How to Plan an Adaptive Kayak Clinic
Kayaking is a fun water-based sport that can be done by everyone at some level.  There are many different types and styles of kayaks. Some are very specialized for different purposes and some are adapted for specific individuals.  
First, assess what type of water you have in your area. Oceans, lakes, lazy rivers, moving water and white water are the main types we look at.  This will help you figure out where the boating community is and the types of boats you will need to bring Veterans into this community.  Also, pay attention to the population you will focus on and match the style of paddling to their abilities and desires. Once you have identified the paddling community and style of paddling you wish to initially focus on, start looking at the availability and cost of equipment (spend some time here investigating local and state boating regulations – e.g., some states require whistles, etc.). 
You may be able to rent basic equipment like kayaks, paddles and PFDs without adaptations. Check out local parks, paddlesport shops and outfitters. Many are willing to offer discounts and provide volunteers or staff to support your program and Veterans. Local paddlesport shops may also provide discounts on equipment both for your group and for individuals. National adaptive kayaking programs like Team River Runner (http://www.teamriverrunner.org/) may also be able to provide equipment purchased directly from manufacturers at a discount. For adaptive equipment like paddle adaptations, seating, outriggers and fully outfitted kayaks, Chosen Valley Creating Ability (http://www.creatingability.com/) is a Veteran-owned VA vendor that has been instrumental in the development of adaptive gear and has assisted in the outfitting of many programs nationwide. Another resource you should look for is a pool, which can be used as a safe environment of learning and a regular meeting place.

Team River Runner (TRR) is a national 501c3 non-profit organization that has supported the connection between the boating community and Veterans at DoD and VA facilities for years.  They can assist in getting donated or discounted kayak gear, connecting to local paddling groups, training ideas and leadership experiences for your Veterans once you get going.  They have a TRR chapter guide which can also be used as a guide to get you started toward your goals of growing a kayak program of your own.  

Getting Started
Pitch the idea: The first step is to get buy-in from your department, your VA facility's senior leadership and VISN for additional support.  Meeting with your key stakeholders and educating VA staff about the benefits of kayaking and its use in rehabilitation is very helpful in sharing your vision. If funding is needed, typical program costs depend on how much you can get donated and have on hand.  
Do you have access to a VA pool or have to rent one from the community?  What will be your target population and what type of kayaking did you decide on?  If you are thinking that you just want to take some substance abuse patients out on flat water to paddle a bit and fish – well this would be different from working toward independence with a group of quadriplegics, or 1000 meter sprints with paraplegics or white water boating with amputees.  You must first get you vision and do your homework in order to put your product in the eyes of management and know how much it will cost you to accomplish. 
Remember this first step must be focused and be doable – management is not looking for how hard you worked on it or what a good idea it is but can you (did you) accomplish it!  Set yourself and your Veterans up for success every time. 

  

Assemble clinic staff: Kayaking programs require VA staff members along with the local paddler community volunteers on the day of the event to maximize success.  Try to include as many of your recreational therapists, physical, occupational, prosthetics, nursing and any other medical staff on the team. These professionals make a good comprehensive team. Having medical professionals (RN, NP, MD) available on the day of the event and assigned as “the medical team” is an important safety precaution. 

Choose the Who, When and Where: 
· Identify who you would like to provide the event for (amputees, SCI, Visually impaired, Veterans who use wheelchairs, etc.).  Obtain a listing of the Veterans you choose to reach out to. Keeping it to a specific population will give you a manageable number of Veterans to work with for a one day clinic. Use the many program resources available to do outreach- Wounded Warrior Program, AW2 staff, clinical providers, Vet Centers, clinics (e.g., an Amputee Clinic), local VSOs, OEF / OIF outreach coordinators, etc. It all depends on your location.

· Locate open water or a pool that is in the general proximity of your VA hospital.

· Make sure the water is accessible (look for close parking, paved sidewalks, not too much gravel, grass, or rough terrain, handicap accessible bathrooms, no steps up to the range/stalls, etc.). Volunteers can assist in moving Veterans across rough terrain if that is necessary. Participants need to know that access issues to paddling are something that kayaking programs have overcome nationally and with a little patience, everything will work out just fine.

· Choose a suitable date. Remember to plan it around other major events in your area. However, if you want to have a consistent paddling program, just pick a regular day of the week, or weekend and specific time and show up with all the resources. A lifestyle of physical sports activity is a huge effort, so try to get a TEAM of committed paddlers and other staff that can make certain that each paddling event is well staffed for the different paddling programs you want to do:

· Paddling flatwater for exercise and fun

· Training for the 200 meter sprint kayaking for the 2016 Paralympics

· Kayak football

· Whitewater play and skill building (if whitewater is available)
Create your brand! Work with your Medical Media department to create your clinic name, logo, and a promotional poster and start spreading the word about the clinic throughout your hospital.  You can do this yourself as well.  Visiting various VA clinics and educating providers about the event is helpful.  Medical Media / Public Affairs can also send out emails to staff and update the VA Facebook / Twitter pages to include the information.  Create a buzz about your adaptive sports clinic- get your logo anywhere and everywhere so staff and Veterans are all aware of it. There are National Kayaking organizations you can seek assistance from to deepen programming that can offer advice on the best kayaking practices, adaptive gear and safety tips. Research websites to find any local programs, national programs or chapters of Disabled Sports USA that are located in your community.

Reach out to the Veterans: If you have a significant amount of time, start out by mailing out a Save the Date card. If time is limited, mail out a packet to include a cover letter to explain the event (what is provided, the benefits of kayaking, the agenda) and a registration form so you can keep accurate track of the participants.  SELL YOUR EVENT! Don't be afraid to use the positive aspects of kayaking to pique interest.  Keep the Veterans interested and informed. Maintain communication up until the event date through emails, direct mail, phone calls, etc. You can designate an Outreach Team of volunteers, Veterans and other stakeholders to keep accurate contact lists of participants. Reach out and communicate with them so they will make the effort which is often the most difficult part of the program. Build and share the e-mail and telephone lists for text messaging as well as calling – maintaining communication is key to building and maintaining programs.

Gather resources: Disabled Veterans, volunteers (with boating skills and support staff), boats, PFDs, safety gear, adaptive devices (if needed) and a pool or other water area. Look back at the "Create Your Brand" section above. Use the following resources to find out more:
Team River Runner: http://www.teamriverrunner.org/
ACA: http://www.americancanoe.org/ 
DSUSA: http://www.dsusa.org/ 
Appalachian Mountain Clubs: http://www.outdoors.org/ 
Stores like REI and AMC have classes and sell outdoor products and have some good volunteers too!
Find Paddling Volunteers: The more the merrier-but it's advised to start with at least 4-5 local paddling volunteers; get more = more 1:1 instruction. You can contact your local Paddling Club Chapter to solicit help. The individual Paddling groups may want to do their own creative Outreach. Go with the energy and stay focused. 

Tap into Sponsors: Many local programs are finding success going after small LOCAL funds for specific programs. As the sport of flatwater kayaking now has the 200 meter sprint in the 2016 Games, we should see more local support soon enough.

Alert the Media! Your Public Affairs Officer (PAO) can send out a media release to the local newspapers, television and radio stations. It’s a great opportunity to educate the local community about the excellent programs available to Veterans. Additionally, your VA faculty will appreciate the positive news coverage.  
The beauty is in the details:  On the day of the event, don’t be afraid to roll out the red carpet. Some helpful hints of how to make your clinic extra special…

· Always greet each Veteran as they arrive. Helping them out of their vehicles or carrying their boat and gear (if need) is always appreciated. Escort them to where to go and help answer any questions. 

· VA staff should all wear matching staff shirts so the Veterans know who to contact if they need anything. This one is tough, as it can require pre-ordering what you are going to wear. 

· Little extras like making coffee/donuts available in the morning during registration go a long way.
· Provide a free lunch (some organizations are willing to donate) if your clinic takes place during lunchtime.
· Providing give-a-ways are always a hit (hats, shirts etc., with your clinic logo= great promotion!)

· Award fun trophies that Veterans can take home with them. 

· If you are able to work with your facility's transportation department, offering transportation to those who may require it, allows for greater attendance.

· Have adaptive equipment available to use or demo. Keep tools and duct tape in the car if at all possible.

Encourage Practice! At the end of your clinic, be sure to encourage the Veterans to continue going to safe open water to practice their skills. If you are able to receive donations of boats and gear directly for Veterans, you can give these out to interested Veterans at the clinic. This will provide them with the tools necessary to continue on the path of rehabilitation.

Follow up! Have your staff follow up with the Veterans. Send out a survey to get feedback about the clinic, mail a thank you letter to the Veterans, have the staff call the Veterans to ask how their paddling is going and notify them of upcoming events. Keep them engaged and involved- and offer support as needed.

 

REMEMBER YOU NEED THREE LEGS ON THE STOOL OF SUCEESS:

1.     YOU NEED VETERANS, AND ACCESS TO GET THEM (CLINICIANS ARE A HUGE HELP HERE) AS WELL AS UNDERSTANDING THEIR NEEDS.

2.     YOU NEED BOATERS WHO HAVE THE SKILLS TO TEACH, THE GIFT OF THEIR ENTHUSIASM FOR THE SPORT TO GIVE AND THEY PROVIDE THE RECONNECTION TO COMMUNITY OUR VETERANS NEED.
3.     THE RESOURCES TO PULL OFF THE SUCCESSFUL EVENT – VENUE, EQUIPMENT, SAFETY FOLKS, EPERMITS, FUNDING, AMDINISTRATIVE SUPPORT AND SPONSORS.  HAVING ALL THE RIGHT STUFF IN THE RIGHT PLACE.

AFTER THAT BRING YOUR SENSE OF HUMOR AND MAKE IT A FUN DAY FOR ALL! 

Good Luck!

 

We have provided a Team River Runner Chapter Guide as an additional resource in the appendix to this How to Guide.  TRR has many chapters already established within the VA and DOD facilities, Chosen Valley is on contract with the VA to provide adaptive equipment through Prosthetics to Veterans receiving services which may be useful as the Veterans begin to include into their lifestyle. Click here to download the Chosen Valley information sheet.
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