CORSE provides unique water opportunity for students
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Lilly Wiechert, 7, works the tiller while riding in a Mercury sail boat.
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Scituate —

Wearing sunscreen, bathing suits, and life jackets and taking part in different water sports on a warm, sunny day, is, according to Community of Resources for Special Education (CORSE) co-founder Tracy Johnston, the way summer should be for children.

Yet, many children with special needs – and many of those children’s parents – may think being out on the water on their own paddle boarding to be far from possible.  However, CORSE makes it happen everyday in their five-day Maritime Adventures program held last week.

Johnston said the moment everyone remembers from last year’s program was when a wheelchair-bound student was brought out on the water to windsurf.  She said instructors were able to support the student with their bodies and ties as he rode the waves.  She said it was an experience that without this program the student may never have had. 

“It’s mostly about giving them that experience. Most of these kids have never been able to go out on the water if they are handicap, and so to be able to go out there and experience windsurfing or whatever activity, it’s just a great experience that they wouldn’t normally have,” said Johnston.

The Maritime Adventures program is organized by the CORSE Foundation and the Scituate Recreation Department. Instructors from AccesSportAmerica, a non-profit organization that inspires higher function and fitness for children and adults of all disabilities, come in to run the program. The organization provides the equipment and the camp directors. Their goal is to allow children who may have a disability that would limit them, to be able to participate in sports and other activities they might not typically get the opportunity to do.

Nate Berry, an instructor for AccesSportAmerica for 11 years now, has seen many children and adults do things they didn’t think they could do.

“Mostly we try to take kids who don’t think they’re able to do something and, by the end, they believe in themselves and they know they can do it,” said Berry. “We want them to have fun, first and foremost, but we’re also trying to build their confidence.”

Johnston said two summers ago CORSE and the recreation department organized a program where the students learned how to ride a bike. However, since many of the same students came back again the following summer, they wanted to try something different last year.  They wanted something that had more of a community feel, so they decided to take advantage of Scituate’s best resource—the ocean.

Students in the program get an opportunity to participate in windsurfing, Hawaiian outrigger canoeing, sailing and paddle boarding, Johnston said.

At the docks at the Maritime Center on Wednesday, Aug. 3, students participating in the Maritime Adventures Program were on paddleboards.  Some were with instructors and some were by themselves, but they were all participating in a scavenger hunt the counselors had organized.

Mother, Christine Walker, said she signed her eight-year-old son Andy up for the program because she wanted him to be able enjoy the summer outside of summer school classes.  The program, she said, exceeded her expectations.

“CORSE opened up a world to them where they feel they can be a kid. It’s not therapy driven, it doesn’t feel like it’s special needs, it’s just them having fun and being kids,” said Walker.

Co-vice president of the CORSE Foundation, Jennifer O’Neill’s son Aidan was participating in the program this summer and she said she felt it was beneficial to him.

“It’s was a wonderful opportunity for him to get over hisfear of the water,” said O’Neill.

Because the program is a mix of children and adults who have disabilities and those who don’t, her other son Declan was able to participate in the program with his brother—something both brothers were happy about, she said.

State Representative Jim Cantwell stopped by the Maritime Center on Friday, Aug. 5 to see the Maritime Adventurers out on the water. He said he is impressed with all that the camp has to offer.

“My mother taught special needs students for 26 years and was always quick to point out that we all have different abilities – and we all have different challenges,” Cantwell said in an email. “I was thus thrilled to see first hand the continued success of the Scituate's CORSE with the Maritime Adventures Program. I look forward to working with folks at CORSE to ensure the program's continued success and growth.”

This summer, like last summer, the program was again sold out with 40 students in total. The program ran 9:30 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. and has 90minute slots with 8 students each. Johnston said the program costs $13,000 for the week. It’s funded through a small registration fee at the recreation department, and CORSE supplements the rest of the cost.

“Everyone comes down and they enjoy watching kids out on the water so much. After the program ends they come off dock and are all smiles and confident it’s unbelievable,” said Johnston. “They hare having so much fun doing things that they never thought they would be able to do.”
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