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splashes

Infant swimming lessons can

help babies socialise, gain water

confidence and leam other

skills ‘t_l_S_e_fl_.__l]_ botl_l_in and out the
pool. Lucy Atkinsreports
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hen two-year-ald
Elizabeth Jelley

herself, swim to the edge and hold
on to the side, She spent about four
minutes alone in the 4ft-deep poal
while her mother, Amanda, was
searching for her. Amanda. from
Meseyside, found Elizabeth clinging
to the sideof the pool and calling her.
Sheis convinced her toddier survived
because of the swimming lessons she
hadhad since she was eight months
ald. *Most children drown becanse
they panic whenthey fall into water,”
says Jess Thompson, founder of Water
Eabies, a nationwide company that

- provides infant swimming lessons.
“We teech children to become familiar
with water.”

More parents than ever before are

enrolling their infants — some at just
& few daysold — m swimming classes.
A 2007 survey by the Swimming
Teachers® Assoclation (5TA) showed an

| 849 increase in the number of babies
under the age of two having swimming

| lessonsover the previous two years.

| They estimate that more than 300,000
babies and toddlers m the UK are now

| taking classes. :

| Billed as a way for infants to goin
water eonfidence, mesat othaer babies

| and have some fun, swimming lessons,

| like mest baby-centric aetivities,
Can be pricey, not tomention time
Consuming. Is it really worth 117

Suzanne Matthews, an educational

' consultant from 5t Belen®s, Merseyside
whose son Simeon took a swimming
course recently, says the benefits have
been a huge surprise. “Inever would
have believed | would watch my nine-
month-old swim up from underwater

| by himzelf, take hold of the side of

| the pool and support hiz head out of

| water,” she savs. “The skills we have
developed have been incredibly useful
cutside the pool too. We can wash his

| hairin the bath without getting soap
in his ey ing th d et

command to hold on in the pool he
understood the same command on
land.” Thompson says there are more
subtle effects, too. “Mast of our clients
are first-time mums, who can be
nervous. Having skin-to-skin contact
with their baby, withan i
instructor taking responsibility and
guidance, isinvaluable, You

offering
really see that confidence transfer itself -

on to dry land.*

Classes ran range from simple, rela-
tively unstructured splashing arcund
to more organised tminingschedules.
In the latter, parents might learn how

- o holda baby in the water without
| lebting them drink it, and how to help

them get uead talying on their hacks.
As the babies grow more agile they
learn to “monkey monkey” alongthe

| side — cling on and move around on

their own. “It's fantastic, seeing aling

commands, and after learning the
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of tiny balses, all supporting themn-

| selves on the mil completely independ-

ently,” says Thompson, They can also
learn toswim through hoops, walk
ower wobbly rafts, use long swimming
floats ac horses, and even learnto
“holiday swim” — hold on to their
parent’s back as they dive down and
glide along the bottom of the pool.
Up to the age of about 18 menths, ~
ababy's epiglottis will automatically
close over and block the throat when
itis submerged inwater, Accord-
ing to Tan McKinley, a paediatrician
at Manchester children’s hospital,
this means that a properly super-
vised baby can be safely allowed to
go under the water for short periods
(for up to halfa minute). However,
some hahy swimming experts fiear
that this inveluntary action — some-
times known as the “gag reflex” ar
the “dive reflex” — is being misused
by untrained teachers. “The slam-
dunk effect is still going strong,” says
Thompson, “There are teachers who
put babies under the water willy-
nilly* This may be dangerous, not
to mention traumatic for the baby.
Good Instructors place the emphasis
on teaching babies te hold her breath
and go under the water voluntarily
—if pushed, they may develop new
fears rather than gain confidence.
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Some parenting websites advise
waiting until your baby has had its first
bout of immumsations (at two monthsy
befare setting foot ina public pool.
However, says McKinley, “it is perfectly
saffe to take a baby swimming before

| their jabs, providing the wateris warm

enough— at least 32 for a baby under
12 weeks oid or under 120b, and 30C for
abalby over 12 wesksor 121", A baby's
early vaccinations protect againetin-
fections such as diphtheria. pertussis
and HiB {(Haemophilus influenzae type
B). “Theze are transmittad in the gir, 50
swimming pools do not carry a greater
risk of infecticn than anywhere else,”
ha says. Most public baths, hewever,
are too éold for a small haby, unlew
there isa hydrotherapy pocl. But,says
Thompson, you can buy wetsuits even
for timy babies (try splashabout.net)
‘which can keep ababy warm encugh
for short periods.

Itiz worth seaking out good
teachers. says Matthaws: “Swimming
issuch a pesitive experience for
Simeon that singing the swimming
s0Mgs to him alms his tears out of
the pool, too™ &




