AUTISM

Making a
SPLLASH

By Sandra Sanchez

ulie Eubanks’ youngest son Jonah almost drowned
in Lake Waco last summer when he was 6 years old.
Jonah, who is autistic like his older brother,

Elijah, 9, had a safety flotation ring around his
waist. But he managed to slip out of it and was going down
in the murky lake. Julie was packing up after a picnic lunch
and wasn’t right next to him. Although he is not very verbal,
Jonah yelled and fortunately Julie heard him and rushed to
him.

“I got to him just as the water was going over his head,”
Julie recalled. “He grabbed me and gave me a hug and said
‘Thanks for saving my life Mom!,’ ” Jonah, now 7, is taking
special swim lessons for autistic children at the Doris
Miller YMCA.

The Eubanks family had tried for years to find a place
in Central Texas that offered swim lessons for disabled
children. But none did. So when the YMCA of Central
Texas began offering adaptive aquatics classes for autistic
children in March, Eubanks was among the first to sign up.

“Every year, I've said our boys need swim lessons, but I
did not know who would teach special-needs kids,” Julie
said. “We’ve really enjoyed these classes.”

Jonah now offers big hugs to his instructor, Alec
Sanchez. Alec, 17, came up with the idea for the program
for a community service project last winter when he was a
junior at Midway High School.

With big smiles and warm embraces, Jonah and his
brother, Elijah, gladly get in the pool every Sunday
afternoon for 45 minutes with Alec to learn strokes, kicking
techniques and safety.

Julie said they love the lessons and trust Alec. They dive
for rings and play a chicken-airplane-soldier game while
learning to hold their breath under water and float on their
backs. Their father, Randy, gets in the pool with them and
plays along.

Mary Catherine Dgiese assists Taylor French during swim lessons
for special-needs children sponsored by the YMCA of Central
Texas. Photo by Jose Yau:

While it simply seems like a lot of fun, Julie and other
parents say this program is about much more. It offers
a place where special-needs families can swim together
without facing judgment or questioning stares from
curious onlookers. It’s a place where the kids fit in. And
it’s a place where the children learn skills that might one
day save their lives.

“This has been a wonderful experience. It’s such a
needed program for our community and serves a huge
demand,” said Anita Karney, president of the Heart of
Texas Autism Network. Karney’s autistic son Jamie, 12,
also takes swim lessons.

Karney said children with Autism Spectrum Disorders
— which include several social, behavioral and
communicative disorders — often tend to be fearless.
They also are attracted to glistening surfaces and are
prone to wandering.

Put those factors together in a water environment and it
can be dangerous.

The special aquatics program is overseen by YMCA of
Central Texas aquatics director Chris Bernard. It focuses
on water safety and stroke techniques in a fun and easy-
to-learn environment. The instructor-to-student ratio
is no more than 3 to 1, and the classes proceed at the
students’ pace.

Aside from teaching these children to swim, Bernard
said the instructors also are learning from the classes.

“It’s not just for the children, but it’s for the community
also to understand these children with autism and other
disorders,” Bernard said. “When you raise awareness,
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