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As a young girl growing up in the nation's capital, |
dreamed of being a singer, a dancer, or another type of great
perfornmer. Facing crowds fed ny soul. However, fate had ot her
plans. In 1976, at the age of eighteen, | was diagnosed with a
potentially fatal form of bone cancer called osteogenic
sarcoma. After a desperate fight with the cancer, ny left |eg
was anput at ed above the knee. My initial dreanms were obviously
shattered. | believed that | was stripped of all "normalcy."
To a teen, normalcy is such activities as taking a sinple walk
to class, participating in a sport, or dancing. Not as
obvi ous, but even nore devastating is the adjustment to the
enotional and attitudinal changes in self and the world
around.

My pursuit of higher education has created its own set of
obstacles and as a result ny attitude and approach to the

barriers have altered with each encounter. | began ny coll ege
career at a university in Washington, D.C. After teaching for
several years, | pursued ny Master's degree at a university

| ocated in Upstate New York. Currently I am a doctoral student
in Rehabilitation Counseling & Leadership at university
situated in the urban center Washington, D.C. On every |evel
of education, | have faced two primary chall enges in ny
pursuit of higher |earning. The first, and perhaps nost
obvi ous, given ny disability, are physical barriers; the
ot her, deeply entrenched within society's psyche are
attitudinal barriers.

| was a sophonore in college when ny | eg was anput at ed.
After the anputation, | was forced to face the | ack of
internal systenms in place to accommodate ny disability. At the
time, many buil dings on canpus were not entirely accessible.
Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act 1973 was in effect, but
not necessarily enforced. Sone classroons were | ocated on the
third floor, which required that | take the stairs as there
were few el evators

G ven that nmy | eg was anputated shortly after
adol escence, | still had the m ndset and desire to fit in and
try not to be different. Having to negotiate the stairs was
enbarrassing as | was slow and thus naturally drew attenti on.



The ensuing conmments denonstrated the second and arguably nost
dom nant obstacle, which were attitudinal barriers. Classnmates
of ten sighed and pushed to get by the "handi capped girl." The
comments and attitudes acted as injuries throughout the day.
Each sigh rem nded nme that | did, in fact, have a severe
disability. The injuries were stressful and painful, but did
not keep nme fromgoing to class and pursuing ny dreams in

hi gher education. Physical challenges are often isolated to
bui | di ngs and parki ng spaces. Attitudinal barriers arise from
a | ack of awareness and sensitivity and are even nore
difficult to go beyond.

The majority of the time ny disability is nasked and
di sguised with nmy prosthesis. This, in sone ways, adds to
stress. While in undergraduate school, | found nyself
constantly accommodating rather than demandi ng change. | did
not wite or talk about ny disability in undergraduate school
because | was actually trying to hide the fact that | was
sonehow different. | wanted to "be normal,” to fit in with ny
peers. When | was referred to as the "girl with the handi cap”
| felt like a shriveled up flower. | attenpted to surround
myself with people who did not draw attention to ny
di sability.

Now, however, | want to draw attention in order to
educate. Because | used crutches in the early stages of ny
under gr aduat e experience, before graduating to a cane, | felt
| ess mobile and did not participate in events that put nme into
public. The once aspiring performer began to withdraw fromthe
public that | once craved. The soci al dinension of college
offered a rude awakening that | was different. It was
difficult enough to lose ny leg, but the after effects of the
sneers and stares served as a constant rem nder in the course
of nmy academ c journey.

Through the years and on different canpuses, | have
| earned to acknowl edge attitudinal barriers and educate others
about them as often as possi ble. However, even today,
accessibility is still an issue. As a doctoral student, a
significant obstacle to ny pursuit of higher education is
parking. A person with a disability, who needs a parking space
close to class, nust pay for an expensive parking permt. As a
student this is not always econom cally feasible.

The underlying issue of |ack of awareness and internal
systens to accommodate individuals with disabilities as is
evi denced on ny college canmpus is still a reality. Because of
the current system | have to go to class an hour early to wait
for a parking space to open near ny building. Another obstacle
in accessing resources for class is the need to use a freight
el evator to enter the bookstore which is |ocated on the | ower
| evel of the building. This serves an another hindrance to
equal access. When | sit in class, | my not appear different,
but the route and barriers along the way to the classroom are
t axi ng and drai ni ng.

What | have experienced on every |evel of higher
education is that if you do not ask for accommodati ons,
provisions will not be nade. There appears to be a general



| evel of apathy on the part of professors and fell ow students
when confronting students with disabilities. As nmentioned,
navigating to class, even when the weather is cooperative and
my residual linmb fits the prosthesis perfectly, can be
problematic due to institutional barriers. On the days of

i ncl ement weat her, negotiating to class can be nearly

i npossi bl e because even though the sidewal ks are clear, the
curbsides are totally inaccessible. Physical hazards such as
| arge puddl es of water, snow, or ice can make navigating to
cl ass i npossible. I have never had a provision of options nade
available to me in case | was unable to attend cl ass. Because
my disability is nmasked by the prosthesis, this disability

of ten does not get respect. Wth tine, however, | learned to
demand respect. | am aware that people are often unconfortable
tal ki ng about disabilities. Now, | educate and intentionally

create di al ogue about nmy disability to help create awareness
and under st andi ng.

We live in a society that is youth centered, body
beautiful and ability oriented. When | began ny undergraduate
education, before ny anputation, | aspired to be a great
perfornmer. Before ny anputation, | was socialized to believe
that a wonan's beauty was the sum of her body parts, that the
cl ot hes she wore dictated how sexy and beautiful she was, that
| ooki ng good outwei ghed her intelligence, w sdom and
spirituality. Naturally, | thought that ny fem ninity was
conprom sed and that nmy aspirations to become a worl d-renowned
perfornmer would certainly never cone to fruition. Yet, deep
down inside of me, there was a war stirring suggesting that
al though I wal ked with a |inp, endured discrimnmnation from
cl assmates and confronted countl ess attitudinal barriers, |
coul d never | oose ny courage and vision to chanpion for others
who may not have the healthy dose of self-esteemw th which I
was bl essed.

During undergraduate school, | took all the creativity
and i magi nation | had vested in performng arts and
transformed nmy talents to education. My stage becane the
classroom and children were my audi ence. In spite of the
chal | enges, | knew that although |I nmay not becone a great
performer, | could still be great!

The change from performng arts to education represented
a deconstruction of ny old self in order to reconstruct a new
self. What | had to do was think about who I was and who | was
not. I had to first say that | was an anputee. | had to now
| ook at the truth and come to grips with the fact that | was
not going to be able to live ny life as | had for the past

seventeen years. In essence, | had to reorganize ny thoughts
so that | could be able to have the strength and ultimtely
the power to live and thrive with ny disability. My disability
and | had to coexist. Because | knew that | did not want to
live my life always noani ng and benoaning the fact that ny |eg
was anputated, | decided that | nust revel in the blessing

with which | had been bestowed. The fact that | survived
cancer was much greater than |anmenting the loss of a |inb.
Socializing with disabled students, friends, and



col | eagues has taught me a great deal about nyself. It has

al so helped to reinforce the changes | made in ny belief
system about individuals with disabilities. Furthernore,

t hrough interactions, | have changed from seei ng people with
disabilities as nediocre contributors to outstanding

i ndi vi dual s who add an essential ingredient to life-diversity.
People with disabilities endow life with difference.

Now | exude a different kind of character than | did
initially in undergraduate school. When | stand in a classroom
or an el evator or subway and soneone asks, "What is wong with
you?" or "How could an attractive, young woman have this
happen,” | use those opportunities to educate.

In 1990, with the American with Disabilities Act, | truly
made a shift to education and advocacy, rather than continued
acconmmodation. Wth ADA, | had substance and |law to back ne.
However, | had a vision |long before ADA was enacted to pronote
the human rights and dignity of people with disabilities. For
nore than a decade, | was involved with activities pronoting
equity for people with disabilities. It was nmy belief that if
people with disabilities were enpowered with belief that they
can make a difference and a "can-do" spirit they could be
successful in any endeavor. Since | knew fromny own life
experiences that the barriers which existed in our society and
hi gher educati onal systens may be obstacles for others with
disabilities, | believed that ny courageous attitude and
spirit could serve as a living testanent; thus, borrowing from
t he words of Edward Kennedy, Jr., "If | could do this, | could
do anyt hi ng."

In 1986 between being fitted for a new prosthesis and
enduring hours of rehabilitation to learn to walk, | worked
tirelessly with home video equi pnent to produce a video tape
whi ch docunented the nyths and m sconceptions of people with
disabilities. My desire was to show this video to teachers,
school principals, rehabilitation professionals and parents of
children with disabilities in hopes of further educating them
of the inplications of disability. Because disability was not
a central topic to social circles at the time, many bal ked at
what | was trying to acconplish. Know ng the power of fear and
i gnorance, however, | was not deterred.

In 1995, | proposed and | ater consulted coll eges and
universities in Florida and Georgia about why and how t hey
shoul d plan and present a "Disability Awareness Day" at their
respective institutions. As a result of ny efforts |I was asked
to wite, narrate and direct a video for the Disabled Student
Services Departnment at a community college in Mam, Florida.
Wth this, as well as another educational video | created in
the interest of female anputees in particular, | was able to
touch the |lives of nmany.

Each physical exam nation that reveals the cancer has not
returned, | live a bit nore proudly, nmore boldly and
truthfully as a woman with one | eg. Each day | gain nonmentum
| transformthe obstacles and defeatist attitudes | face in
hi gher education and in daily life by channeling nmy energies
toward chanpi oning the rights of those with disabilities and



educating the non-di sabl ed of the inportance of a such a task.
In an attenpt to make those who are non-di sabl ed nore aware of

t he di sabl ed community, | have offered disability awareness
sem nars to schools and enployers. Also, believing strongly in
t he power of personal testinony, | have witten articles that

uncover social prejudice and attitudinal bias for national
journals to consequently help young girls and wonmen with
disabilities confront their challenge(s) and inspire themto
pi ck up the baton of enpowernent and pass it on to others.

As a result of nmy managenment experience in vocational
rehabilitation and system change, | have made a direct i npact
on job devel opnent and job placenment for individuals with
disabilities. In fact, nmy leadership in this area has led to
an increase in the hiring of people with severe disabilities
in both the public and private sectors of the Washi ngton D. C.
and |l ocal netropolitan areas. Furthernore, | have served as a
noti vati onal speaker at engagenents to inspire and advocate on
behal f of disabled persons. In essence, | distinguish for
enpl oyers and others the differences between being di sabl ed
and enabl ed. Moreover, | fervently discuss the social and
political reasons why people with disabilities will always be
necessary contributors to the workforce.

Today, my studies focus on the public policies that
affect the lives of persons with disabilities. My disability
serves as an asset, rather than a liability. To this end, |
founded an i ndependent consulting practice that inspires and
nmobi |l i zes change into action for individuals and businesses
who enpl oy persons with disabilities. The world is now ny
classroom | deliver notivational nessages to enliven diverse
and special interest popul ations in educational and gover nnent
stages as well as foundati ons and phil ant hropies. |ndeed, ny
m ssion to chanpion the rights of disabled persons is a
conti nuous one. My pre-anputation dreans of singing, dancing
and perform ng have not been | ost, only changed. Speaking on
behal f of persons with disabilities has now becone the stage
on which | sing, dance and performin the w nd.



