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The Playful Way Jtd;\/‘\r/m;k

Toward the Next Step

SERE A

In this 12-part series, EP explores the benefits of aquatics therapy and

recreation for people with special needs.

¢ ore than 400 children with a phys-
ical and/or mental challenge visit
% The Curacao Dolphin Therapy and
Research Center (CDTC) for dolphin-assist-
ed therapy every year Dolphin therapy
appears to be the right approach for many
children. With the help of these special and
very social animals, it is easier to make
contact with the children. It motivates chil-
dren to learn new things in a playful way.
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By Maaike Wermer

The results are stunning. and parents are
very enthusiastic'about the program.
Swimming with dolphins is an impor-
tant part of a unique therapy program,
which is given on the Caribbean island of
Curagao. Here a team of professional ther-
apists, in shorts and T-shirts, treat the chil-
dren according to the principles of behav-
ioral therapy and operant conditioning,
which involves rewarding positive/wanted
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behavior. The children participate in a @
two-week program. with two hours off“_
therapy each day. The key to the success
of the program? After hard work with

their personal speech therapist. physical

therapist, or psychologist, they enjoy§
swimming with their dolphin in thet
Caribbean seawater. The children discover
that the prior exercises they participated
in during speech therapy or the coordina- |
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tion skills they worked on in physical
therapy all of a sudden have meaning,
because they improved their ability to
play and interact with the dolphins. The

~ fun and relaxation that swimming with

the dolphins offers them motivates the

. child to work towards the next step.
Seven-year-old Finn is a happy. blond-
~ headed boy from the Netherlands. Finn is
B participating for the second time in dolphin

- therapy. Due to problems before birth,
Finn's left cerebral hemisphere did not fii!ly» :
develop, resulting in physical and cognitive

disabilities and autism. His treating physi-

cian predicted that if Finn was not able to-
- speak and walk by age five, little further
progress could be expected. His parents

found our about dolphin therapy and decid-

; ed to give it a try. At age six, Finn'could not
- speak or walk. After one year of dolphin
- therapy, Finn started to walk and speak.

Finn's father relates, “This year Finn. who is
participating in dolphin therapy for the sec-
ond time, even started a little chat with a

boy in our hotel swimming pool. That was
such an incredible. special moment. o
Dolphin therapy is the perfect treatment for

our Finn.” Finn's parents, their friends, and
relatives were so enthusiastic aboutdolphin
therapy that they started an organization in
the Netherlands to support families with
children with a disabiltiy in their own area.

Marco Kuerschner, chief therapist at CDTC,
explains the origins of dolphin- assisted ther-
apy: “In the 1970s, Dr David E. Nathanson,
Ph.D.. a licensed psychologist in Florida. was
the first to recognize that the artention span
and concentration ability of children with
autism and Down syndreme increased posi-
tively when the child was around dolphins;
In the 1980s, he conducted several scientific
studies. His work has shown that children
with special needs learn up to four times
faster while being with dolphins. Families
who have artended dolphin-assisted therapy
report that their children experience long-
term results even after the therapy ends.
Since those first studies, dolphin-assisted
therapy has developed in many different
places around the world. CDTC was estab-
lished in 2004 and has a strong collaboration
with Dolphin Aid, an organization thar sets
guidelines and standards for therapy quality
and animal husbandry in dolphin-assisted
therapy. By working with Dolphin Aid and

- the' child, where,'ﬁérs'Shal development is

 child is teach him or her to be part of our

meeting their standards, CDTC has become
one of the leading dolphin therapy facilities
in the world.” el

Marco is committed and dedicated to the
concept of dolphin-assisted therapy and

of unconditional acceptance for

_.éh';:bmaged. In fact, what we do with every

society. To achieve that, we need to build a
bridge to the world of the chiid. In order to
help the children in their development; we
need to understand how they think and
how they perceive their surroundings. I call
that ‘a meeting of minds’ or ‘interconnect-
ing” With that ‘meeting; children and ther-
apists go down the same path, which leads
1o a willingness and motivation o work.
Creating this bridge takes three steps. First,

vou work on the child's self-motivaticn to

practice with the therapist. Second. vou

determine the ability of the child to focus
on the therapist and on the given task. This
is crucial. In this phase, we build up the
child’s self-confidence and trust in himself
to accomplish the lesson. Lastly. you find
somebody who the child is willing to work
for. Somebody who accepts the child
unconditionally: the dolphin. In all these
steps, the dolphin is leading. and the thera-
pists are just the facilitators. Because we as
therapists work so closely with the dol-

phins, we are a conduit between the child
and the dolphin. the way for the child to get
to their new dolphin friends.”

In his previous job. Marco worked at a
hospital. “In the hospital. | hardly ever
gained the trust of a child in a way that
allowed me to work successfuily with them
as quickly as I do here with the help of the
dolphins. You can almosr see the children

continued on page 72

What is dolphin-assisted therapy?
Dolphin-assisted ;the'rapy at Curacao Dolphin Therapy Center was created for people three years and
older with a mental and/or. physical disability. The therapy takes place in zn interactive enviranmens.
The therapy at CDTC is conducted according to the principles of behaviorat therapy. The playful
interaction with the dolphin is a powerful reward for the child 2s soon as an exercise is completed
| successfully. The increased motivation to work extra hard during therapy provides the way for the child

10 work playiully towards the next step in their development. Dolphin-assisted therapy is not a miracle
remedy that cures disabilities. It is a successful and effective method to create an optimal learning
environment through which the functioning of children with limitations can be enhanced. For more
information, visit CDTC's Web site at www.curacaodelphintherapy.com or contact Karen Stary, MP4,
OTR/L at 216-401-7234, karen usa@curacaodolphintherapy.com.
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cantinued from page 71
‘thinking “if he wants me speak, well,
why not try it? If he shows me what to do.
I can talk to my dolphin. Yeah!"

At CDTC, the child with special needs is
not the only subject of the therapy; the sib-
lings and parents are as well. Dolphin-
assisted therapy at CDTC is family therapy.
Through workshops and counseling, CDTC
offers parent-centered therapy programs,
and for brothers and sisters, CDTC offers an
entertaining program with all kinds of
water activities. These programs, in combi-
nation with the benefits of being on a vaca-
tion in a tropical and relaxed atmosphere
are definitely beneficial for family relations
and for the child with special needs.

Dolphin therapy often has positive
effects on children with autism. like 13-
year-old Maurice. “When Maurice was
four vears old, it became harder and hard-
er 1o make contact with him. He looked
right through us; he did not speak; he was
1ot potty-trained,” says Maurice’s mother.
With his diagnosis of a mental disability
and an autism spectrum disorder. physi-
cians and therapists gave the family littie
hope. The family did not accept this and
started looking for other options.
Maurice’s mother says, “That is how we
ctame across dolphin-assisted therapy.
Despite multiple, skeptical ' reactions in
November 2005 we went to CDT1C.™ -

The goals for Maurice were for him to
make contact with others, become calmer.
sleep better. and develop better communi-
cation skills. Based on these goals, his ther-
apist, Gerwin Bijker, a social worker with
specialized training in behavior therapy, put
avery structured program together. Gerwin
explains. “With help of behavior cards,
Maurice learned to choose, for example,
between a ball and a ring. Did he want dol-
phin, Mateo. ro play with a ball or a ring?
The moment you see that he understands
the consequence of his choice, it is a break-
through. And once this breakthrough
occurs, you can make the pictures more
abstract, finally connecting them to words
07 sounds. This is how Maurice ‘learned to
Speak’ during the first therapy period.”

Maurice's mother says. “When we
returned home from Curacao. everybody
was amazed by Maurice's development.

72 May 2008 = Ep MAGAZINFwaw.eparent.com

N—PART 4

Even Maurice’s pediatrician. who was very
skeptical about dolphin-assisted therapy
told us. ‘There is no medical interpretation
for this, but what happened to Maurice
within the two weeks of dolphin therapy; 1
would have never achieved.” And the ther-
apy had lasting effects. At home. Maurice
Kept on improving in his social skills. look-
ing at people, sleeping better, and he was
much calmer. That improved the quality of
the family’s life, too. Maurice and his fam.-
ily have visited Curacao again and his
mother says, “His vocabulary is much bet-
ter; he even creates sentences of two
words! Maurice is really happy when we
are near Mateo or Gerwin.”

According to Gerwin, the success of dol-
phin-assisted therapy for children ‘with
autism depends on a couple of factors.
“Children with autism do communicate;
we just don't always understand. which
frustrates them. With the dolphins, they
don’t have this feeling. The dolphin seeks
€ye contact with them. but the dolphin
cannot speak either. That gives them a
feeling of recognition and safety. Also the
structured therapy. the special attention
they get during our intensive, two-week
therapy program. and the relaxed, vaca-
tion atmosphere their parents, brothers,
and sisters have, make these children feel
safe. This safety takes away barriers and
the children are open to learning new
things. You often notice that the effects of
vears of other kinds of therapy suddenly
surface duri_ng the two weeks of therapy
here. We see children make huge Steps in
their development.” Maurice’s’ mother
agrees. “Here we are relaxed and have alot
of time for Maurice and each other.

Actually. it is one ongoing party for the
entire family and especially for Maurice. 1
have never seen him as focused as he is on
the dolphin; it is very special. For this. we
put everything aside. and we keep on com-
ing back!”

A family from Germany. who visits
CDTC regularly. agrees, including their 14-
year-old daughter. Sabrina. Sabrina is
experienced in dolphin therapy, as she has
participated often over the past few years.
Due to a lack of oxygen during birth.
Sabrina has multiple physical and mental
disabilities. Sabrina’s mother explains, “j
have never seen Sabrina so relaxed and
having so much fun as when she is in the
water with the dolphin. Sabrina has a very
strongd will. If she doesn't want to work.
she simply doesn’t. Here ar CDTC. Heike
Ervenich, a speech and language patholo-
gdist. is able o heip Sabrina and really
make a difference. Thanks o this, Sabrina
has learned to say ‘¥es or no’ and now says
some other words important for the fami-
ly’s daily routine. Sabrina gets her moriva-
tion from her time in the water with dol-
phin. Mateo.”

Heike says, “Sabrina needs a lot of struc-
ture and consequences in her therapy. She
can say ‘ves or no. So I leave it up o herro
indicate what she wants,”

Marco Kuerschner comments that “it is
our task and duty to change something

radically for the child for the beter In our -
two-week, dolphin-assisted therapy pro-
gram. we have to make a difference for our 5

children?In almost all cases, we succeed in
that. Nothing is more satisfying for me
than to hear parents saying thar they go
home with a totally different childl™



