
 

Why should my child take swimming lessons?
And what do they need to know?
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Drowning is the third leading cause of unintentional death from injury
worldwide. From July 2018 to June 2019, 276 people drowned across
Australia—a 10% increase on the previous year.

Among those were 19 children under four years old, eight children
between five and 14 and a further 45 young people aged 15-24.
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https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/drowning
https://www.royallifesaving.com.au/facts-and-figures/summer-drowning-toll
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/children/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/young+people/


 

As temperatures soared this summer, 53 more people drowned at
Australian beaches, rivers and pools including six children. There were
also 584 non-fatal drownings requiring hospitalization, and many
unreported near-tragedies.

Structured swim classes that help kids become familiar with, and
confident around, water can set the foundation for later swimming skills
and aquatic safety.

It's difficult to quantify the statistical significance of how effective
swimming lessons can be. But some US research suggests formal
swimming lessons can reduce the risk of drowning for children aged one
to four by 88%.

Here's what your child should ideally be able to do in the water at
different stages of their development.

Pre-school (six months—four years)

Parents should be encouraged to play with their children in safe aquatic
environments. Even the youngest babies can be taught swimming
survival skills, like floating on their backs. Splashing around and gliding
through the water can aid cognitive and physical development for infants
and toddlers.

Early experiences of this kind can also improve parents' awareness of
child safety. No matter how familiar the child is with the water, it's 
important for parents to never overestimate their child's abilities and
supervise them without distractions (such as mobile phones) at all times.

By the time children are four, they should ideally be able to enter and
leave the water safely (by checking depth and looking for obstacles or
hazards in the water). They should also be able to float, move through
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https://sls.com.au/summer-drowning-deaths-increase-with-record-temperatures/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/water/
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapediatrics/article-abstract/381058
https://www.healthline.com/health/parenting/infant-swimming
https://www.healthline.com/health/parenting/infant-swimming
https://www.royallifesaving.com.au/programs/swim-and-survive/parents
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-10-23/new-data-shows-one-year-olds-at-greatest-risk-of-drowning/11630380
https://www.royallifesaving.com.au/programs/national-swimming-and-water-safety-framework


 

the water and control their breathing.

Primary school (five to 12 years)

Most primary schools involve children in intensive swim programs.
These can be a useful way to increase swim skills and help children if
they get into trouble in the ocean or a pool.

But one Australian study found children need ongoing weekly swimming
instruction, in addition to their school swimming programs, to maintain
their swimming and water safety skills.

Due to money and time, most children's involvement in formal
swimming lessons significantly declines in the later primary years. This
means many children stop swimming lessons before they have learned
the basic skills they need to keep them safe.

To help parents meet sport activity costs, some state governments have
implemented voucher style systems for swimming lessons. For instance,
parents of NSW school aged children can claim up to two A$100
vouchers if they access swimming lessons through registered providers.
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https://www.ausleisure.com.au/news/aquatic-centre-study-shows-school-swimming-programs-not-enough-to-keep-children-safe/
https://www.smh.com.au/national/majority-of-children-quit-swim-classes-before-they-re-safe-in-water-20180323-p4z5vz.html
https://www.service.nsw.gov.au/campaign/active-kids
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Children who are 11-12 years old should be able to:

continuously swim 50m using freestyle or backstroke
scull (use their arms to move around in the water) float or tread
water for two minutes
throw a rescue flotation aid to a partner at five meters away
swim fully clothed, in swimwear or normal clothes (to simulate
an accidental fall into water).
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https://www.vacswimsa.com.au/program-information/providers-and-programs/rlss-sa-swim-survive/


 

Secondary school (11 to 18 years)

High school (and older) students need broad water safety programs
aligned with their secondary school curriculum. Programs should address
the skills, as well as knowledge, behavior and attitudes of this group of
students to promote safer behavior in water environments.

Changing the terminology from "learn to swim" or "swimming lessons"
to "lifesaving and survival"—and promoting these as lifelong skills – 
may encourage more teenagers and young adults to take swim classes.

Groups at risk

Water is not naturally considered a recreational resource for many 
migrant communities and their swimming experiences and exposure to
formal water safety is often limited.

This puts migrant groups at particular risk of drowning.

In one study, 91.3% of participants born in Australia either were taking
their kids to swimming lessons, or had previously done so. In contrast,
only 76.7% of children whose parents were born outside Australia were,
or had previously, taken swim lessons.

Girls from culturally diverse backgrounds and children living in lower
socioeconomic areas are less likely to go to the pool or the beach, or get
swimming lessons. The high costs of lessons and geographic distance
from swimming pools and restrictive clothing requirements due to
cultural or religious beliefs are added complications.

We need clear policy and collective action to encourage these groups to
take swimming and water-safety lessons.
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https://www.swimaustralia.org.au/docs/national_swimming_water_saferty_education_symposium_report.pdf
https://www.royallifesaving.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/24638/Cultural-Diversity-and-Drowning-Prevention-Report-Beasley-Intercultural.pdf
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00038-018-1197-0
https://injuryprevention.bmj.com/content/18/Suppl_1/A135.3
https://www.royallifesaving.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0014/4901/RLS_BasicSwimmingReport20122.pdf


 

Swimming is fun

Making children take swimming lessons can also make them dislike
swimming, associating it with something they have to do. Swimming
should be seen as fun.

Spontaneous play sessions with Mums and Dads in a fun but informal
environment have many benefits for the whole family, including
developing imagination, increasing social skills, working through
emotions and aiding physical development and skills.

And if your older child is competent in the pool and becoming bored
with swimming lessons, consider creating more water options to keep
them interested and build on their water knowledge. Kayaking, canoeing,
surfing, scuba diving and yachting are possible options and great
activities for the family to do together.

Regularly exposing your children to safe and supervised water activities
will help them be safe in pools, beaches and waterways.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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