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Dolphin Therapy:
A Wonderful Compination

By Eli Smith and Gretchen Thomasson

In this 12-part series, EP explores the benefits of aquatics therapy
and recreation for people with special needs.

Madison and her sister, Madeline, in
the water with dolphin, Squirt, and,.
staff from [sland Dolphin Care—_——

want pudding please,” These are
words that might be taken for
granted, but what makes this so
special is that Madison is telling her mom
what she wants to eat for the very first
time [t is therapist Gretchen Thomasson,
BS, SpEd from Island Dolphin Care (10C), a
nen-profit agency in Key Largo, FL, who
intreduced a special eve-tracking comput-
er called the MyTobil to Madison and her
family. Madison is an adorable lour-year-
old child who auended Island Dolphin
Care's five-day program with her parenis
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and twin sister, Madeline,

The program at IDC includes creative
classroom sessions and motivational in-
water therapy sessions with the dolphins.
Activities are tailored to meet the needs
and abilities of each child, During the ses-
stons, family members are welcomed (o
join in the fun while learning techniques
that they can take home.

Madison was born with cerebiml palsy and
cortical vision impairment. As a result, she
has very limited use of her extrernities and is
just starting to walk with assistance. She is
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predominately non-verbal, with the excep-
tion of a few wards (mare, yes, hig). Madison
is an incredibly smart girl who understands
much more than she can express. Just how
intelligent she is became apparent to
Thomasson after placing the MyTobii in front
af her, A series of camers pick up the move-
ment of Madison's eyes, while software
determines where to place the cursar, What
was 50 amazing about this for Madison was
that it enabled her to communicate with her
eyes, which is truly her best way to make
choices. Madison's mother and Thomasson
began designing pages for her to use while
participating in class and during meals. A
combination of illuminated symbels and
black backgrounds provided an effective way
for Madison to distinguish between choices.
Mow thar she was able 10 see objects on the
screen, the team needed o find an exciting
way to capture her atention. It was deter-
mined that Madison's rwin sister, Madeling,
has voice sound and inflection very similar
1o Madison. Madeline's speech was recorded
to each button on the computer screen.
Thomasson first introduced Madison to
pages conaining two options (e, eaf or
drink). Alter she used her eyes to select the
desireed button, the computer spoke, and she
was reinforced with the food, paint color. or
ey immediately. Madison was leaming cause
and effect each time she selected a button.
Using the computer allowed Madison 1o
interact with her family in a way that she
never had before. Rather than guessing. she
was finally able to tell them exactly what she



wanied. AL the same time Madison was leam-
ing to use her new voice, her twin Madeling
was beginning to realize she could new carry
on i conversmion with her stster. Madeline
had longed for a relationship where the two
of them could exchange waords The mone
Madison was using the computer, the morne
exciting the possibilities became. “How can |
incorporate this with what happens during
the swim session with the dolphins?™
Thomuasson asked, The next day, everyone in
the classroom waited with smiles while
Madlson chose between pictures of herself in
the water with her daolphin friend, Squirt.
Using two pictures o a time, she could select

a picture of herself Kissing Squirt or holding
onto the dorsal fin and swimming. Each time
the computer announced the choice, every:
one cheered. Madeline was of course sta.
tioned nearby with glue to help her sister cre-
ate the art activity,

Facilitating communication for a non-
verbal child 15 crucial, however, comput-
ers and water do not mix well. While in
the water, the clients interact one-on-ong
with the therapist and dolphin, The dol-
phins are used as motivational tools that
reward children for hard work. Whether a
child is being asked to extend an arm or to
communicate effectively, they learn that
this will result in a dolphin interaction.

Thomassan had shown Madison that
she can make choices in the classroom

with the MyTobii, but a different technigue
was necded in the water. The solution was
to use large communication boards, The

notebook size boards offer bright contrast-
ing colots and symbols that are large in
size. Madison was now able o choose
what she wanted by looking at one board
that said yes or the other that said no. Her
mother, father, and sister all wok wrns
asking Madison if she wanted Squirnt to

‘play with a big rubber duck. She simply

looked to yes if the idea sounded fun or to
ne il she was thinking about a different toy,
like a volleyball, Having the opportunity o
interact with Squirt in different ways
empowered Madison to make choices
using the symbol boards. She left the
water and the classroom each day with
increased confidence and the understand-
ing that she can communicate with the
people around her using assistive technaol-
ogy like the Yes/No boards or the My Tobii.

Island Dolphin Care works to find pos-
itive solutions for people like Madison
and her family. They not only come to
swim with dolphins, but to learn tech-

nigues and strategies that will help
ceninued 00 Duge 66

a special place

for special children

www.islanddolphincare.org

Island Dolphin Care
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dolphin-assisted therapy i
for special needs children
from alf ovar the world

T

Islnndumphin

Care

150 Lorelane Piace = Koy Largo, Florida 33037 = 7oL 305.451.5884 « Fax 305.453.5309

fanzie@islanddolphincare.arg

a 831 ()2 rat for prefit organiration

whe Eparentcom/EP MAGAZINE » Seotemper J00E 65



AQUATICS THERAPY 4! RECREATION parT 7

contnuid frorm poge b
improve the quality of their lives across The hMyTots Speech Generatng Device enables indivdua's with specal needs to communiate using

all environmenis: school, home, work, ony thew oyes. The MyToba i a VWindows XP tablet style computer that ¢an be mounted 0 awhoekhas
the community, ete. The program is of used at a dedk, alowang wsers to interact with it by just booidng. 1t makes communication muth move

designed to assist children and adoles- effectrve for users who predously reled on dow and cumbersome ateeis methods such as single of
cents who have chronic medical, devel- multipie switch, scanning or headmounied pointing dedoes. User's that benefit from WyTobi indude
opmental, or physical disabilities. The peogle of 21 ages and cognithe functioning with corebeal paliy (CF), ALS, multiple scetoshs (MS), sonal
family is a main focus of the program, « coed injuries, and many other conditions. My Tobd's unique abdity 1o deal with large head moverments

has opened up eye control for peopie wha are unable 10 use other eye controled systems, induding
Gretenen Thamasson holds a Bachelars Degree in chidren and users with CF The MyToba taws only ménutes 12 9ot up. The wser does not need to Tda” o
Spedal  Educatian  from  the University of “wear” amthing, You just sitin front of the unit and look at keys or symboks displayed on the sereen, a5
Margiand a3 College Patki Priot w Joining the staff, in front of a reqular compuier, After a fast, onetme catibration, no acd tional adjustments are needed.

Greteren wad o specal education teacher n - Py \ - '
Maryland ot six years. She came o Island Bo'phin Eye control is fully automatic and 5o easy that

Cara in July 2005 and currently works as a therapat individuals of all cognitive levels can
v indermship coond nator, comemuncae with the S,

The WyToba can interact with a broad ranga
Ei Smith hofds a Batheler's Degree in Spegal of leading communication packages such as
Education from Ball State Unvertity in Indiara, Viking Communicator 4, Boardmaker with

He came 1o [and Detphrn Care in 2006 as a dafphin
austedd therapst.  He offers assstive technofoqy
watkshops to famdies attendmg the program, as

Speaking Dynamically Pro and Intellitocls
Classroom  Suite.  The  MyTebii s

well as from the communty Please «idt 13ard Medicare/Medicald Approved and has been
Da'phin Care’s Web site far addsional informa- authuﬁzad br many pr;-,a_“n insurance
tian at wwew slandda’phineare, org. You may also Py pop .t
contaet  the offike by email. Emall to cumpan?‘u: For, mare information,  visit Madison using the MyTobii in the
Fonre®idanddclohncare. arg of phane at 305 wnwtobiaticom. classroom at lsland Dolphin Care.
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Two Programs - One Standard of Excellence

Crystal Springs School

@ o The Center for Behavior Development  The Center for Basie Skilly
+ Dl Diagnesis of Mental llinessy! + Mental Retardation
Mental Retardstion + Autism
¢ Severe Maladaptive Behavior + Sensory Impalments
I . _— ¢ Traumatic Brain Injury + Medical Newd
Institute for Developmental Disabilities, Inc. ¢ Posttraumatic Stress Disocder * Apeb-22
Providing quality residential, special educa- $Ageb22

tion and treatment services in a professionally
caring. homelike environment since 1953.

* 45 ocro campus In Soulhoostern Maossachusetts: clote fo e = o e '
Boston, Cope Cod, Providence and Newport, Rl - ; -

+ Progroms for sevarely and profoundly muttiply handicopped
chiidion ond young adulls frem blrth - 22,

+ 345 doy progroms providing 24 hour nuriing cvailobfity.

« Licensed by tho MA Department of Eorly Education & Care.
« Approved by iho MA Dopartmaent of Education.

« member of the MA Association of Approved Private Schools, : 4 Ellective Parenting

' A Teaching Mothods that Work

A Autism and RBA

For informatlon, Please Cail Our Director of Admlisions:

1-800-840-8087, ext. 3375

A non-profit organization, bringing you behavioml solutions,
or 508-4644-3101, ext. 3375

www.behavior.org
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