Boarding school

Street surfing can improve
poor behaviour as well

as pupils’ physical

fitness

Kate Hilpern:

“What’s the point?” is the usual response
Karl Fice-Thomson gets when he suggests
providing surfing lessons to inner-city
schools. But secondary school PE depart-
ments where he’s introduced the Jatest
Californian craze - “street surfing” - as
part of the Surf Anywhere project have
been so blown away by its ability to get
even themost inactive kids exercising that
they’rebuyingup boardsby thedozenand
introducingitinto the curriculum.

With the sport - which is a combina-
tion of snowboarding, skateboarding
and surfing - also appearing to improve
poor behaviour and having a particularly
positiveimpact onchildren on the autistic
spectrum, these PE teachersare havingno
trouble persuading school heads.

“Iwas sceptical at first,” admits Denise
Howard, director of sport at Brookfield
school in Derbyshire. “But it’s something
completely different, and being in the
middle of landlocked Derbyshire, the
chance for students to have a go at any
kind of surfing was too intriguing to turn

~ down. I was amazed at what I saw. Chil-

dren who hate PE had to be practically
prised off the boards, and the confidence
they gained from being able to do it well
seems to be spilling over into their other
work.”

The impact that sport can have on
youngpeople’s overall behaviouris hugely
underestimated, believes Howard. “For
many students, sport carries lots of nega-
tives. It’s often competitiveand evenifit’s
not, you wind up comparing yourself to
others. That’s fine if yow're good, but not
much fun if you’re not.”

High expectations
Add to this the fact that sport often
involves high expectations, and if you
get something wrong, you’re made to
feel youw’ve let the whole team down.
Watch any bunch of kids playing football
ornetballand you’llalways find afew who
nobody passes the ball to. This has a spi-
ral effect, since the more they areleft out,
the less chance they have of improving.
Little wonder their self-esteem and, ulti-
mately, their overall conduct is affected,
says Howard.

For these kids, street surfing must
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The attractions of street surfing: pupils at Cumberland school practise e sish Photograph: Linda Nylind

Tthink it's to do with
being able to create
your own style, coupled
with the fact that you
can forget everything
and everyone else
around you'
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feel as if it’s been sent from heaven. For
starters, it’s cool, and better still, anyone
can do it, even those with poor hand-eye
coordination. Indeed, six million children
worldwide have now been taught how to
street surf, with 250,000 taughtin the UK

alone. “When you’re thelastkid picked for -

sports teams, it’s horrid. Tknow becausel
was one of those kids. With street surfing,
everyone’s rubbish at first, but you sud-
denly get it and it’s addictive,” reports
Fice-Thomson, who adds that the sport
is increasingly used in training top snow-
boarders and surfers.

Fifteen-year-old Sam Greatorex agrees.
] skateboard, but this was something
completely new. Some of us hadn’t even
heard of it. My first go was a bit wobbly
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and I was all over the place, but then I
just got it,” says Sam, who is among sev-
eral children from each school that Surf
Anywhere is funding to try out surfing
this Easter in the Cornish sea. “There’s
alot of self-expression involved. It’s not
about copying other people’s moves and
youdon’t competeagainstanyone else but
yourself. It does make you feel good.”
UK surfing champion Tassy Swallows
agrees that surfing, whether on land or
in the sea, is highly creative - something
she believes may account for its appeal
to those on the autistic spectrum. “Clay
Marzo, who is one of the best surfers in
the world, has Asperger’s,” says Swal-
lows, also a member of the Surf Anywhere
project. “I think it’s something to dowith
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being able to create your own style, cou-
pled with the fact that you have the chance
to forget about everything and everyone
else around you.”

In the US, surfing has long been recog-
nised as benefiting autistic children. “It
baffles everyone why it should work, but
over the last few years we’ve noticed sig-
nificantbehavioural improvements,” says
Chris Brown, whoteaches autisticchildren
to surfin the UK. “Autistic children often
experience sensory overloadand anything
out of the norm tends to throw them off,
but surfing - whetherin the sea or onland
- seems to throw that theory on its head.
We are currently working with Plymouth
University to study why this might be
the case and we hope the Surf Anywhere
project may help to provide evidence.
I’ve noticed similar effects with kids with
behavioural problems. We’ve even man-
aged to get kids who have been excluded
back in school.”

There's certainly something to be said
for the healthy body, healthy mind the-
ory, adds Fice-Thomson. “The physical
benefits of street surfing are undisputed.
Because the wave board has two wheels
and can physically twist in the middle,
you get the motion of surfing, which
teaches core stability, as well as working
core muscle groups. There’s no doubt it’s
physically demanding, and with fitness
comes confidence, acceptance from peers
and an increased likelihood of being able
to play a game of football with friends or
goforarun.”

Search for surfers

Fice-Thomson admits that the only reason
they started the Surf Anywhere project
was because 60% of top British surfers are
from inner cities. “We set out to find more
ofthem, but we quickly saw that children

. ranging from the extremely overweight

to the really reclusive ones took to street
surfing as a sport in its own right, and it
has in fact become the fastest-growing
board sport around. Teachers often warn
me, ‘Well, it all sounds great, but I prom-
ise you that you wor’t get X doing it. He’s
never willingly put on a PE kit in his life.”
But out of all the kids we’ve taught, only
one didn’t like it.”

JoDoyle, assistant head and directorof
PEat Cumberland schoolin Newham, east
London, says many of her students went
out to buytheir own boardsimmediately.
«Pd love to get a set here, too. Afterall, if
youasked any student in thisschool what
was their most memorable moment in PE,
I guarantee you it would be the day they
were introduced to street surfing - more
so than any netball or other sporting

event.”
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