
A Positive Environment for 
Teaching Babies and Toddlers 

 

This Unit of Study is primarily based on the work of industry leaders 
Rob and Kathy McKay from the USA and Australia’s Barbara Nolan. 
Barb Nolan’s section commences from 5.2.0 

  

The following section, 5.1 is sourced from the McKay’s ground-
breaking book “Learn to Swim”, published by Dorling Kindersley, 
2005. 

  

The text is written as if primarily to be read by Parents and 
Caregivers; however, ‘Teacher’ is just as applicable. 

Now, over to Rob and Kathy McKay: 

By being proactive and positive, a parent helps to nurture a well-
adjusted, happy child. 

When teaching your baby to swim at such a young age, you have 
an opportunity to build trust, share joy, communicate by touch and 
words and bond with your child as they experience new and varied 
stimuli. 

The impact you have on your child at this young age cannot be 
underestimated, and baby swimming is a unique opportunity to 
develop and put good teaching practices into action. 



  

The Child-Centred Approach 

 

We live in an era that has benefited from research into the 
capabilities of babies. 

No longer seen simply as little lumps, babies regularly astound 
scientists with their innate abilities. We now know how even a very 
young baby can discern faces, language and emotion, and how 
activities and experiences affect his mental development. 

Although babies develop many skills from an early age, parents and 
caregivers should not attempt to create a "super baby". 

Children should not be pressurised or pushed to perform, but 
guided to develop their skills at a rate they are comfortable at. 

Progress at the Child’s Pace 



  

  

Just as all children do not learn to walk, talk or read at the same 
age, nor do they learn to swim at the same rate. 

As a parent or caregiver, it is critical that you do not place any 
accelerated expectations ahead of your child's actual readiness to 
learn a skill. 

All children learn to kick when they swim - but some do it on the first 
day, while others do it only after a great deal of time, motivation and 
practice. Kicking on the first day doesn't make one child better, 
smarter or stronger than another child who learns later. It simply 
means they are different and unique individuals. 

Don't worry about how quickly your child learns a new technique, 
just focus on acquiring a skill a little bit at a time. 

Make the most of the process and the time you are spending 
together doing an activity you both enjoy, and remember the most 
important thing is to make your lessons fun and playful. 

  

Comfort in the Pool 



 

Both children and caregivers bring with them a host of previous 
water experiences. Some positive and some negative. 

Some babies have been in the bath or shower with water pouring 
over their face from just a few days old; others have seen their older 
brother or sister swim under water; while others are fearful of the 
water because of a water scare or a previous bad experience with 
an aggressive swimming program. 

Some children are shy and want to assess a new situation from a 
distance; others show an inherent aversion to having water on their 
faces; while some children bolt immediately into a new environment 
without a care. 

Remember also, if you have a gregarious parent of a reserved and 
cautious child, you will need to encourage the parent to respect the 
fact that they have their own individual differences, and that they 
should learn from their child what makes them secure, comfortable 
and happy in the pool. 

  

The Importance of Body Language 



  

Even before a baby can speak, they are a very capable interpreter 
of your body language, and will pick up on the slightest nuances. 
Your facial expressions, muscle tension, tone of voice and reactions 
will all convey clues to a child about their environment and how they 
should act. 

  

It is therefore vital that you are relaxed and confident with them in 
the water, as they will pick up on your cues, whether positive or 
negative. 

  

• A relaxed, gentle touch and upbeat, playful or calm tone conveys a 
sense of ease to a child 

• Use positive signals such as smiles, hugs, applause, laughter or a 
kiss to reassure a child and reinforce a positive atmosphere 

• Don't send mixed signals - for example, don't force a child to carry 
out a manoeuvre and then give them a hug or a kiss. Use 
encouragement rather than coercion. You should watch and 
interpret a child's body language carefully - especially if they are too 
young to speak - as this will help you to assess their comfort level 
and whether they are happy with the skills or games that you are 
practicing 

• A relaxed, happy, smiling child is enjoying the experience. Note that 
their muscle tension will feel soft, not tight or tense 

• If a child is clinging to you, it means that they are not ready and 
need more time to adjust to a new situation. Don't rush them or 



push them away from you, but give them the security they are 
seeking 

• Crying is a baby's way of telling you that something is wrong, and 
signals a need to stop what you are doing. Redirect a child's 
attention with a toy or by playing a different game, and assess what 
caused the crying 

•   

Fear Versus Love 

  

Some caregivers and swimming programs see water as the enemy 
- a lethal danger to be feared, and a threat to be dealt with. 

These "drown-proofing" or "survival" swimming programs often rely 
on aggressive methods, such as forced back floating. 

Skills are goal-oriented and must be acquired rapidly by the child in 
order for them to save their self if they enter the water 
unexpectedly. A caregiver is generally not present in the water 
during the lessons in case the child relies on their caregiver to help 
them. 

These aggressive methods are in complete opposition to the child-
centred approach, which is based on love of the child, love of water 
and love of learning. We believe that this positive focus - and the 
fun it fosters - leads to much more successful learning than a fearful 
environment can produce. 

Water is seen as a wonderful medium for growth and development, 
and the caregiver is always in the water, bonding with his or her 



child, facilitating learning and assisting with the gradual acquisition 
of skills. 

This means that the caregiver knows exactly what their child can 
and cannot do in the water, for how long they can hold their breath 
and how competent a swimmer they are. 

The caregiver also recognises their own responsibility to safeguard 
their baby and to implement a comprehensive water safety strategy. 

  

Coping with Crankiness 

 

Everybody is allowed a bad day occasionally, and sometimes 
children will have a bad five minutes or an entirely bad week. 

Often this crankiness may be unrelated to swimming - teething is a 
common problem, as is a missed or interrupted sleep, hunger or a 
change in routine (for example if one parent is away). 

It is important for you to be sensitive to the physical energy levels 
and mood of your child and to not push them. 

Hopefully, just being in the water will help your child feel better. If 
you are swimming with other children, your child will benefit from 
observing everyone else swimming. Observation time for a child 
may mean they will try a skill later in the bath or on their next trip to 
the pool, mimicking what they saw earlier. 



Use these "off" days to focus on the skills that your child enjoys, 
relax the pace of your lesson and sing and play together. 

  

The Parent or Caregiver in the 
Pool 

 

  

Being in the water with your child is vital as it creates an immediate 
sense of security. 

A parent or caregiver provides familiarity and can progress through 
the lesson at the child's pace. 

Is your child relaxed and ready to try something new, or is she 
tense, stressed or frightened and in need of more time to adjust? 

The parent's or caregiver’s role is one of conscious and aware 
observer as well as teacher. 

How you present new material and skills to your child will be as 
important as the skills themselves. 

As this is a child-centred approach, always go at their pace, and 
remember that your tone of voice, mood and muscle tension send 
strong messages. 

  



Comparing Teaching Methods 

  

‘Aggressive’ swimming programs use pressure and coercion to 
achieve rigid goals. 

The child-centred approach is very different, and progresses at the 
child's pace. 

  

Goal Dominated Program  Child Centred Program 

skill comes first    Child comes first 

time frame rigid, pressure to 

perform 

Time-frame flexible, depends on 

child readiness 

force and coersion are 

used   

gentle guiding and encouragement 

Teacher is dominant   progress at child's pace 

no-nonsense format    fun, playful learning 

Focus on the Moment 



 

Because your child's aquatic lessons may be his first educational 
outing, they should be positive experiences that lead to many other 
educational successes as they grow up. 

It's up to you to get into your child's frame of mind; focus on the 
game, the adventure, the colour, the fun and the laughter. 

Remember that your child will be much more focused on the 
moment - on the simple delights and novel experiences - and 
shouldn't be rushed. 

Try to recall how thrilling your first ever trip to a swimming pool was 
and what your child must be excited by: 

• the feel of water on his skin 
• the bright toys 
• the sight of water all around them 
• the other people in the pool 

  

Making Aquatic Lessons Fun 



   

Crying is not a prerequisite for learning to swim, so never let an ill-
informed person tell you that this is the case. 

Add skills slowly when your child is ready, never pushing them 
beyond their abilities, and remember that forcing skills on children is 
contrary to every sound learning theory. 

Your own swimming program should resemble all the best land-
based programs for the relevant age group and contain those 
elements that best suit early education - games, toys, fun and 
laughter. 

  

Be Patient 

 



Make sure that you are relaxed and having fun during your aquatic 
lessons, enjoying the giggles and splashes that naturally 
accompany learning. 

Be patient with your child if they hate jumping off the wall or putting 
their face in the water – they are bound to surprise you in the end. 

Don't let your tone of voice or your words betray you and indicate to 
your child your disappointment or frustration. 

Instead, try another tactic or switch to another skill. Often, simply 
time and exposure to the new idea or action are required before a 
new skill seems less intimidating and begins to look like fun and 
worth trying. 

  

Using Humour 

 

Somehow, silliness has become the universal unspoken language 
that all children understand. 

Whether you're playing peek-a-boo with a baby or creating an 
elaborate pirate fantasy with a four-year-old, these children know 
we're doing something fun and want to be a part of it. 

Use play and toys to your advantage - they are great learning aids 
as well as good distractions after a child does something they are 
not sure of, like a first submersion. 



The more involved your child is in the game, the less likely they are 
to realise that they are trying something new that might be daunting. 

Keys to an Optimal Learning 
Environment 

 

To ensure that your child has the best possible environment in 
which to learn to swim, follow these guidelines: 

• the caregiver should always be in the water. This provides instant 
security and familiarity and promotes trust and bonding 

• have frequent lessons. Repetition and practice encourage smooth, 
consistent learning that closely resembles a baby's natural learning 
pattern 

• warm, clear water is essential for baby swimming. Babies do not 
have a fully developed thermal regulatory system so the water 
needs to be warm. Good water quality also ensures health and 
safety 

• develop a positive learning environment. Create an atmosphere that 
appeals to the senses by using water play activities, games, songs 
and colourful toys 

  

Encouraging Toddlers 



 

Once a baby begins evolving into a toddler, signs of emerging 
independence may challenge your parenting skills and require more 
patience both in the pool and at home. 

During this developmental stage the operative word is "no". “No" 
may truly mean "no" or it may mean "yes" or even "maybe". 

It is important at this stage not to make the pool a battleground, as 
pushing a child who is pushing you usually backfires. Instead, 
increase the amount of play and slapstick in your routine, and use 
games, distractions and rapidly changing, entertaining lessons to 
keep this age group motivated and interested. 

When communicating with a child think about how you phrase 
things, and always talk about what you are going to do in a positive 
rather than a negative way. 

For example, ask your child to "jump and splash me and get me all 
wet", rather than saying, "Jump to me, the water's not going to hurt 
you".  Always appeal to a child's sense of fun and humour - for 
example, dripping water on the face can be called a "fishy kiss". 
Remember to always praise every achievement, however small. 

If you want to stop your child from doing something, then don't just 
say "no", but use another tactic. For example, if he is jumping 
before you finish the count, ask him to count aloud with you, then 
jump. 

  



The Caregiver, the Teacher and the 
Child 

 

In this section of the Unit of Study, we examine the thoughts and 
issues that are faced by each of the tripartite in Baby and Toddler 
lessons. 

This tripartite is often referred to as the Parent/Caregiver-Teacher-
Child ‘Triangle’. 

As Water Discovery’s Jenny McPhail puts it: 

“The triangle is the relationship between the child, the parent (or 
caregiver) and the teacher. If the teacher can understand the parent 
and get to know them then the teacher can work with the parent to 
then work with the child. 

We need to teach the parent the skills in the water which can then 
benefit the relationship they already have. Understandably, the 
parent knows their child best. They know when their child is 
uncomfortable or stressed, happy or enthusiastic. 

We need to work with that parent’s knowledge and the experience 
of the teacher in the water to ensure the child is able to achieve and 
then progress.  This will build a child’s confidence as well as 
educating both parent and child.” 

Inherent is this approach, is that the teacher is very much a 
‘facilitator’ while the caregiver is the child’s primary ‘teacher’ – at 
least in the initial stages. 



The following from Barbara Nolan, relates the ‘perspective’ of each 
member of the Triangle. 

The Caregiver’s Perspective 

  

The Caregiver in a Baby and Toddler lesson in Australia is most 
often the maternal parent (Mother) but can also be the Father, an 
Adult Sibling, a Friend, Nanny, foster or adoptive Parent. 

In some overseas countries, the caregiver in aquatic lessons for 
Babies and Toddlers is predominately a live-in Nanny, often from 
another country. 

Caregivers need a teacher’s understanding and empathy because 
they may have the following thoughts and predispositions. 

Caregiver Comfort 

  



As the Caregiver, I may not feel comfortable or safe in water - 

• I will need to know the varying water depths of the pool in which my 
child and I are learning, especially if I am a non or weak swimmer 

• I will need to work at a depth in which I can comfortably stand, 
balance and safely manoeuvre my child and myself 

• I may feel out of balance and unsafe entering and exiting the water 
especially with my child in my arms 

• Manoeuvring my child in very shallow water may be strenuous on 
my back and/ or my knees 

• I may be expecting another child 

  

I may feel shy or self-conscious during my lessons - 

• If I am timid or shy by nature or simply not comfortable with 
unfamiliar people or situations I may feel uncomfortable when I first 
start lessons 

• Many modern Baby and Toddler programs include singing activities, 
please remember that I may feel uncomfortable or embarrassed 
participating in public 

• I may have body shape issues compounded by the fact that I have 
to disrobe to enter the water 

• Everyone else knows the routine for the Baby and Toddlers aquatic 
lessons. It is all unfamiliar and new to me 

  

Understanding 

 



I may not know or understand what you want me to do - 

• To ensure that I can hear and understand your directions, please 
speak carefully and clearly using key words and easy to follow 
directions 

• Others may know the names of routines or drills but I don’t 
• English (or the language used in the lesson) may not be my first 

language so I may not understand everything you say or some of 
the expressions you use 

  

I may not understand the reason behind each activity - 

• To ensure that I understand the reason we are practicing this 
activity please provide me with key points to explain the skill 

• I may have difficulty seeing your demonstrations - 
• I learn through, hearing, feeling, doing and seeing, please show me 

what you want me to do and stand where I can clearly see your 
demonstrations 

• I may have difficulty seeing due to glare, the fact that I cannot use 
my glasses or contacts in the water or because I am distracted by 
my primary charge – my child 

  

I may not be as dexterous as the Teacher and this can 
undermine my Child’s feeling of security - 

• Show me how to smoothly manoeuvre my child so that they will feel 
safe and secure in my hands 

• I may not have had as much practice doing the holds, skills and 
drills you ask me to. Allow me to progressively gain confidence and 
improve my ability over time and at my own pace 

  

Parenting Preferences 



 

I have my own parenting preferences - 

My parenting preferences may be different to your teaching 
preferences and they can impact on my expectations for your 
program 

Both my child and I need you to respect the bond we have 
established 

  

I may not have the understanding, experience or education to 
know if my expectations for my child are realistic - 

I need your gentle guidance to ensure my expectations regarding 
my child's aquatic achievements are realistic and in his best interest 

I may not recognise my child's limitations - 

My child and I are depending on your expertise to ensure my 
expectations do not exceed my child's limitations 

  

I may not understand the social and developmental benefits of 
Baby and Toddler aquatic programs- 

• My baby or toddlers development plays an important part in the 
acquisition of aquatic skills. I need my teacher to have a sound 
understanding of early childhood development 

• If I am to understand the developmental and social benefits of this 
aquatic program I need my teacher to be educated, knowledgeable 
and capable of imparting this information 



  

I may not understand the level of vigilance needed in and 
around water, no matter how skilled I perceive my Child to be - 

• I am relying on you to make sure that I am thoroughly educated 
about water safety in and around all bodies of water 

  

How much support do I have? 

• I need your understanding as my belief in early aquatics may or 
may not be supported by my family or friends 

• My day with my baby or toddler may have been rushed or 
exhausting. Listening to your directions and focusing might be 
difficult 

  

The Child’s Perspective and Rights 

 

Understanding the child’s perspective is vital for both the Teacher of 
Babies and Toddlers and the caregiver in the water with the young 
child. 

Teachers need to convey the knowledge they gain to caregivers, as 
often caregivers are unaware of the difficulties their child is facing. 

  



Safety 

 

As a young child, I need you to protect my airway - 

• Head lag may still be apparent or I may not have the strength or 
understanding to lift my face clear of the water 

• My body composition with large head and small body, plus my 
developing balance system means that I can easily overbalance in 
the water 

• I may not be capable of standing with my face clear of the water 

  

It is my birth right to feel safe, secure and relaxed - 

• Please respect my need to be with my primary caregiver 
• I have physical and developmental limitations that will affect my 

early acquisition of aquatic skills 
• I need you to be well qualified and well educated to have the 

expertise to protect both my caregiver and I 

Individuality 



 

Please respect my differences - 

• I need you treat me with dignity and to understand and respect my 
personality and temperament 

• I may be easy going, cautious or sensitive and my temperament 
may change under different conditions 

• I may not be comfortable with the feeling of water on my skin 
• I may be worried, distracted or uncomfortable in a noisy teaching 

environment 
• I may feel insecure or be distracted by the movement of the 

equipment and water 
• I will need your understanding when I’m hungry, tired or off colour 
• I am slippery when wet 
• There will be times when I need the security of my Parents or 

primary Caregiver. At these times, I need you to help my Caregivers 
understand this aspect of my development 

• Please listen to me, my behaviour can be a product of many factors 
including anxiety or fear, boredom, hunger, tiredness, feeling unwell 
or my home life 

  

Let me be a Child 



 

Play is the work of the Child - 

• I learn through play and exploration, I need you to be a facilitator 
who provides abundant opportunities for me to safely and happily 
explore the water 

• I will be learning through my many developing senses. Many of my 
actions will be driven by both my fading involuntary and my 
emerging voluntary reflexes 

• I have my social “L” plates on and need your gentle guidance to 
lead the way 

• I can be wriggly, and need you to understand how to work with my 
developing independence and my need to explore 

  

The Teacher of Babies and 
Toddlers 

 



The Teacher of Babies and Toddlers is the “facilitator” and is 
expected to be the font of all knowledge. 

Whilst you may have expertise, you are not necessarily an expert. 
You must be careful to always provide correct information. 

You gain more creditability if you are honest and say when you do 
not know. 

Find out and then convey the correct information. 

  

The Teacher’s Perspective 

 

I am vigilant in protecting the child’s airway, comfort and safety 

I am responsible for educating caregivers on their child’s limitations 
and how their child might respond in other aquatic environments 

I am vigilant in protecting caregivers who may not be comfortable in 
our water depth or space 

I am respectful of the bond between caregivers and child 

I am a facilitator who provides a safe, comfortable and nurturing 
environment for both the child and the caregiver 

I understand which activities are appropriate for each child’s 
developmental level 



I am always ethical in my behaviour towards caregivers and the 
child 

I respect the privacy of the information caregivers provide to me 

I understand the implications in Baby and Toddler aquatics of the 
different parenting styles and I have ethical measures in place to 
assist and educate the caregivers with their aquatic activities 

I understand the implications to the child’s learning due to the child 
or caregiver’s temperament 

I am vigilant in demonstrating the safe use of equipment to 
caregivers 

I clearly demonstrate safe and comfortable holds to caregivers 

I understand and can convey to caregivers the importance of play 
and exploration in Baby and Toddler aquatics 

The actions I take and the words that I use in my program are 
designed to build both the child and the caregiver’s self esteem and 
to nurture the child’s emerging autonomy 

  

 


