CORSE/Healthtrax program teaches special needs children to swim


Lauren McGonagle of Marshfield shows Cole Cadigan, 10, of Scituate how to kick in the water while teaching him how to swim at the Healthtrax in Hanover on Saturday during the CORSE swimming class. 
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Scituate — 

Children from Scituate’s CORSE Foundation have taken on new challenges this winter—swimming.

At Healthtrax Fitness and Wellness Center in Hanover, Lauren McGonagle along with her sister, Elizabeth Walsh, and members from the CORSE Foundation have started a special needs swim program, which has taught 18 children and counting to swim and feel comfortable in the water.

McGonagle has been a swim instructor at Healthtrax for 12 years and has never had a course that has been solely dedicated to special needs children. After talking with Tracy Johnston and Gina McClellan from the CORSE Foundation, McGonagle began the first specialized program in the fall of 2011. Now months and lots of success later, the program is full and will become a continuous program throughout the year.

McGonagle said it’s been a great season so far.

“It’s my highlight of the week to go and spend time with these kids,” said McGonagle. “It’s been really rewarding and they all love it too. They build confidence and have fun and some kids who you might not think may be able to swim are swimming after eight weeks, it’s been really awesome.”

 The pool, a place McGonagle and her sister are familiar with, is a place where many young students can gain confidence and skills they will take with them through their lives. For special needs children, there are even more benefits it seems.

“The pool is such an amazing place for these kids. They might have trouble walking and then when they get in the pool they can swim easily because it’s less on their joints…also some times there’s a lot of noise and loudness going on in the outside world, especially for kids with autism, learning disabilities or sensory issues. Then when they’re under the water it’s quiet. All that other stuff goes away and I think it’s just really freeing to them,” said McGonagle.

Tracy Johnston, president of CORSE, said the program has been received well by both parents and students.

“There’s so many smiles on the kids’ faces and the parents’, it’s great. It’s one of the most wonderful programs we’ve run,” said Johnston.

The popular program has added another element to CORSE’s winter programming.

“It’s very difficult for children with special needs to find someone to teach them to swim, so having this program that runs through the winter has been awesome,” she said. 
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One student that stood out in McGonagle’s mind was Madeline Legge, 7, from Scituate. Madeline has cerebral palsy and is non-verbal. She didn’t learn to walk until later in life but eventually learned after her mother pushed her to do so. Pushing her is what McGonagle was told to do once she got Madeline in the water.

“So I made sure to push her and now months later she’s swimming. It’s just so amazing. She didn’t walk until she was 4 years old and now at 7 years old she’s swimming all by herself,” said McGonagle.

Another student, Cole Caddigan, is further along in his swimming and so he is working on preparing for the Special Olympics.

At Healthtrax, McGonagle said they offer classes that have three students in each class. She said they have taught children from 4 years old to 16 years old, who have cerebral palsy, Down syndrome, autism, or other social disorders.

“[The program] started off small and once the word got out we started getting a lot more kids and a lot more people involved and it’s been great to see the kids getting in the pool, having fun, and swimming on their own,” said McGonagle. 

For more information on CORSE, visit: www.corsefoundation.org 
For more information on Healthtrax Fitness and Wellness Center in Hanover, visit: www.healthtrax.com 
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Jenna Cross, 12, of Hingham smiles while swimming with the help of a noodle during her swim class on Saturday.
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Volunteer Carolyn Ahearn, 15 right, of Marshfield works with Patrick Laroe, 10, of Hanover while Lauren McGonagle, back right, helps Jenna Cross, 12, of Hingham with her mask. Patricks brother, Colben, 11, waits his turn. 
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Lauren McGonagle of Marshfield holds onto the head of Cole Cadigan, 10, of Scituate while he learns how to swim on his back.
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Melanie Legge of Scituate helps her daughter, Maddy, 8, get ready for her swim lesson on Saturday
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Lauren McGonagle reaches out and tries to coax Jenna Cross, 12, of Hingham into the water. 
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Colben Laroe, 11, of Hanover learns how to swim on his back with the help of Lauren McGonagle of Marshfield.
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Lauren McGonagle shows Cole Cadigan, 10, of Scituate how to do the backstroke. 
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Lauren McGonagle teaches Maddy Legge, 8, of Scituate how to swim during her lesson on Saturday.

