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Mark Ponzillo, Jr.
2472 Glenbonnie Dr., NE
Atlanta, Georgia 30360-1614

November 18, 1997

Subject: Observations of an AAASP Wheelchair Soccer Referee

To: Bev Vaughn,

The purpose of this writing is to express and describe the thoughts, feeling and observations of
the personal involvement of the undersigned.

Approximately three months ago I was contacted by Ron Lykins and recruited to assist the
AAASP Wheelchair Soccer program as an official (Referee). After accepting the invitation, to
participate, I was invited to attend a training program for officials so that all of the new officials
would have a standard starting point and basic understanding of the rules of the program, the
philosophy of AAASP and the expectations of the volunteers. This was an excellent idea and well
presented. Further, it was directed that the newest referees work as many games as possible; as
soon as possible. With the assistance of Ron and other staff T was able to work a total of 15
games, during this 1997 season, to include the final Championship game on November 22, 1997.

As a result of my experience with disabled sports, - in general, and the 1996 Atlanta Paralympic
Games which included the planning, scheduling and administration two years leading up to the
games - in particular, I had a general sense for the program and its intentions and expecations.

However, what I experienced was much more than a positive change in the athletes involved, it
was a total metamorphosis in both physical and psychological traits. In just several plus weeks I
noticed a marked difference in the manner of play by each team observed, as a direct result of the
improved performance of almost every player - given their physical capabilities. It was an absolute
pleasure watching this progress. There was also an obvious change for-the-better in the
interaction between the athletes, coaches, officials and organizers/administrators. Again, another
very positive aspect of the program. Much more than I expected at the beginning of the season. I
wish more potential disabled soccer athletes could have experienced this program for all of the
obvious reasons. Everyone involved appeared to gain vastly improved attitudes - from sometimes
pensive to almost always confident. This was evident not only in the athletes but their coaches

and support personnel.

As an aside, it was also interesting to note the increasingly positive attitudes of the parents which
swelled with increased pride as their children pro gressed in the season. During the next to the last
week of the season parents were assisting, questioning, cajoling and encouraging their athletes to

greater levels of performance.



There is no doubt in my mind that this is a needed program and money well spent. It is a perfect
example of the legacy program agenda established after the conclusion of the 1996 Atlanta
Paralympic Games. This is almost a flawless example of how to spend money to improve the lives
of the disabled community. In its seeming simplicity it is an excellent example for others to follow
in the pursuit of support for disabled sport(s). I see this initial program as an excellent foundation
demonstrating the true need for support of athletes with disabilities who as a result of their
participation are the embodiment of "The Triumph of the Human Spirit

I am proud to be involved with the AAASP Wheelchair Soccer Program and would consid'er ita
distinct privilege to continue working with this program or any other AAASP program which
supports athletes with disabilities in whatever capacity is needed or required.

Thank you for letting me be involved. This program is a trendsetter. Outstanding Job. Keep up
the great work. We are all better for your efforts.
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From the Editor...by Lucy Cusick

We heard about AAASP (pronounce “asp”) and their adapted sports program and wheelchair soccer from a friend when
Josh was 11. We were searching for new social activities for Josh and decided to give it a try.

Josh was excited even though he didn’t even know what to expect. He has no problems entering a bunch of strangers and
feeling immediately at home. So off we go. We entered the gym and my first thought was “But all the kids are in wheelchairs!”
The hair on my neck bristled....this was not for us, we have always believed in inclusion for Josh. People shouldn’t be segregated,
this was not for us. I left to run a couple of errands, determined this would be our first and last practice.

When I arrived back at the gym, Josh was in a huddle with his teammates, the Silver Streaks. Yes, to him they were
already teammates and it was his team. He powered out of the gym with a smile that lit up DeKalb County, high-fiving new friends
on the way. He couldn’t wait for the next practice. He was already nervous about the first game.

Team sports is such a part of children’s development. They not only learn new physical skills, they learn cooperative effort.
They learn disappointment and sportsmanlike conduct. Josh never had any of that. Therapy was his most-sports-oriented activity,
and it taught none of these things.

Josh joined the team that day two years agao and is still learning the game. He has still not mastered the rules. Never a
sports addict, he couldn’t follow the game at first. He played defense the whole game, not able to follow the switch to offense and
back quickly enough. But he played a mean defense, earning the nickname “Velcro.” His coach quickly learned to describe Josh’s
“man” with very descriptive words....not just “the blonde girl” because if there was more than one blonde girl, he couldn’t tell them

apart. He had to use words like “the blonde girl with a pony tail and purple wheelchair.”
Josh learned many things that first year. He learned to not cry when the coach yelled at him from the sidelines. He learned

not to sit at half-court and watch the timer tick down to 0:00, knowing the dreaded buzzer would sound then. He learned to listen,
roll, look, and think.....all at the same time. He learned how to lose and how to win and how to always shake hands with the
opponents. Josh learned more in that year than any book, lesson, class could have taught him. He learned to be an athlete.

American Association of Adapted Sports Program (AAASP) offfers adapted sports for physically challenged students statewide in
cooperation with school systems and YMCAs. Wheelchair soccer is offered in the fall; wheelchair basketball and cheerleading in
the winter; and track and field in the spring. BEEP baseball teams are planned for students with visual impairments in the fall of

2000. Contact AAASP at (404) 294-0070 or at www.aaasp.org.

FOCUS

P.O. Box 941445

Atlanta, Georgia 31141
Telephone & Fax: 770.270.5072



AAASP ADMINISTRATORS, /

CS RDINATORS, COACHES,
ANOOTHER STAFF MEMBERS.

ON BEHALF OF OUR FRIEND ROBBY TURNER,

MOLENA, PIKE COUNTY, GEORGIA, WE WISH TO

THANK EVERYONE RESPONSIBLE FOR THE

WONDERFUL LIFE CHANGING EXPERIENCE /
PROVIDED ROBBY AND OTHER HANDICAPPED

YOUTH THROUGH THE AAASP PROGRAM.

YOU MUST KNOW THAT ROBBY AND THE OTHER

YOUTH HAVE EXPERIENCED A TREMENDOUS BOOST
TO THEIR SELF ESTEEM, CONFIDENCE IN THEIR
ABILITIES AND AN AWARENESS THAT THERE ARE
MANY PEOPLE WHO CARE THAT THEY HAVE A
NORMAL LIFE.

PLEASE IF POSSIBLE, CONTINUE THIS GREAT WORK.

I'M SURE IF THE PEOPLE RESPONSIBLE FOR YOUR

FUNDING COULD ONLY SEE THE CHANGES THAT

HAVE OCCURRED DAILY WITH THESE YOUNG

PEOPLE, THEY WOULD KNOW THAT THE FUNDS

FOR THIS PROGRAM ARE WELL SPENT. THANK YOU

WITH ALL OUR HEART AND MAY GOD BLESS YOU

FOR YOUR TIME AND EFFORTS. \
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January 13, 1998
AS.S.S.P.

My name is Becky Seman I am employed at Martinez Elementary School.
I have been a papapro in Special Education for 10 years. I wanted to say that I
am totally in favor of keeping these sports programs, such as soccer this past
season and basketball this upcoming season. I have taught the majority of these
athletes who are involved with this program. These athletes show such pride
and they work so hard in their training and in the games. I know that year after
year, they have gone to games to watch their brothers, sistets,and classmates
participate, and had to sit in the bleachers or in their chairs and watch. Now as
athletes they have the opportunity to be watched and be cheered on! I have
seen the improvement from their first game to their last! I was amazed with
their ability to block and play defense and their great intent in the game. I have
heard other athletes compliment them, and have seen that look of achievement
on their faces. But, the greatest moment of all this year was when I heard a
group of “Regular” soccer players who came into the gym where the Fireballs
were playing and stopped to watch the game and one of the boys said, “Boy
they are cool, and they are good!” How wonderful for other athletes to have
such respect for our special athletes. And, how deserving it is!

I want to close with offering admiration for the coaches, Mrs. Joanne
Lawton and Mr. Peter Goldberg. Their overall patience, high standards, and the
consent encouragement of their players are refreshing. They require their team
to keep up with their homework and to maintain good grades and to have
respect for themselves and other the other athletes. I hope this program will
grow and always be there for our young people that need, want, and deserve
this opportunity to be just like their brothers and sisters and their peers. These
young people deserve to be ATHLETES, not just spectators as they have been in

the past.
Thank you,

Becky Seman



Noyember 20, 1997

|am writing to you to tell you about my experience and feelings aboutthe
wheelchair soccer program. | feltthat this was a very unique experience for us all
because there finally was a sports program available for people with disabilities to

participate in. Also,we had a chance to compete against other counties in Georgia.

We represented Richmond County with pride and good manners. We hadthe
opportunity to travel to other counties oulside of Augusta, meet other individuals with
disabilities, and become friends with other students in Richmond County. This was a
first time experience for all of us and we learned teamwork and sportsmanship. The

support we received from parents, teachers, coaches, friends and the fans was strong
and we really appreciated it

| would like to see this program continue for years. ltwas nice to be part of a sports
team where | was a full athlete and not just sitting atthe sidelines watching or keeping
score. Thank you for your time and | hope you take this letter under serious
consideration - a 1998 Richmond County Adapted Sports Program.

Sincerely,

Randy Green #45



November 18,1997

| am writing to you on behalf of myselfand the othermembers of the

adapted sports program that began in Richmond County this year. | want
you to know how much | enjoyed playing on the wheelchair soccer team. It
was great to be part of a teamwhere | had the opportunityto be a player. It
was fun to travel and meet other people who had disabilities too. It enjoyed
wearingmy game shirtto schooland telling people about the soccerteam|
was a member of, especially when | had scored goals the previous game! |
really hope the sports program wil be here next year so | canbea member
of the teamagain!

Sincerely,

Michael Sims

331400/ Sies,



Crystal Bashakes
101 Chestnut Field
Peachtree City, GA 30269
(770) 631-0682

November 17, 1997

A.A.A.S.P.
P.O. Box 538
Pine Lake, GA 30072

It is my pleasure to write to you on the successes of the Indoor
Wheelchair Soccer season. My son Adam is twelve years old and will
give you a play by play description of his season if you can sit for that
long. He would describe how he scored a goal and | would tell you
that he always did his homework so he wouldn't miss practice. He
would tell you about the bad call the referee made and | would tell you

how the team pulled together harder . He would say that he is a great
blocker. that his other team mates have better speed and | would say

they are pooling their resources to form a better team.

These are the same positive characteristics that are taught to
able body athletes in school athletic programs. | think this program is
successful in providing an opportunity for wheelchair athletes to
represent their community in a sports program that includes paid,
trained coaches, team transportation and uniforms. At this time, |1 do
not have any suggestions or changes for this program.

| am very excited about the expansion of this program and hope
we play more teams and games next year. Adam would tell you he
plays for the Eagles with no mention of his wheelchair and | would tell

you, Go Eagles!

Sincerely,

Crys?al Bashakes



Hi, My name is Travis Lamb . | am 13 years

old. | really like to play the sports. | will be
sad if you cut it off. When my brother , Tony

plays basketball | wish | could play too.
Playing sports makes me feel excited. My

team is the Columbia County Fireballs and we
are bad to the bone.Please keep the sports SO

| can play again like my brother.

Thanks,

TTr p .
26 A

Travis Lamb

189 Creekview Cir.

Martinez, Ga. 30907

January 24,1998



Edith Fink
340 Wynland Trace
Atlanta, GA 30350

November 14, 1997

:i?n':s"ls-‘hpi;zud- tc:nd loving parent of three wonderful daughters. Often
bk . Wi nfassed my o.bie bodied children participate in their after

ool evequ which are easily available to them, | have wondered why
such an cghvxry is not equally accessible for their sister, who uses @
wheelchair. Through out time we have argued, fought for and too often
consoled her and ourselves that such activitles (after-school feams, clubs,
and camps) just don't exist for active children who use wheelchairs.

come true, it has raised my expectations

for what a sports program should be. The emphasis, by your able and
caring coaches, on good sportsmanship, team spirit and skill has made
even me (someone who would have a hard time telling the difference
between a soccer balland a football), an avid sport's fan. The games
are spirited and truly fun fo watch. For years | have watched while my
able bodied children's coaches benched weaker players and taught
poor sportsmanship. | wish your coaches could be cloned and available

for all my children.

ng soccer player has never missed a game or practice.
her and | don't always feel like driving her, she would
be neglectful. Soccer is the highlight of her week. She

or no one comes close.

Your program Is not only a wish

Dana, my buddi
Although her fat
never allow us to
loves it and nothing,

Thank you for offering her and me this wonderful opportunity.

Sincerely, p

Edith L. Fink
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Bev Vaughn

AAASP

P.O. Box 538

Pine Lake, GA 30072

Dear Bev;

I wanted to write to you, and give you my feelings of the first year of soccer in my eyes,
asa coach and a person whom is differently - able. My first thought was how are we going to do
this, we have children with the average age of nine playing, that was my first thought. What
surprised me was that these boys and girls who haven’t played sports were ready to learn and
play,and that meant a lot to me. They came to all practices, and worked hard. They also worked
hard in school to keep their grades up, and when it was report card time they told me their
grades, they where proud, and so was I. One child who had a failing grade during the first nine
weeks of school turned that into a B on his report card, because he new he had to pass to play,
his mother wouldn't let him play without a passing grade.

This program works in so many ways, it keeps the kids active in sports and exercise, I feel
it helps in their everyday life work which is school, home, and just having fun in life.

What amazed me was what these children can do, even their parents didn’t know what
they could accomplish. What I saw was the parent and child bonding in doing thins together.
Joni and myself would put some of the parents in chairs to help during practice with drills, and
see how the kids work with their parents, and the smiles on their faces bring happy tears, and
then you say it works, win or loss that does not matter, just seeing these kids work and bond
with parents and other team mates makes this program A+ in my eyes. More children need this

and I hope it stays for a long time, Thanks and I am glad I am involved, and that you made it
possible.

Sincerely,

A .

Peter A Goldberg
CeAcH FIREAALIS



January 12, 1998

Dear AAASP,

I am a teacher for the Orthopedically Impaired in Columbia County. [ would like to
express my feelings about the new wheelchair soccer team, the Fireballs. All of the team
members are current or former students of mine.

I went to most practices and games. It was the first time that I have seen my
students truly exert themselves. Their joys at being able to roll hard and participate was
easy to see. | was wonderful for me to witness true camaraderie between everyone. They
have finally experienced true sportsmanship, both winning and losing. Their self esteem
and confidence have most certainly improved. This has carried over to the school
environment as well. I see it in their taking more re or their work and being

sponsibility f vork
more prepared. Their physical strength has increased. There has been a significant
reduction in requests for assistance. Asa whole, they are more independent,

walking and
rolling farther, having more conversations and interacting more with their able-bodied
peers.

on school TV, or being announced over
he first time, their

When the athletes are in the newspaper,
r are the ones on the

the intercom, their pride is glowing and their heads are high. Fort
friends come to games and practice to watch and cheer. They no longe

sidelines.

I have been impressed with the coaching of Mrs. Lawton and Mr. Goldberg. The
students finally have someone to call coach. They frequently finish homework at school so
they can practice. They proudly share with the coaches how they are doing on school.

Academically, the students’ grades have improved in every subject. They are now
for extra credit. Also, they are doing more than is required on some assignments.

| personally never imagined that a single program could effect so many areas of my
students’ lives. The improvement of their confidence level and self-esteem is truly
amazing. Their increased independence has transferred to most all areas in their lives. |
just wanted to personally thank you for such an outstanding program.

Sincerely, r

Jane Brewster

trying
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