




The Magic of Surfing
Izzy and Danielle Paskowitz began the non-

profit organization Surfers Healing: A Foundation 
for Autism as a way to share a therapeutic experi-
ence they had with their son, Isaiah. Since its 
inception, the foundation has helped thousands 
of autistic children through the magical experi-
ence of catching a wave.

The idea for Surfers Healing happened rather 
serendipitously. Isaiah was diagnosed with 
autism at age 3, and like many autistic children, 
he often suffered from sensory overload – simple 
sensations could overwhelm him. 

One afternoon, former pro surfer Izzy had 
Isaiah on the front of his surfboard. With Izzy 
steering from the back, the two spent the day 
surfing together. Izzy saw that surfing had a pro-
found impact on Isaiah; the ocean was the one 
place where he seemed to find calm. So Izzy and 
Danielle decided they wanted to share this unique 
therapy with other autistic children. They began 
to host day camps at the beach, where autistic 
children and their families could be exposed to a 
completely new experience of surfing. Best of all, 
the camp is free.

Last summer alone, Surfers Healing took more 
than 3,000 autistic children surfing, and the 

camp has been featured by numerous media 
such as ESPN, CNN, Nightline, and Good 
Morning America. In January 2011, Surfers 
Healing and the struggles of raising an autistic 
child will be the center of a reality TV show, 
called The Swell Life, which will kick off the 
Oprah Winfrey Network. Danielle says there will 
be lots of horse stuff on the show, too. For more 
details, see www.surfershealing.org. —SW
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2007 Toronto Film Festival.
“They had lived in their camper in front of my dad’s 

surfboard shop,” Danielle said. “My dad made surf-
boards. They parked in the driveway.” 

Danielle’s father, Danny Brawner, may have owned 
a surfboard shop, but he’s a legend in the surfing com-
munity for another reason. He was also a drummer 
for a band called The Sandals, who created the surf-
rock soundtrack for the iconic 1966 surfer movie The 
Endless Summer.

“My dad actually made Izzy’s first surfboard when 
he was 13 as a bar mitzvah present,” Danielle said. “He 
[Izzy] had been surfing since he was 6, but never had 
his own board. Up to that point, he had to share surf-
boards with his siblings.”

But Danielle didn’t actually meet Izzy until she was 
18 at a mutual friend’s birthday party, even though his 
family was parked in the surfboard shop’s driveway.

“I knew of him and I knew of his family, and my 
parents knew his parents.” 

Once they married, Izzy traveled a lot as a pro surfer, 
and Danielle worked at Surfer Magazine. She traveled 
with him to Australia and Hawaii several times a year. 
After awhile, and several children later, Izzy gave up 
the life of a pro surfer to run the Paskowitz Surf Camp 
and Surfers Healing full time.

When Oprah calls
Surfers Healing: A Foundation for Autism has been 

featured in numerous newspaper and magazine articles 
and on TV. But one day, some producers came calling, 
interested in making a reality TV show.

“These producers saw Surfers Healing on ESPN 
and HBO and asked if they could follow us around. 
They pitched it to Oprah Winfrey, and they bought it,” 
Danielle said.

The Oprah crews have been shooting since April 
2009, and they aren’t done yet. The show will be called 
The Swell Life, and it will kick off the Oprah Winfrey 
Network, which debuts in January 2011.

“The show is about our family, about the struggles 
of raising a child with autism. There will also be quite 

a bit of horse-related material, 
since that’s my outlet to help 
me deal with what I have to 
deal with,” she said.

“It’s been crazy. Everywhere 
I go, they’re right there. During 
the summer, I had a full crew on me, and Izzy had a 
full camera crew on him, and there was one at the surf 
camp the whole time. 

“They followed me to a horse show in Temecula, so 
anybody I talked to had to sign a release in case they 
use the footage. They filmed me and it was cool; I won! 
So that was really cool,” Danielle laughed. 

“We didn’t hide anything. My son had a couple of 
major tantrums, and the cameras are right there. The 
fifth episode is heavy. When people start moaning and 
groaning about the small things in life, my words to 
them are, ‘Now you need to watch the fifth episode. It 
will put things into perspective.’ 

“I’m so grateful that I’m even able to ride and to 
show. You have no idea. I make myself have the time 
because that’s my outlet. After I ride, I’m in such a bet-
ter mood. It’s important to me and my family. My son 
is at a point now where we can have someone watch 
him. His behavior’s gotten a lot better. So I have more 
freedom.”

This freedom has allowed Danielle to move forward 
and set some goals for herself. It also allowed her to 
buy a new horse.

“He’s a Shining Spark. His name’s Shiners Rojo. 
He’s a 4-year-old. He’s a stallion, but only for three 
more days,” she said laughing. 

Danielle traveled to Gainesville, Texas, and bought 
the horse (Shining Spark x Little Lena Lady x Smart 
Little Lena) from Carol Rose. Shiners Rojo has 
$12,045 in career earnings, all with Boyd Rice and Jay 
McLaughlin riding. Danielle wanted to buy a younger 
horse and compete in the derbies. 

“I want to do the hackamore, the two-rein, she said. 
“I want to go through the steps. It’s all about learn-
ing, having fun and learning. Every year I set goals for 
myself, and that’s my next thing to accomplish.” n

Surfers Healing has many supporters, such as Flea 
(middle with hat) of the musical group Red Hot 
Chili Peppers. This Surfers Healing event was held 
on a beach in Malibu, Calif.: (left to right): Fleas 
brother, who is handicap, Izzy, Flea, Flea’s wife, 
Isaiah and Danielle. (Lower) Izzy takes an autistic 
child on a ride he’ll never forget.
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Izzy has joined the horse fun and competed for the first time in the Greener Than Grass class (a 
Novice Non-Pro Limited class) at an NSHA show. He finished in the top 10. He is pictured here 
aboard Smokin Fast Colonel at the show at the Dilday Ranch in Porterville, Calif. (Right) This surf-
board was signed by eight-time World Champion professional surfer Kelly Slater.


