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Katrina Webb’s Story

When I first found out that I had Cerebral Palsy my parents started to receive phone calls from their friends expressing their sympathy and offering their condolences. They had read the full-page colour national newspaper article titled ‘Star Netballer Katrina Webb has Cerebral Palsy’. 

I think they were sorry because they did not really understand what Cerebral Palsy was. The common stereotypical image of Cerebral Palsy (CP) is a person with very tight spastic limbs in a wheelchair, unable to speak or even feed themselves, however, there are many different types and severities of CP and in Australia each day one baby is born with it.  

I was born in 1977, fourteen months after my sister. At crawling age I made myself very mobile by snaking on my belly leading with my left arm. I walked at fourteen months, but at the age of two, my grandmother noticed that I was limping and suggested we visit our local doctor. He had a look at me and said that there was nothing to worry about. One year passed and my grandmother was still not convinced that everything was as it should be. Being a very persistent lady she encouraged my parents to seek a second opinion. 

My parents were told that there was something wrong with me. I had ‘mild brain damage’ and the muscles on my right side of my body were affected.  I was then fitted with a night plaster on my right lower leg that I had to wear it to bed every night. 

To my parents’ credit they treated me exactly the same as my older sister. I became an excellent scholar and a gifted athlete. I played every sport I could, beginning with Netball when I was five.  

As I got older and played different sports I learned more about my body; I noticed that there was a few activities that I could not perform well. I could move my right toes but was unable to curl them over, the same way I could on my left side. My balance was also poor on my right side; I could not hop or stand on my toes. 

The best way I found to deal with my disability was to work out wonderful ways to hide it. I just wanted to be the same as everyone else. 

One benefit of having a weaker right side was I learned that I could keep up with my peers or be better than them if I worked really hard. In everything I did I worked harder and harder and it paid off. In 1995 I was offered a year-long netball scholarship at the Australian Institute of Sport in Canberra. This was very exciting, as I moved out of home and lived with twelve other Netballers. 

My time at the AIS did have its challenges. After three months I developed patella tendonitis in my right knee, which dampened my Netball career.  

One day a physiotherapy student was observing my treatment. My physiotherapist introduced me as a Netballer, who had patella tendonitis and she then said something that I had never heard after my name before. She said I was very unique as I had mild Cerebral Palsy on my right side. 

I could remember lying back on the treatment bed thinking ‘what is she talking about?’ No one had every told me that the weakness on my right side was Cerebral Palsy. This revelation didn’t change anything for me, however, word spread quickly around the AIS and people were amazed that I had made it so far. Chris Nunn, the head track and field coach of athletes with a disability, soon heard the news. He was so excited that I had CP! He told me that, if I was classified to compete on a level playing field against people with the same disability, that I could potentially qualify for the Atlanta Paralympics team.

If I went down that path I was concerned about how people would accept me, knowing that I had a disability. I had seen how people at school and the community had been treated. I worried whether my friends would still want to be my friends. What about new people who met me? How would they perceive me?

My close friends were great support and I spent time talking to the sports psychologist too. I made a list of all the positives and negatives to help make a decision that would definitely be life–changing, as when I decide to take something on it’s never half hearted. 

The positives were endless. I could represent my country (which was my goal), travel the world and challenge myself in a new sport. The opportunity that sold me was the chance to help others. I knew if I could become self aware, accept my disability, have enough courage to take a risk and try something new, then maybe, I could become a role model to help inspire other children and adults with the same disability. 

I decided to go for it, with less than one year to prepare for 100m, 200m and the long jump at the Atlanta Paralympic Games.

The games were the first time in my life where I competed against women similar to me. I was on a level playing field. All the hard work I had done playing able-bodied sport, I won two gold for the 100m, 200m and silver for the long jump. My dream of representing my country and being the best in the world had come true. 

Sydney 2000 was an opportunity that not many athletes wanted to miss. To compete on home soil in front of a home crowd was something so very special to me. I won silver in the 400m & 100m and a bronze in the 200m. 

I was disappointed not to win gold. Silver was still a fantastic result. But there was something missing. Looking back on my lead up to Sydney I was studying my final year of physiotherapy full time, I was working twenty hours per week, living out of home and on top of that was trying to train like an elite athlete. I spread myself too thin. I realised that I was performing all my activities at a silver level! That is why I won silver. To win gold again four years later in Athens, I knew I had to make changes.

I had to have a serious look at my life and prioritize what was important to me. This was not easy but I realised that some things could wait. To get to a gold level I needed time every day to do all the little things that mattered. I needed to get my process right.

The next important step was to surround myself with a very good team of positive, encouraging, motivating and honest people who would help me to reach my goals and keep me accountable. Even though I competed in an individual sport, I could not have achieved top results without a team of experts around me.  

When I went to Athens I knew that there was nothing else I could have done in my preparation. I only had to stay injury free and follow my race plan. 

Eight long years after Atlanta I finally won gold again! 
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