OUR OPINION: A bicycle built for one
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QUINCY — 

Editor’s note: Readers often comment that there should be more good news in the paper. While it’s true that there’s more than enough bad news to go around, on Mondays on the editorial page we will highlight some of the many good news stories that appear on our pages on a regular basis.
“Nothing compares to the simple pleasure of a bike ride.”
John F. Kennedy
We often hear in life something referred to as “just like riding a bike; once you learn, you never forget.”

But there is a segment of our youthful population that can’t fathom that comparison because for them, due to a physical or mental developmental disability, they’ve never learned to ride a bicycle. So it’s not that simple.

A national program called Lose The Training Wheels, which has been a near-total success is teaching kids with disabilities to ride, along with an army of volunteers joined forces in Scituate for a week-long camp to train those who wanted to learn how to get up and stay up on two wheels.

For many parents who unsuccessfully tried to teach their kids to be like other kids, the smiles – and tears – were everywhere as their children zoomed around the gym of Gates Intermediate School.

“We gave up about four years ago,” said Alice Gillan, as she watched her son, Mike, confidently pedal in and out of turns with a nonstop grin. “This program is like a savior.”

The one-week camp in Scituate was the first in Massachusetts and another is scheduled in the Berkshires in August. With the success of the 35 biker-campers on the South Shore, we trust more camps will pop up in the area.

“A lot of these parents have tried to teach their children to ride bikes, and it’s just so anxiety-filled, so to see their kids on bikes, riding with smiles, is huge,” said Marynell Henry, co-founder of Scituate Community of Resources for Special Education Foundation (CORSE), which cosponsored the camp with the town’s Recreation Department.

Developed by a retired University of Illinois researcher, the program has grown from 13 camps in five states in 2004 to more than 65 camps in more than 20 states and Canada.

The program starts riders off with bicycles specially fitted with wide tires on the rear and as the level of confidence and ability progresses, the children move to tandem bikes then regular two-wheelers.

Staff members said about 85 percent of campers are able to ride a regular two-wheel bicycle by the final day of camp. But the benefits go beyond just the campers and their parents. Volunteer Tatianna Maraj, 18, said the experience had been rewarding for her.

“The first day, some kids wouldn’t even put their helmets on,” Maraj said. “Every day you’re seeing this little bit of improvement until it all comes together.”

So now, when these well-balanced children hear “it’s just like riding a bike,” they can confidently nod in agreement.

