware 

that sometimes people need encouragement to get through their challenges. This is why 



3 
 

Muhammad and his wife started the Muhammad Ali Center. The motto of the center is, άBe 

Great: Do Great Thingsέ. 

 Inside, guests are thrilled with movies, art, and awards that reveal the struggles and 

triumphs of Muhammad Ali.  The dazzling displays pump up visitors and cheer them on to make 

this world a better place.   

Following his beliefs about helping people, Muhammad worked hard to make this world 

a better place. Above all, he labored for people treated unkindly because of their position in 

life.  

One day while cruising down the street with his daughter IŀƴŀΣ aǳƘŀƳƳŀŘΩǎ ŜȅŜǎ 

landed on a troubling scene. Someone 

was forcing a homeless man away from 

a restaurant.  Muhammad hopped out 

of his car to investigate.  

The troubled man explained that 

the workers ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƭŜǘ ƘƛƳ Ŝŀǘ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ 

because he was homeless. He told 

Muhammad that he even had money to pay for the food.  Muhammad stood tall and strutted 

through the restaurant doors. He headed to the back of the eatery and flopped into a seat 

along with the homeless man. Muhammad and the man ate a meal and talked to each other for 

hours.  

Muhammad later told his daughter that he wished he could build a mansion to put all 

the homeless people in. Muhammad believed that all people have value. He once said, 

άEverything that God [Allah] ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜΦέ 

Muhammad discovered his purpose through boxing. Once, toward the end of his career, 

he agreed to appear on a popular talk show. A young boy stood up from the audience and 

asked Muhammad a question: ά²Ƙŀǘ ŀǊŜ ȅƻǳ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ Řƻ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ǊŜǘƛǊŜΚέ 

 Like a wise sheikhΣ aǳƘŀƳƳŀŘ ǊŜǇƭƛŜŘΣ άLΩƳ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ Řƻ ŀƭƭ L Ŏŀƴ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ God 

[Allah] ƛǎ ǿŀǘŎƘƛƴƎ ƳŜΦέ   

Homeless Welcome  


