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Aquatics for Individuals with Challenges is a guide for swim instructors, coaches, and others
who are looking for strategies to help individuals with challenges achieve the full benefits of
participation in swimming or related activities. It goes beyond traditional teaching and training
methods that focus on skill development, and provides practical information that explores:•What
are the benefits of aquatics for individuals with challenges?•What are the safety and risk
management considerations when assisting individuals with challenges?•What are the physical,
intellectual, and behavioral conditions that create challenges for individuals who participate in
aquatic activities, and what are the characteristics?•How can aquatic activities and teaching
methods be individualized, from a developmental perspective, to meet the goals of participants
with challenges?•What are practical methods to use for program administration and
implementation?Whether you are new to aquatics or an experienced professional, Aquatics for
Individuals with Challenges provides a clear explanation of how to put concepts into practice,
and assist individuals in an instructional, competitive, recreational, or aquatic therapy
setting.Contents:Chapter 1 - PrioritiesChapter 2 - BenefitsChapter 3 - SafetyChapter 4 -
Challenge-specific CharacteristicsChapter 5 - Individualizing AquaticsChapter 6 - Program
AdministrationChapter 7 - Program ImplementationGlossaryAbout the AuthorSusan J. Grosse,
president of Aquatic Consulting & Education Resource Services, has authored many
publications on aquatics including Water Learning and Lifeguard Training Activities and Games
(both published by Human Kinetics), as well as Assessment of Swimming in Physical Education
(published by the National Association for Sport and Physical Education). Her numerous aquatic
articles have appeared in the International Journal of Aquatic Research and Education, the
Journal of the International Council for Health, Physical Education, Recreation—Sport and
Dance, American Therapeutic Recreation Journal, Parks and Recreation, National Aquatic
Journal, Palaestra, Strategies and AKWA. She has edited the Aquatic Therapy Journal and
serves as a reviewer for several national journals.Her work in adapted aquatics began at F. J.
Gaenslen Orthopedic School in Milwaukee, WI and continues today on the online education
faculty of the Aquatic Therapy and Rehab Institute. She is a Master Clinician in Adapted
Aquatics and past chair of the AAHPERD Aquatic Council. She has been an instructor trainer for
the American Red Cross for five decades. She is a nationally recognized presenter in the field
and continues to travel to present workshops.
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AuthorDedicationI am grateful to the many, many people who have contributed to this material.
However, we learn best when we watch carefully and listen to our students. Therefore, this book



is dedicated to the physically and multiply challenged children who were my students at F.J.
Gaenslen Orthopedic School in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. Their accomplishments in aquatics are
what has made all the rest of this possibleDo not go where the path may lead,go instead where
there is no path and leave a trail. - Robert FrostForewordAquatics for Individuals with Challenges
is a natural evolution of a previously published manual, Aquatics for Children with Challenges,
also authored by Susan J. Grosse. The child-specific manual was written for a training program
created in 2014 as a joint initiative of the Aquatic Therapy and Rehab Institute (ATRI), USA
Swimming, and the Starfish Aquatics Institute (SAI). The program included the Aquatics for
Children with Challenges manual, an online course, and an in-person workshop. It was the first
multi-agency effort to provide integrated training for swim instructors, aquatic therapists, and
swim coaches.When I approached Susan with the idea of expanding the manual beyond just
children and refining the content into a book, she graciously and enthusiastically agreed. Susan
is a well-respected author and has taught individuals with challenges in the water for much of
her career. She passionately seeks to educate professionals in the field that started as “adapted
aquatics” through the efforts of early pioneer Louise Priest.In a related connection, I am honored
that this book is the first publication of the Starfish Publishing Group, as Louise Priest has been
a mentor instrumental in influencing both Susan’s and my careers. I hope it will continue Louise’s
legacy through Susan’s work and my involvement in getting it to print.In 2014, a review of the
original manual was published in the International Journal of Aquatic Research and Education
(IJARE). Editor Stephen J. Langendorfer, Ph.D., wrote, “This particular chapter provides one of
the most comprehensive approaches for helping instructors make developmentally appropriate
decisions about individual children who will be in their care.” This book contains content from
that original chapter. The review is still as relevant as ever and speaks to the strong
developmental and aquatic principles that you will find inside.Over the years, professionals have
used various terms such as adapted, adaptive, special needs, special populations, therapeutic
aquatics and others to describe aquatics programs for individuals with challenges. Regardless
of the currently preferred terminology, this specialty field has been neglected for too long. I
sincerely hope that Aquatics for Individuals with Challenges will fuel interest and improve
professional development across all aquatic programs and training specialties.Jill E.
WhiteFounderStarfish Aquatics InstituteStarfish Publishing GroupPrefacePractical, accessible,
and easy to understand, this guide should be your go-to resource to solve problems and meet
the needs of the individuals you teach or coach.ApproachYou will find information relating to
terms and labels. Labels can be very useful for describing the origins of challenges. However, no
matter what a label says, the immediate challenge is in the actual circumstances in which the
individual is involved. Our focus here is on individuals - individuals with challenges. Not
individuals with disabilities, impairments, or who are failing. It is the individual who comes
first.Organization and FeaturesThe book provides a primer of basic information about the
challenges and possible modifications to help the individual achieve the most from the water
experience.Chapter 1 (Priorities), and Chapter 2 (Benefits), set the stage for understanding the



importance of aquatics for individuals with challenges.Chapter 3 (Safety) explores methods for
reducing risk with helpful challenge-specific recommendations. Topics include the pool
environment, safe handling, contagion, implementation of safety rules, and teaching safety to
individuals with challenges.Chapter 4 - (Challenge Specific Characteristics) breaks down
specific challenges into several categories. Each challenge is described, followed by facilitation
and safety hints. Each section includes a list of associated terms, which are in the
Glossary.Chapter 5 - (Individualizing Aquatics) starts with goal setting, activity planning,
progressions, and transfer of learning concepts. It then moves into how to modify aquatic
activities and use motor performance variations. The presentation uses an “if-then” approach
based on the individual’s needs rather than a prescribed method based on a diagnosis. Motor
performance variations include body position, leg action, arm action, breathing, and
coordination. The chapter wraps up with sections on the importance of a multidisciplinary
approach and physical fitness for individuals with challenges, alternatives to swimming, and
assessment options.Chapter 6 - (Program Administration) provides information on the various
aspects you should consider when creating or managing a swim program (of any size) that
includes individuals with challenges. Topics here include programming, staffing, program entry,
program placement, and an overview of therapeutic aquatic treatment options.Chapter 7 -
(Program Implementation) provides practical ideas to use while teaching for communication,
behavior management, equipment, evaluation and feedback, and transition to inclusive
aquatics.The book wraps up with a Case Study section of worksheets for you to use to practice
the concepts you have learned.You may encounter unfamiliar terms. A Glossary provides a
resource of over 120 words for your reference.While this book includes a lot of challenge-
specific information, you will encounter individuals with challenges not referenced here. The
individual, the individual’s parents, or medical caregivers, will be your best sources for help with
unknown medical conditions or unusual situations.Removing a challenge is not your job. Your
task is to help the individual - as much as possible - overcome the challenge as it affects
successful engagement in aquatic activities. If you are successful, what you do will improve the
quality of life for that individual in unfathomable ways.Chapter 1PRIORITIESAquatics is a broad
field encompassing varied activities that participants can enjoy across the lifespan. Being
comfortable and confident in the water is also a life safety skill. For individuals with challenges,
learning aquatic skills and participating in aquatic activities can be a gratifying experience.
Teaching aquatics to individuals with challenges can also be highly rewarding when appropriate
priorities are understood and in place.Safety ConsiderationsIn any aquatic activity, participant
safety is of the highest priority. Chapter 3 details safety issues particular to working with
individuals with specific challenges. At the outset, it will be helpful for you to remember the
following points:The presence of a challenge might mean that an individual cannot recognize or
respond to a dangerous situation. For example, a deaf individual may not hear a lifeguard’s
whistle; an individual with a physical challenge may not be able to quickly move out of the way;
an individual with a perceptual-motor challenge may not recognize deep water from shallow



water.The presence of a challenge might mean that an individual cannot understand or will not
follow regular pool rules. For example, someone with cognitive or intellectual challenges may not
understand the invisible parameters of a diving area or be able to read “no diving” deck signs; a
person with a behavioral challenge may not have sufficient impulse control to avoid
confrontations with others.Individuals with challenges may not be able to follow the directions of
a lifeguard to assist in their rescue or rescue of others. For example, a person with limited arm
use or a fisted hand position may not be able to grasp an extended rescue device; someone with
limited attention may not be able to move out of the way of a lifeguard who is in the process of
rescuing someone else.Individuals with challenges may be unable to control pool equipment.
For example, a person with limited balance may easily fall from a flotation device; a person with
limited mobility may be unable to regain an item that gets away from them.What might not be an
emergency for an individual without significant challenges could easily be an emergency for an
individual with a challenge. For example, recovery to a stand from a back float might take more
time for someone just learning this skill. However, being unable to recover quickly may be an
emergency for an individual with a perceptual-motor problem, making it difficult to determine
which direction is up. Swimming into or under a buoy line may not be a problem for an individual
who can recognize where they are and turn around but may be a real hazard for an individual
who cannot see, who may then end up in deep water.What is an aid for an individual with one
type of challenge can be a hazard for another individual with a different challenge. For example,
leaving a walker or crutches on the deck, near the pool edge, can be very useful for an individual
with limited mobility on land and yet be a hazard for someone with limited vision, who could then
trip over that equipment. See also “Safe Equipment Use” and “Challenge-specific Facilitation
and Safety Hints”.The Role of the LifeguardLifeguards are trained to respond to any participant
in distress or drowning. However, it would be better if an individual with a challenge did not get
into distress or drowning in the first place. That means those working with individuals with
challenges must be vigilant in supervision.It is unnecessary for the lifeguard to be given specific
information on every participants’ challenges. The lifeguard should be able to respond effectively
to any patron in difficulty. However, there are challenge-specific considerations that you, the
person working with that individual, should be able and ready to address or communicate in the
event of an emergency or when information would help the individual have a safer
experience.Challenge-related CircumstancesIt is very important for you to know of any
circumstances related to an individual’s challenge that could contribute to an emergency
situation. For example:Does the individual have significant allergies and carry an epinephrine
autoinjector? Should the autoinjector be kept at poolside?Does the individual have asthma and
carry an inhaler? Should the inhaler be kept at the poolside?Is the individual a hemophiliac? Do
bumps and bruises need special care?Does the individual have brittle bones? Are those bones
supported by rods? Is special care needed for bumps?Does the individual have seizures? What
is the seizure pattern? Are the seizures under medical control? If one seizure occurs, is another
likely?All of the above examples are related to potentially life-threatening situations. Be prepared



with available information so that the individual’s post-emergency care is the very best care
possible.Providing Developmental OpportunitiesThe primary responsibility of anyone working
with an individual with challenges is to nurture as that individual grows and develops. People are
“works in process”, which is especially true for children with challenges that can inhibitgrowth
and development.Knowing an individual’s chronological age provides a baseline for where that
person would typically be along a normal growth and development timeline. However, a
challenge can mean an individual has not been able to keep up in terms of motor development,
intellectual development, social growth, maturation, or psychological and emotional
development. When slower development occurs, the result is a discrepancy between numerical
age and actual knowledge, skills and behaviors. Therefore, you will need to be prepared to
nurture the whole person when working with individuals with challenges.To provide this
nurturing, remember that all common developmental principles apply to all people. We can
identify stages of growth that are progressive and predictable. When working with an individual
with challenges, it becomes a matter of investigating how a particular challenge affects
movement through these predictable stages.Some individuals with challenges will vary little from
the norm when it comes to aquatics. They will be more capable in the water than on land and will
benefit from aquatic activity, whether therapeutic, instructional, recreational, or competitive.
Other individuals, particularly those with more severe challenges, will also benefit from aquatic
participation but will need a program geared to capitalize on their strengths to mitigate their
weaknesses.Too often, professionals working with individuals with challenges focus on a label
for the specific challenge. From that label, they have preconceptions and make generalizations.
But focusing on the negative is a counter-productive approach, as some challenges cannot be
changed. For example, an individual born without an arm or an individual who is blind will never
have that missing arm or that eyesight. For these individuals, building competencies based on
their strengths is the preferable way to set goals and plan activities.People tend to live up to
expectations, whether those expectations are positive or negative. Given positive role models,
inspirational activities, and an inclusive attitude on the part of aquatic professionals, individuals
with challenges can participate and achieve within the scope of a wide variety of aquatic
programs.Nurturing Individuals with ChallengesPeople in general, and especially children, are
very astute. They know the concepts of “same” and “different”. An individual with a challenge
usually knows they are “different” and that being different is not a good thing. It is up to anyone
working with an individual with a challenge to accept that individual. This person may move,
speak, behave, think, process, or look differently from others or from what others expect. But
that individual is, first and foremost a person and is more similar to other individuals than
different.People like to have fun. They enjoy praise. Accomplishment makes them feel good.
Being scolded has the opposite effect. Characteristics like these do not change with the
presence of a challenge. What does change is how the individual functions in daily life, given the
circumstances of the challenge. Wanting to be liked and cared for are universal, even when a
person’s behavior demonstrates the opposite. When in doubt, remember people are individuals



first and challenged second.Empathy is an essential word to remember. When you emphathize,
you recognize a challenge and understand its potential for negative impact on the individual. You
respond in a helpful way to assist the individual and help them overcome the effects of that
challenge.Empathy is not the same as sympathy or pity, which diminishes the individual’s core
value and projects failure into daily life situations. You should always nurture through
empathy.Use Table 1.1 below to distinguish between feelings and actions of empathy and those
of sympathy and pity.In the first situation, being empathic validates the task’s difficulty, while
providing useful information to assist the individual in completing that task; sympathy results in
doing the task for the individual. With sympathy, the individual believes they failed at a dressing
task and learned that quitting gets other people to do tasks for them.In the next situation, being
empathic recognizes the individual did perform some exercises and some counting but did not
finish or count correctly. The counting error may be a fabrication to get out of exercising rather
than a justifiable math error. Catching the person’s manipulation in a way that corrects the
situation while allowing the person to save face results in a win/win for both instructor and
individual. If the instructor just accepts and praises the error or the deception, the individual has
not benefited from the activity, and had a lie reinforced.In the last situation, the empathic
response validates the swimmer’s fatigue and provides a short rest before completing the task.
The rest interval helps meet the individual’s needs while continuing the activity. The sympathetic
response allows the individual to quit – and again fail - reinforcing a negative self-concept rather
than enhancing it.Safety, individual development, and nurturing are all related. A safe individual
is one that, absent from harm, is free to develop in a wide variety of ways. Through nurturing,
that development is positive and supports continued success in all aspects of daily life.Chapter
2BENEFITSParticipation in aquatics can provide benefits for anyone, and individuals with
challenges are no exception. A person’s challenge does not diminish the value of aquatic
engagement. Instead, the presence of any challenging circumstance only serves to enhance the
benefits aquatic participation can provide to that individual.To better understand how aquatic
participation results in enhanced benefits for those with a challenge, this chapter will explore
several categories: gross motor, fine motor, health and physical fitness, socioemotional,
intellectual and cognitive, and speech and language. Benefits with the most significant impact
will vary from person to person, depending on that individual’s challenge and the aquatic activity.
Also, emphasis on a specific benefit will change as the individual moves through developmental
stages.Aquatic activity has the potential to benefit individuals with challenges in a wide variety of
ways. It is impossible to predict all the specific benefits of any particular activity. Instead,
remember to be open to all potential benefits.Gross MotorMotor development is progressive.
Gross motor skills develop before fine motor skills. Research has also shown that gross motor
development can affect brain function. Gross motor development is the basis for balance,
coordination, and perceptual-motor development in the growing child.For the individual of any
age with a challenge, gross motor activity undertaken on land is subject to gravity. In water,
gravity is negated, and natural buoyancy facilitates motor engagement. This buoyancy makes



activity in water highly desirable for the enhancement of gross motor development. In water, it is
possible to fill in motor gaps and expand motor experiences.ResourcesDoidge, N. 2007. The
brain that changes itself. New York, NY: Penguin.Grosse, S. 2008. Water: the ideal early learning
environment. Exceptional parent, 38(2), 62-63. February.Hurwitz, J. 2004. Research flows to new
depths: Aquatic exercise can enhance brain function. AKWA. 17(2). December/January.Jorgic,
B., Dimitrijevic, L., Aleksandrovic, M., et al. 2012. The Swimming program effects on the gross
motor function, mental adjustment to the aquatic environment, and swimming skills in children
with cerebral palsy: a pilot study. Special education and rehabilitation. 11(1), 51-66.Stein, J.
2004. Motor development, the brain, and aquatic therapy. Aquatic therapy journal. 6(2), 19-23.
Can be found in Sova, R. and Taucher, G. eds. 2012. Aquatic therapy journal anthology II.
Milwaukee, WI: Aquatic Consulting & Education Resource Services.Fine MotorIn addition to
being progressive, motor development occurs from proximal to distal - musculoskeletal control
will develop closer to the midline of the body first and proceed outward. Controlled movement of
shoulders will take place before control of the fingers. Shoulder movement is gross motor.
Movement of the fingers is considered fine motor.For the individual with challenges, fine motor
control can affect the ability to hold and use equipment. Without being able to hold and use
equipment the individual will miss out on developing hand strength. While fine motor activities
are not, typically, associated with aquatics, hand position and arm strength are important
components of actual swim strokes. Also related to fine motor control, manipulating objects
during water activities can enhance fine motor planning, finger dexterity, and fine motor
control.ResourcesGrosse, S. 2007. Water learning. Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics.Health and
Physical FitnessA satisfactory level of health and physical fitness is necessary for a full quality of
life. Aquatic activity provides quality exercise in support of maintaining health and developing
and maintaining fitness. For the individual with a challenge, this is of critical importance.
Childhood is when almost all growth and development occurs. Build a healthy, fit body in youth,
and it will serve that individual well for the rest of their life. Ignore health and fitness and the
stage is set for life-long problems.Physical fitness at any age consists of strength, flexibility,
endurance, cardiorespiratory, and body fat components. These components do not develop in
isolation, but rather they are all interlinked. Movement in water, for example, increases strength
through working against the resistance of the water. Continued activity in water builds endurance
as movement is sustained. The more the body’s systems work, the more cardiorespiratory
systems engage and become strengthened. During water activity, joints are moved by muscles,
enhancing the range of motion to maintain balance and develop coordination. Water activity,
with an appropriate diet, can help control body fat.Fitness is activity-based, and water activity is
a prime example of something any individual can engage in, regardless of challenge. Living with
a challenge means that the individual will need to work harder at a wide variety of daily living
tasks for the rest of their life. Being physically fit and in good health means that individuals will be
more independent and have a higher quality of life than a similar individual who has a poor level
of fitness and lack of general good health. For an individual with more severe challenges, water



activity may be the only way to build health and fitness. See also “Physical
Fitness”.ResourcesGetz, M. et. al. 2012. The Effect of aquatic and land-based training on the
metabolic cost of walking and motor performance in children with cerebral palsy: A pilot study.
International scholarly research: rehabilitation. Vol. 2012. 8 pages. hindawi.com/journals/
isrn/2012/657979.Miller, S. 2012. The Effects of a supplemental therapeutic aquatic exercise
program on the physical fitness levels of Special Olympic athletes. Master’s thesis. The
ScholarShip Repository: thescholarship.ecu.edu/handle/10342/3975.SocioemotionalWater is
socially engaging. Water grabs attention. Water forces interaction. Participation in aquatic
activities requires adherence to rules and structure. Interaction with others is a natural part of the
process.Some individuals with challenges have little opportunity for everyday engagement with
various other children or adults. Inclusion in aquatic activities is part of the typical childhood
experience. Children should learn to be safe in and around water and, if possible, learn to
swim.Whatever accomplishments an individual achieves in water safety and learning aquatic
skills can contribute to a positive self-concept and self-actualization. Achievements in an
environment with peers provides emotional and social benefits for all individuals - with or without
challenge.For the individual who does not typically relate to people or the environment, water
can attract focus and stimulate those interactions. For the individual with behavioral challenges,
learning how to self-monitor during aquatic activities (which is a requirement for safe swimming),
can benefit in all areas of that person’s daily life. Regardless of the skill level or challenge, the
aquatic environment - so very different from the rest of the person’s day - can facilitate significant
social and emotional benefits.ResourcesBlackmore, C. 2003. Movement is essential to learning.
Journal of physical education, recreation and dance. 74(9). 22-25. November/December.Broach,
E. and McKenney, A. 2012. Social fun and enjoyment: viable outcomes in aquatics for individuals
with physical disabilities. International journal of aquatic research and education. 6(2), 171-187.
May.Haddock, P. 2012. Confidence gain. ADVANCE for physical therapy and rehab medicine.
August. 28-30.Sahu, M. 2012. A comparative study of difference in enjoyment between
physically challenged and normal children. International journal of physical education. 5(1),
53-55.Intellectual and CognitiveWater is a wonderful learning environment. The very best way to
learn about liquids and the properties of solids when placed in liquids is through self-immersion.
There is no better way for individuals of any age to have these experiences than in an aquatic
program where they can see and feel buoyancy, action and reaction, propulsion, acceleration,
center of mass, upthrust and turbulence.In addition, water is a great environment for learning
academics. Some children with challenges have difficulty with desk-based learning tasks and
paper and pencil abstractions. In the water, math, language, spelling, science, social studies,
and even computer science (put those old keyboards on the pool bottom) can be taught and
reinforced. In water, children can move through the liquid medium, manipulate objects, and have
fun while working on those same classroom academic tasks that may be difficult on
land.ResourcesGrosse, S. 2007. Water learning. Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics.Grosse, S. and
Lambeck, J. 2004 The Halliwick method: A comparison of applications to swim instruction and



aquatic therapy, International council for health, physical education, recreation-sport and dance
journal. 40(4), 31-36. Fall.Speech and LanguageThe development of useful language depends
on various factors, including but not limited to, hearing, sight, mental processing, oral motor
control, breathing, and focus.
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Martin Block, “lots of great, useful information. I just skimmed through the book, and I am looking
forward to reading it in more detail. But my first impression is that this is a nice addition to the
literature on adapted aquatics. A few things I found particularly unique with this book: • Safety
chapter is a real strength. Not many books provide this level of detail regarding safety.•
Challenge-specific facilitation and safety hints for specific disabilities is nicely done and provides
good suggestions.• "If and then" pieces are a nice addition to provides several realistic
examples of situations that may occur and possible solutions,• Administration chapter is a
strength. Good points about staff training.• Nice section on transition to inclusive swim
programs• I like the case studies at the end; readers will find these case studies particularly
useful”

sue nelson, “Education all in one place "Water is for Everyone". I like how the information is laid
out, very easy to follow and understand. This tool is great for training staff, swim teachers and
coaches. This is the Foundation that will allow staff to design and develop "water programs" for
all ages of individuals with challenges. Thank you Starfish”

Dr. Peter Aufsesser, “Sue has been an expert in the field her entire career.. This book gives the
reader the luxury of her career worth of expertise in the area. As an inductee in the Swimming
Hall of Fame in the Adapted Aquatics arena I love the book. Thanks for sharing your life of
experience”

The book by Michael Krell has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 4 people have provided feedback.
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