


Adapted Learn to 
Swim Training for 

Aquatic and Therapy 
Professionals 



Tana B. Carson, PhD, OT, WSIT
Assistant Professor in Occupational Therapy 

Florida International University 
E: tcarson@fiu.edu  

P: 305-348-9560



Tania Santiago Perez, PhD, CTRS, WSI
Interim Chair & Associate Teaching Professor

Rehabilitation and Recreational Therapy
E: tsantiag@fiu.edu

P:305-348-9560



LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Discuss common challenges that aquatic 
professionals face in the provision of adapted learn to 
swim programs.

2. Identify basic strategies for the most common 
pediatric disabilities that can be incorporated into 
swim instruction.

3. Identify additional continuing education 
opportunities to meet their individualized needs for 
adapted learn to swim techniques and skills.



Drowning Facts

• Drowning is the leading cause of death for children 1‐
4 years of age in the U.S. 

• Florida leads the nation in drowning deaths of children 
ages 1‐4, according to the Florida Dept. of Health.

• If the child survives a near drowning, ~10% will suffer 
permanent brain damage.

• There are 1.2 million backyard and public pools and 
tens of thousands of natural bodies of water in Florida 
where possibility of drowning can occur. 



Drowning Facts (cont’d) 

People who have a higher risk of drowning:

‐Children ages 1‐4 (with most drownings happening in 
swimming pools)

‐Males (80% of people who die from drowning are male)

‐American Indian or Alaska Native people ages 29 and 
younger are 2 times higher than the rates for White people

‐In swimming pools, Black children ages 10‐14 years drown at 
rates 7.6 times higher than White children.



Not being able to swim is a risk factor for drowning (CDC, 2021).  

The World Health Organization (WHO, 2017) recommends 
teaching school-age children swimming and water safety as one 
of 10 interventions to prevent drowning.  

74% of the time, fatal drowning occurs among non-swimmers 
(Eichelberger et al., 2004) 

Why is Swimming Important?



• Drowning is the most common cause of unintentional injury death in people with 
seizure disorders such as epilepsy, with the bathtub being the most common site of 
drowning (CDC, 2021).  

• Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and heart conditions are associated with a higher risk 
of drowning (CDC, 2021): 
• The risk of unintentional drowning is twice as high for children with ASD compared 

to peers (CDC, 2021). 
• Unintentional drowning accounts for 91% of wandering related injuries or deaths 

for children with ASD under 14 (National Autism Association, 2017).     
• In children with ASD, drowning most often occurs in natural bodies of water such 

as: ponds (52.2%), rivers (13%), and lakes (13%) (Guan & Li, 2017)  

 

 

Drowning Statistics in Disability



• Intended to meet the different needs of individuals (client-centered) 
 
• Changes are made so individuals with a specific need (disability, age-related changes, 
etc.) can successfully participate 

• Accommodation (changes to environment) VS. Modification (changes to the activity)

• Considerations: swimmer-instructor ratio, time, tools, knowledge

What is Adapted Learn to Swim?





Complete Part 1 of SWOT 
Analysis:

Strengths in Providing 
Adapted-Learn-to-Swim



Challenges to 
Providing Adapted LTS



3 main challenges (n=25)
1. Limited Staffing.
2. Lack of Staff and Instructors Training.
3. Lack of Materials.

According to Aquatic Professionals in Florida 



3 main challenges (n=64)
1. Need for Additional Instructor Training

• Disability-specific knowledge
• Modifications/adaptations
• Standard Adapted-Learn-To-Swim Curriculum

2. Lack of Resources
• Staff
• Funding
• Pool Space
• Equipment

3. Need for Collaboration
• With Families
• With other Community Organizations

According to Aquatic Professionals Across the U.S. 
(AOAP) 



Let’s Discuss…. 
What Challenges do Therapists Experience? 



Time to 
Complete Part 

2 of your SWOT 
Analysis:

Weaknesses & 
Threats



Strategies for Common 
Pediatric Diagnoses



Strategies for Teaching Children with 
Disabilities to Swim  

Slower 
Pace

Takes more time to develop complex 
motor skills, desensitize, reduce anxiety, 

etc. 

Identifying 
Barriers

Person:sensory, cognitive, behavioral, or 

physical limitations
Environment: logistical, financial, time 

limitations

Specialized Support
• Understanding different disabilities.

• Higher ratio of staff to participant (1:1, 2:1 or more)

Assessing 
Fear

Parents: Misconception that learning to swim  more 
comfortable near water increased risk

Swimmers: sensory overload, anxiety, etc.

Different Progression
Swim skill progression and strokes might 

look differentand may require 

adaptations



Scoping Review
Manuscript in preparation:

Title: Defining Adapted Learn to Swim

Authors: Carson, T.B., Santiago‐Perez, T., 
Granda, S., Montoto, Z., Ramos, M., & 
Rodriguez, C.



Time to Complete 
Part 3 of your 

SWOT Analysis:
Opportunities



Continuing Education and 
Certification 

Opportunities on Adapted 
Learn-To-Swim



Blaze Sports Adaptive Swim Certification



iCanShine: Adapted SwimInstructor 
Training Program



Nicklaus Children's Hospital Marino 
Adapted Aquatics Certification



Nurturing Water Therapies: Adaptive 
Swim Instructor Certification



Starfish Aquatics Institute:
Adapted Aquatics Instructor



Swim Angelfish Adaptive Swim 
Whisperers



Let’s Discuss:
What type of CE is best for YOU?



If you are a recreational 
therapist, please tell us 
about your experiences 
with adapted aquatics...

https://go.fiu.edu/FRPA2023



If you are a recreational 
therapist, please tell us 
about your experiences 
with adapted aquatics...

https://go.fiu.edu/FRPA2023



ATTENDANCE CHECK IN

Who is with us?



For more information about the 
Florida Recreation and 
Park Association 
visit frpa.org

Thank You!

Tana B. Carson
Occupational Therapy
E: tcarson@fiu.edu

P: 305-348-9560

Tania Santiago Perez
Recreational Therapy
E: tsantiag@fiu.edu

P: 305-348-3220



If you are a recreational 
therapist, please tell us 
about your experiences 
with adapted aquatics...

https://go.fiu.edu/FRPA2023


