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Debi D ver
Thom Lusti k

Reprinted from*“The Undersea Journal”, by kind perm ssion of PAD (USA), Vol
XI, No 4, 1978

Her name is Debie, and she’s just like you and | - at |east she was just |ike
you and | until a car weck put her into a wheelchair for the rest of her life!
Before the accident, Debie used to run, swim dance and dreamabout the future
just like the rest of us; but Debie can’t do these things any nore, or can she?

I met Debie two years ago at the medical clinic |l run. Fromthe noment we net,
| sensed her determinationtolive and adapt to her parapl egia. It seened al nost
natural toinvite her toenrol innmnmy next scubacourse. | guess | wasn’'t surprised
when she said she would |ove to learn to dive.

After | considered the problems | was letting nyself into by offering to teach

a paraplegic to dive, | began to | ook for reasons to back out of ny offer. To
put it another way, | became sonmewhat prejudiced. But, Debie was persistent,
and her enthusiasmwas infectious. Today, | thank Debie for her persistence.

The first probl eml antici pat ed was nedi cal approval ; but tony surprise, Debie’s
physi ci an i ndi cated t hat just because her | egs were paral yzed didn’t mean t hat
Debi e’ s heal th was conprom sed. She was gi ven uncondi ti onal medi cal approval .

Next | had to eval uat e Debi e’ s wat er manshi p. Swi mm ng had been an i ntegral part
of her physical therapy after the accident. Wthout the use of her | egs, Debie’s
arnms becane the supporting |linbs of her body, and sw nm ng hel ped devel op her
arms. As a result, she passed her swimtest with flying col ours.

Now began the real neat of the courses - the pool training. | was fortunate
to have a fantastic pool staff who were as ent hused as | was about teachi ng scuba
t o our handi capped student. M ke Wi ght, a PADI instructor, and Bussi e Mel ni ck,
owner of Al buquer que Di ver’ s Den, had enough faithto back mein boththeteaching
of a handi capped student as wel | as t he choi ce of this particul ar student hersel f.
The three of us tossed around ideas on how to adapt Debie to the underwater
envi ronnent .

Qur first pool sessiontaught us anunber of | essons about the tri mof a parapl egic
diver. Debie's |legs, which were useless to her, would tend to fl oat anywhere
t hey pl eased, upsetting their trim By the second pool session, we came up with
a solutionto this problemby creating a set of thigh weights fashi oned out of
neoprene, velcro, and two pounds of |ead shot. Wen attached to Debie’s m d-
thigh, her |egs stayed just about where they should have been.

After one problemwas solved, it seenmed another would crop up. Debie’s next
problem was with the scuba equipnent itself. We round that by using a
conventional horse collar BC and tank system Debie would tend to roll over on
her back. M ke, Bussie, Debie and | put our heads together again. (I'ts
interesting to note that by this time Debie was the | eading authority on the
probl ens she was encountering while adapting to the underwater world). The
answer we cane up with was a back flotation system

Wthin a week, Debie’s tank nounted BC was delivered to the Diver's Den. The
next water session proved that our idea worked. The tank nounted BC system
al  owed Debie full freedom of nmovenment underwater. Debie was delighted with
t he equi prent and, fromthat point on, progressedto her final pool skill w thout
any major difficulty.
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From nmy point of view, Debie had progressed as well as any non-handi capped
student. O course there were some speci al adaptations that her cl assmates as
wel |l as the instructional staff had to nmake; such as, hel ping Debie into the
pool fromher chair and allowing a little extra time for her to suit up. But

all inall, everyonewas morethanwi llingtohelp. | think Debie s participation
inthe class formed a bond bet ween t he students and staff which we will all | ong
remenber .

Debi e has conpl eted all necessary open water work for her certification. She
acknow edges that because of her handicap, there are practical limtations to
her di vi ng experiences. She knows that certain procedures have been devel oped
for her, and that in order to safely practice her sport, she nust followthese
procedures. | have |listed bel ow sone i deas we devel oped duri ng Debi e’ s course
t hat PADI instructors who accept the chal | enge of training handi capped st udents
m ght use to hel p devel op their own prograns.

1. H gh-top tennis shoes will protect the foot and ankle frominjury of rough
pool sides and bottons. | have found that wet suit boots protect the sane
areas; however, they are all but inpossible to put on the student’s foot
wi t hout an el aborate zi pper system

2. Par apl egi ¢ students are nore suscepti bl e t han non- handi capped students to
hypot hermi a because of the nature of their handicap. Therefore, a ful
wet suit is essential inall water training. Al so, a zip-ontype suit for
t he parapl egi c diver.

3. As | al ready i ndi cated, thighweights hel p keepthelegs downin a simulated
swi mmi ng position. Wights can be attached using vel cro or can be i nserted
into pockets sewn directly on the wet suit.

4. Back fl otation devices tendto work well both onthe surface and underwat er.
The stabilizing vest by Seatec is an excellent system for use by
par apl egi cs.

5. Pi ng- pong paddl es with | anyards attached to t he handl es and secured ar ound
the di ver’ s wri sts nmake excel I ent “hand fins”. Wennot i nuse, these“fins”
trail fromthe diver’s wists; and when i n use, the di ver grabs the handl es
and used the paddl es to propel herself through the water. In addition to
t he paddl es, | have found that a |l anyard attached to a buddy’ s tank al | ows
t he handi capped diver to hand on for a ride in certain situations.

| think that every Instructor shoul d gi ve sone t hought to of fering handi capped
i ndi vi dual s scuba training. The nost inmportant thought to keep in one’s m nd,
however, is the needtoinstil the principle of diving within the student’s own
limtations. W as PADH instructors ensure that our non-handi capped students
understand thi s principle, so, why not stress the sane princi pl eto a handi capped
student? As long as the handi capped student can neet the certification
requi renents, there should be no reason not to instruct that student. | think
that | can safely say frommy personal experience, the only difference between
trai ni ng a handi capped and non- handi capped student is the Instructor’s attitude

towards the student and not the handicap. | urge you to at |east consider a
trai ning programfor the handicapped - 1'Il guarantee you won't be sorry you
di d.
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