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Taking a Leap of  

“IT’S THE HAPPIEST I’VE EVER SEEN HIM,” 
Lori Boll said about Braden, her 10-year-old son, 
after a trip in April to Nanbei Lake. It was the kind 
of trip that any fun-loving kid would have enjoyed. 
Three days of adventure that included kayaking, 
hiking, rock climbing, and a climb and jump 
called the “leap of faith.” But this wasn’t any 
ordinary trip. Braden and the eight other kids who 
traveled with him are participants of Special 
Education Consulting’s Creative Garden Center. 

As with all the kids at the center, members of the 
Nanbei group have varying degrees of special 
needs that range from learning difficulties and 
developmental challenges to autism spectrum 
disorder. The Creative Garden Center program 
provides a catered level of learning assistance for 
each participant depending on their needs and 
abilities, whether academic, social or behavioral. 
The goal is to make participants as self-sufficient 
as possible, and arm them with life skills such as 
using computers, reading newspapers, and even 
preparing meals.  

Braden, who has autism, doesn’t generally 
communicate much but when he came back 
from the trip, Lori said she could see that he 
blossomed. Michael, Braden’s father, also 
noticed a difference. “When I saw the pictures 
and the smile on his face, I knew he had climbed 
to new heights physically and emotionally.” 
Although the trip took the kids out of their comfort 
zones, it also provided them with a set of goals 
they wouldn’t normally have. 

“The reason for the trip was to have the kids 
experience the kind of thing that international 
students in Shanghai get to experience on a 
regular basis,” said Lori, who is also SEC’s 
Program Director. It was the first overnight trip for 
the program and it was such a success that 
another is being planned for the Yangtze River. 

The camp trip, organized by Unknown China, 
was designed to offer up physical challenges to 
students who have little or no previous outdoors 
experience and create an atmosphere of 
teamwork within the group. Kids also shared 
rooms on their own for two nights – a first for 
many of them, whose ages ranged from 10 to 16 
years.  

“I was really proud of all the kids, they did really 
well, better than anyone’s expectations, and they 
interacted well with the Unknown China’s tour 
guides and instructors, who didn’t have any 
previous experience with kids who have special 
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needs,” Lori noted. All the details of the trip were 
outlined in advance to prepare the campers, 
some of whom usually have difficulty adjusting to 
new situations.  

A real highlight of the activities was the leap of 
faith. It involved climbing up a pole several meters 
high, standing on a small platform on top of the 
pole, then jumping off and reaching for a trapeze 
a few feet away, all the while in a harness and 
hardhat. “It was amazing to see these kids do 
something like this, it was hard enough for me to 
do it,” Lori said. Spencer Hutchins, one of the 
campers, still recounts his feat with a huge grin. “I 
was the second one to do it and I was a little 
scared,” he said with a note of pride in his voice. 
“It was really fun.” He adds that he thought he 
wouldn’t do most of the activities on the trip’s 
itinerary, but he ended up really enjoying it. “I 
learned that I was really brave.” 

Of all the activities, Noah Whittaker said he 
particularly enjoyed kayaking and rock climbing 
the best, a rewarding comment considering his 

fear of heights. “He overcame that on this trip 
with the help of some expert guides and the 
teachers who wonderfully prepared our kids,” his 
mom, Vanessa, said. “You could see the sense of 
accomplishment and pride in the kids’ faces. We 
know they all had a great time.” 

By all accounts, the SEC participants had a great 
time while gaining self-esteem and learning 
something about themselves, while their families 
could take comfort in the fact that the kids are 
capable of taking a huge leap of faith. 

“When I saw the pictures and the smile 
on his face, I knew he had climbed new 
heights physically and emotionally. 


