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Scituate moms provide opportunities for children with developmental disabilities
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Marynell Henry, 48, left, and Tracy Johnston, 42, both of Scituate, are founders of the Community of Resources for Special Education Foundation, which provides activities for disabled children.
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SCITUATE — 

Sporting pigtails and an angelic smile, 8-year-old Karly Erickson is a devil on the soccer field. Her mom, Kristin Erickson, is thrilled to watch her and other youngsters, many of whom have developmental disabilities and special needs, picking up a sport and interacting with their peers.

“Karly is literally learning how to kick a ball and to be able to watch eight to 10 other children doing it, is very motivating for her,” Erickson said. “She otherwise would not be able to participate in soccer because other children her age are far beyond her skill level.” Karly is nonverbal and walks with assistance, her mother added.

Participating in soccer is an opportunity Karly did not have three years ago, before two Scituate moms, Tracy Johnston, 42, and Marynell Henry, 48, co-founded a program to bring supplemental special education and recreation programs to Scituate. Both women have children with autism.

Three years ago, Johnston teamed up with Henry to found Community of Resources for Special Education Foundation. The nonprofit foundation, run by a board of parents, teachers and administrators, aims to fill a gap in the town’s special education programming caused by growing numbers of schoolchildren being diagnosed and shrinking state and federal education budgets.

Karly has made great strides – both physically and developmentally.

“What is huge about these programs is that they offer a mix of typically developing children as well as children with special needs. (Karly) thrives on that interaction,” said Erickson, who is the foundation’s treasurer. “She loves when children talk to her and interact with her physically and it is extremely important that she is able to meet children from her own community.”

By offering after-school classes and recreational sports and summer camp programs, the Scituate mothers aim to give children with special needs the opportunity to be a part of a community from which they are often isolated.

“You can be very isolated, being a parent of a child with special needs,” Henry said. “You have a lot of passion and energy that you want to direct to helping your child. The foundation allows us to do that in a very positive and productive way.”

In 2008, Johnston and Henry were recipients of the Federation for Children with Special Needs Partnership Award, an award that recognizes Massachusetts citizens for their commitment to community-based programs on behalf of children with disabilities.

“It was extremely humbling,” Johnston said. “We knew it was impactful in Scituate, but we didn’t realize the efforts of the organization would be recognized statewide.”

In its first three years, the foundation has grown to include more than 450 members and continues to add programs that collaborate with the schools and recreation department. Programs include more than a dozen, skill-building and integrated programs such as soccer, basketball, T-ball and a two-week summer camp. Others include after-school social skills, tutoring, art and music therapy and a science-based “Seaside Explorers” program.

Two popular summertime activities are “Lose the Training Wheels” and therapeutic horseback riding.

“I can’t tell you how many people were crying,” Johnston said of the experience of watching children with disabilities ride a bike for the first time. “These children are actually learning to ride a bike and they ride without realizing it.”

Keeping programs affordable is a priority, Johnston said; they raised and distributed $180,000.

“People are drawn to the organization. They see that the funds are used immediately and used in a valuable way,” Henry said. “For a community foundation, that means a lot to people.”

On the Web: www.corsefoundation.org 
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Karly Erickson, 8, with her mom.
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Karly Erickson, center, who is nonverbal and walks with assistance, participates in the Community of Resources for Special Education Foundation in Scituate. The foundation provides outdoor activities for children with disabilities. With Karly, from left, are Oscar (the Pug); her brother, Grant; her grandmother, Suzanne Grant; Karly Erickson (8), Magic (the Newfoundland); and Karly’s mother, Kristin.

