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Dream, Reach, Win!
Bringing Out the Star in Others
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by Rick Bowers

In her youth, Donna Walton, like many 
young girls, dreamed of stardom. Today, 
in her 40s, she still dreams of stars, but 
instead of striving to be a famous singer or 
dancer herself, she’s now on a mission to 
bring out the star in others.

As the founder and president of Dream 
Reach Win, an independent consulting 
company in Arlington, Virginia, she now 
helps individuals and businesses to realize 
their fullest potential. “I basically help 
them develop a vision,” she says, “so that 
they can create a dream. Then I teach 
them to set a goal and help them learn 
how to get there.”

As a board-certifi ed cognitive behavioral 
therapist, an experienced motivational 
speaker, a PhD candidate in counseling, 
and someone who has herself overcome 
a lot of barriers to reach her dreams, her 
credentials to motivate and guide others to 
success are impeccable. 

Walton, who was born in Washington, 
D.C., in 1957, had to have her left leg 
amputated high above the knee in 1976 
when she was 18 due to a life-threaten-
ing type of bone cancer called osteogenic 
sarcoma. Since then, she has fought her 
way back from fear and low self-esteem 
to success and love for herself as she 
is. “What’s a leg got to do with it?” has 
become her motto.

“When my cancer was fi rst discovered, I 
went into denial,” she admits. As a result, 
she walked on the leg for eight more 
months until it fi nally cracked while she 
was boarding a bus. “The cancer had eaten 
the calcium up,” she says, “and the pain 
was incredible. At that point, I thought, ‘I 
would rather have no leg and live healthy 
with a healthy spirit than to be in pain and 
keep my leg.’”

When her leg was fi rst amputated, how-
ever, she felt that she could no longer do 
the things she had done before. A young 
college student with plans to study psy-
chology and performing arts, she felt that 
her dreams were fi nished. “Before that, the 

world was very open to me,” she explains. 
“I could do anything I wanted to do. I 
could teach, I could dance, I could sing. 

“Surprisingly,” she continues, “the hardest 
adjustment was really not so much my 
adjustment to the amputation and the 
physical obstacles around me; it was other 
people’s adjustment to me after it.”

Wisely, she returned to college the 
semester following her amputation. “It 
was never an option that I wasn’t going 
to fi nish school,” she says. “I felt I had 
to achieve and to excel, and I knew that 
my best ammunition was going to be my 
education.”

College, however, was fi lled with diffi cul-
ties in the days before the Americans 
with Disabilities Act. Classes were often 
inaccessible or diffi cult to get to, and, at 
an age when it was so important to fi t in, 
the attention she drew because of her slow 

movement and limp embarrassed her. The 
comments and sighs of classmates trying 
to get past the “handicapped girl” were 
especially hurtful. And yet, because of the 
infl uence of her mother, her faith and the 
other people she saw overcome adversity 
in their lives, she didn’t leave school. “My 
mother always told me that I could do 
whatever I wanted to do. There was never 
a question about that leg being an issue at 
all.”

In the beginning, she also found it diffi cult 
to get jobs. Though discrimination was 
nothing new to her as an African-Ameri-
can woman, she was now confronted 
with a situation she calls “triple jeopardy,” 
which meant that she had the three 
obstacles of race, gender and disability 
operating against her. When she applied 
for an internship as a broadcast reporter, 
the interviewer hit her with the type of 
question she dreaded: “What if there was a 
story and you had to run for it?” he asked. 
Needless to say, she didn’t get the intern-
ship. Though in many cases, she’s not sure 
which type of discrimination is operating, 
in this case, it was clearly the interviewer’s 
perception that she was disabled.

Other more subtle and probably uninten-
tional forms of job discrimination affected 
her as well. Following graduation, when 
she taught in several states, she was always 
assigned to special-needs classes because 
the schools assumed that was where she 
would fi t best. 

Teaching, however, also offered her the 
opportunity to discover one of her greatest 
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strengths – public speaking. “My classroom became my stage,” she 
says, “and teaching replaced my desire to perform on stage.”

Though she’s come a long way since those early years of embar-
rassment at her amputation, relationships with men have always 
been problematic as a result. It cost her the relationship with her 
boyfriend at the time, and it’s also stopped men from pursuing 
relationships with her since, she says. “As long as men saw my 
torso only, I got all kinds of compliments,” she explains, “but as 
soon as a guy saw me walk, his whole disposition would change.”

One man she developed a relationship with did fi ne, she says, 
until she took off her leg. And a woman who considered her as 
competition for a man cruelly told her that the man wouldn’t 
want her because having only one leg made her “less than a 
woman.”   

Walton is constantly trying to battle the misconceptions that 
people have about people with disabilities. Arguing that she is a 
woman fi rst, then an amputee and person with a disability, she 
rejects the idea that she should no longer be attractive or that 
she might no longer be able to consider herself a sexual being. “I 
consider myself sexy, residual limb and all,” she says. Becoming an 
amputee didn’t change that.

And yet, she doesn’t blame men for not being able to handle 
her amputation. “Before my amputation,” she explains, “I was 

also socialized to think the same thing – that a woman was pretty 
much who she was based on her body parts. If you had a pretty 
face, pretty legs and all these wonderful body parts for a man to 
admire, then you were going to get any man you wanted.”

About fi ve years after her amputation, however, she began to 
realize some things about human nature and spirituality and about 
what is really important in her life. “My life really began to take 
on a whole new focus,” she says. “I stopped worrying about others’ 
approval altogether – I could care less. Now, I have a sense of self. I 
understand much more about living. Just reveling in the fact that I 
am alive is so much better than someone giving me approval. And 
now, because of my confi dence, I attract everybody.”

Getting to this point has required drastic changes, which she 
describes as “reinventing herself” – as breaking down her life as a 
two-legged person and reconstructing herself as an amputee. She 
changed her thinking, her habits, her lifestyle and many other 
aspects of her life to reinvent herself as a new woman, as an ampu-
tee with passion and a positive outlook who appreciates her life.    

“I’m not really concerned about how I look when I walk any-
more,” she says. “I’m really comfortable with me right now. Earlier, 
I was very concerned about it because image and fi tting in was 
everything in adolescence, when a person is trying not to get 
attention and just trying to blend in. But now, I use it as a tool to 
get attention. It’s kind of cool. I kind of use it now as an asset.”

Reinventing herself was, perhaps, natural for Walton, who says all 
of her jobs have been as a change agent. “Being a teacher, being a 
director, being a manager, I was always standing in front of an audi-
ence making a difference. So I just knew that my calling was to 
make a difference in other people’s lives. And since people always 
gravitated to my voice, I just took the artist and the performer in 
me and translated it into reaching a lot of people through work-
shops, presentations and counseling.”

For Walton, it was the loss of a leg that threatened to hold her 
back. For others, it might be the loss of an arm, a lack of money, 
the loss of a spouse, or the loss of a job. All of us have different 
obstacles, but Walton’s experience shows that we all have the 
opportunity to succeed by merely fi lling in the blank in her motto. 
When it comes down to it, what does an arm, money, a spouse, 
a job or anything else have to do with it if we really latch on to 
our dream, reach for it with all of our might, and have faith in our 
ultimate victory?   

For more information about Dream Reach Win or to arrange for 
Walton to speak to your business or organization, please visit her Web 
site at www.dreamreachwin.com


