Alexander Dodds was diagnosed at 10 months old with a genetic degenerative retinal disease (X-linked retinoschisis) when he was found to have a severe retinal detachment and hemorrhage in his left eye. The subsequent nine years were a battle to preserve his sight in order to build a bank of visual memories for him to carry throughout his life. His journey has involved multiple eye surgeries at Duke while gradually losing his sight, severe eye pain, multiple injuries and accidents due to limited sight, learning to navigate his environment with a cane, and becoming a braille reader. 

Following a year of COVID shutdowns in 2021, Alexander took the bold step of joining the Treyburn Tide swim team at the age of 8. Almost immediately, he could be found leaping from the diving board into the deep end and eagerly participating in morning and evening swim practices on the same days while swimming on his own during the intervening hours. He still had minimal sight at that time, enough to see the black lines on the bottoms of the swim lanes, and it was enough to keep him oriented. 

Things changed in March 2023, though, when Alexander lost the final remnants of his sight just before he turned 10 years old. In adjusting to his new reality, he began to play the piano by ear, build electrical circuits on a board with braille labels, and continued to avidly listen to audio books. As May approached, he was determined to return to the Treyburn swim team as well.

The first week of team practice was disheartening for him, as he became easily disoriented in the lanes, finding it nearly impossible to swim straight without being able to see the black lines any longer. If he swam in lane six he would often find himself in the deep end. He injured his nose on the wall during a finish. He bruised his shoulders and hands on the lane lines. He refused to give up though. 

After doing some research with his mother (also the head coach), it was found that a blind Paralympic gold medalist who had lost her sight during adolescence had regained her sense of orientation in the pool by "trailing" the lane lane (feeling along the lane line every few strokes to ensure she was still going straight in her lane). Foam "tappers" were used to tap her head as notification that she was near the wall in order to prevent injury. 

Just prior to Treyburn's first swim meet of the 2023 season, Alexander worked hard on lane line trailing as a technique for orientation, and it worked! He found himself able to complete races much more efficiently. His team and the other division III teams against whom Treyburn competed were supportive of placing him in lanes with a lane line on either side of him to prevent him from drifting into the deep or shallow ends. In being tapped by a foam tapper prior to reaching the wall, he could avoid injury, while also knowing when a turn was approaching. He continued to practice lane line trailing and optimizing, in particular, his breaststroke. By the third meet, he placed first overall in the 9-10 boys 50 yard breaststroke, and parents and coaches from both teams were cheering enthusiastically for him.

He is so excited to be swimming at the 2023 Champs meet, and has the goal of figuring out how to lane line trail for backstroke and butterfly over the coming year, as well as to master freestyle flip turns. In swimming, Alexander has found a sport in which he can thrive.

