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Imagine

Imagine yourself in a world without gravity.
One where you are able to drift along at a

leisurely pace while admiring the beauty:
around you. This is precisely the kind of s
n Sp orts. He is an accredited instructor

world scuba divers are able to experience
on a regular basis. With the right adaptation
a lot of people with disabilities can also shar

in this experience. 1 ople’how to dive. During that time, he has

orked with several people who have disabil-
ifies in order to introduce them to the amazing
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scuba diving withiBrian*1! world found under the water.
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Bran notes that “scuba training consists of
three parts: classroom training, swimming
pool training, and training done in an open
body of water such as a lake or an ocean. If
students are able to pass all three areas, they
can become certified as scuba divers.”

Most of the students Brian works with are
at least fifteen years old. He explains that
“students deal with subjects like physics and
physiology when they are learning how to
dive. They have to understand how air reacts
under pressure if they are to dive safely, and
most youngsters aren’t exposed to these
subjects until they are in high school. T will
occasionally work with younger kids if a
parent is willing to take the class with them
and help them through the more difficult areas.”

There are, of course, some physical condi-
tions which make it unsafe to take part in
scuba diving. These include conditions like
diabetes or asthma that affect a person’s
circulatory or respiratory systems. There
are other conditions that can also impact
your ability to take part in scuba diving, so
1t’s important to discuss your health with
an mstructor before getting started.

Certification or Experience

Some individuals with disabilities may not be
physically capable of being certified as scuba
divers - but that doesn’t mean they can’t at
least experience diving. Brian notes that “my
brother, Ken, is a very active wheelchair
athlete - and he pulled off perfect grades in

the classroom portion of dive training. But his
cerebral palsy prevents him from meeting the
physical requirements for certification. He

still managed to get into the pool. though, we
just made special adaptations to his equipment.
For example, we use a special mask that covers
his whole face to compensate for the fact that
he can’t hold a regulator in his mouth. He found
diving to be an amazing experience, and was
glad he had the chance to take part.”
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Adjusting Buoyancy

The goal of scuba divers is to be able to float
along with their head and legs at the same
level, with just the right amount of buoyancy
so that they neither sink to the bottom nor
rise to the surface. Divers use a buoyancy
control device to achieve what is known as
neutral buoyancy. This allows them to hover
weightlessly, much like an astronaut in outer
space. Another option for divers 1s to increase
their buoyancy, allowing them to float on top
of the water so that they can conserve energy
and rest. Divers decrease their buoyancy by
adding lead weights to different parts of their
suit, and they increase buoyancy by pumping
air into their buoyancy control device.

These devices can also help people with
disabilities to maximize their diving experi-
ence. One of the most basic pieces of equip-
ment for divers is flippers. Brian notes that
“sometimes divers with paralysis below the
waist can’t see the point of wearing flippers
since they can’t move their legs. I let them
know that flippers help them to keep their
body level when they are diving.”

Lead weights attached to different parts of a
suit also help to adjust a diver’s buoyancy and
keep them level. Brian notes that “everybody

1s built differently, and they need to adjust their
buoyancy accordingly. One person may need to
have lead weights at his waist to keep his legs
from floating above the rest of his body, while
another person may need additional buoyancy
in this area to keep his legs from sinking down.”

When divers with disabilities are able to
achieve neutral buoyancy for the first time, it
can be a very exhilarating experience. “I love
to see the look on a person’s face when this
happens,” says Brian. “It’s an amazing sensa-
tion - particularly for people who have spent
much of their lives confined to a wheelchair.
It’s like being free from the constraints of gra-
vity for the first time in their lives.”
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