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Abstract:
Thirty-six first graders were given ten swimming lessons by certified American Red Cross instructors.
Each child’s mother was given a test to measure her anxiety level towards swimming. Half of the
mothers were selected to participate in the water with their children.

The number of lessons it took each child to learn specific skills was recorded. Skills learned within two
days of introduction were considered rapid progress. The correlation of the mother’s anxiety score with
her child's progress showed mothers who were highly anxious had children who progressed
significantly slower on the first three skills of breath holding, rhythmic breathing, and the prone float.
Mothers with low anxiety towards swimming had children who progressed significantly faster on the
same three skills. After a child learned the first three skills, his progress was no longer significantly
related to his mother’s anxiety level. Children who progressed rapidly on the first three skills were
characterized by high motor educability scores, no observable fear of the water, and had mothers with
low anxiety levels.

The rate of progress was not significantly different between groups with and without the mother’s
participation in the water. 
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ABSTRACT

• Thirty-six first graders were given ten swimming lessons by 
certified American Red Cross instructors. Each child’s mother was given 
a test to measure her anxiety level towards swimming. Half of the 
mothers were selected to participate in the water with their children.

The number of lessons it took each child to learn specific 
skills was recorded. Skills learned within two days of introduction 
were considered rapid progress. The correlation of the mother’s anxiety 
score with her. child's progress showed mothers who were highly anxious 
had children.who progressed significantly slower on the first three 
skills of breath holding, rhythmic breathing, and the prone float.. 
Mothers with low anxiety towards swimming had children who progressed 
significantly faster on the same three skills. After a child learned 
the first three skills, his progress was no longer significantly 
related to his mother’s anxiety level. Children who progressed rapidly 
on the first three skills were characterized by high motor educability 
scores, no observable fear of the water, and had mothers with low 
anxiety levels.

■ The rate of progress was not significantly different between 
groups with and without the mother’s participation in the water.



Chapter I

INTRODUCTION

Children learning to swim progress at different paces. It is 

probable that several factors are influential in determining the rate 

of progress.

Research suggests that the mother is the major attitude influence 

on the child ,during the early years. However, no direct testing, of the 

mother’s attitudes towards a specific gross motor skills in relation to 

her child's performance in learning that skill has been found by the 

investigator.

It is the purpose of this study to investigate whether high 

anxiety levels towards swimming by mothers is related, to slow progress 

in her child’s learning to swim.

THE PROBLEM

Statement of the Problem '

The purpose of this study is to determine: (I) the effect of .

a mother’s low anxiety level toward swimming on'her child’s progress in . 

learning to swim; (2) the effect of a mother's high anxiety level toward 

.swimming on her child's progress in learning to.swim; (3) if the 

presence of a .mother who possesses low anxiety toward swimming makes 

any significant difference in the child’s progress.in learning, to swim; 

and (4) if the presence of a mother with high anxiety toward swimming
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makes any significant difference in the child’s progress in learning to 

swim.

Hypothesis •

It is hypothesized that there will be a significant relationship 

between a mother’s anxiety level and her child’s progress in learning to 

swim. It is further hypothesized that the mother's presence in the 

pool will make no significant difference in the progress of the child 

learning to swim.

Importance of the Study

As a result of this study, mothers may become aware of how their 

attitudes and feelings are often reflected by their children. A mother 

who understands her own fear of water may realize that she has indir

ectly passed this fear on to her child. Often the.transfer is completed 

by non-verbal means.

This information should be of use to swimming instructors and

administrative personnel. The instructor may be made cognizant of an
I

important influence on a beginner's success. The administrator may have 

a basis for scheduling beginner classes which include or exclude the 

mothers from the learning situation.
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DEFINITIONS OF TERMS

Anxiety level. Anxiety level refers to the level of fear of the
*mother as measured by the Daughert Swimming Anxiety Scale (17:102).

(See Appendix A, pages 40-44)

Nonswimmer. A nonswimmer is designated as a child who is unable 

to propel himself for sixteen feet with his face submerged or to remain 

in deep water comfortably for thirty seconds. He has never had organized 

swimming lessons.

Motor educability. Motor educability is the ability to learn 

motor skills. It will be measured for this study by the Carpenter Test 

of Motor Educability (6:298). (See Appendix B., page 45.)

DELIMITATIONS

The study was delimited to first grade students in the Bozeman, 

Montana Public Schools who had never had organized swimming lessons.

One half of the study was delimited to mothers who were willing and 

available to participate in all lessons with their children. Ten daily 

lessons of forty minute duration were taught by certified American Red 

Cross Water Safety Instructors.

/'Numbers in parentheses refer to numbered references in the 
bibliography; those after the colon are page numbers.
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LIMITATIONS
i ■

By using two instructors, the investigation attempted to control 

the effect of the teacher's personality on the child's progress. All 

people learn at different rates from different instructors; therefore, 

this was accepted as a source of limitation of the study.

A letter requesting participation was distributed to.the 306 

first grade students in the Bozeman Public Schools (Appendix C, pages 

46-47). A random sample was drawn from those returned through the 

schools. The study is limited by the possibility of lost letters and 

replies going to or from schools.

The study was further limited by the possibility that highly 

anxious mothers' would not be willing to have their children participate. 

Within the sample drawn, one highly anxious mother did not bring her 

daughter after the first day because she felt the "class was too large, 

water too deep, and the instructor not paying close enough attention 

because her child was splashed and cried."

The environmental conditions of the pool were controlled as 

much as possible. However, the depth and temperature of the water may 

have had. some influence on certain children.



Chapter 2

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE
, ' ' , ' I

Motor behavior is essential to the performance of all activities 

associated with activity. Early childhood is a most significant period 

in laying a foundation for the smooth performance of body action 

(Matthews, 14:153).

It is difficult to categorize people of any age within a 

special group of motor behaviors. Large differences exist among 

children of about the same age in all aspects of motor ability. Each 

child's performance in learning a new gross'motor skill will be affected 

by his basic motor ability.

The ease with which a person learns new skills is referred to as 

motor educability. The principle or theory involved in the application 

of such a test to the physical education program may be compared to 

intelligence measurement in the fields.of psychology or education 

(Gardner, 9:149).

Sex differences need to be considered in terms of any relation

ship to the child's progress. General movement characteristics and 

performance scores' become discernible at a relatively early age— from 

two to three years (Cratty, 7:41). The results of Singer's (21:149) 

research shows boys to be superior to girls at all age levels. The 

only exception,he found was that below the age of seven girls scored 

higher in coordination tasks.
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A gamut of variables will determine the success or failure of the 

beginning swimmer as he finds himself in a new and strange environment. 

Swimming instructors are not always aware of the reasons for a child's 

presence in their classes. Many children are coerced or threatened 

into taking swimming lessons and even those who really want to learn 

and be part of the class may have deep seated psychological fears of 

water. Treating every child alike will not meet each of their needs.

Some children seem naturally at ease in the swimming pool, while others 

exhibit extreme inhibitions and terror. Bucher (5:499) notes that 

research supports the fact that the teaching of swimming is most 

effective when it is part of the six year old child's program.

Cratty (8:93) pointed out that the influence of the parents 

often affects activity levels, movement characteristics, and skill 

acquisition in their offspring. The child tends to absorb both the 

obvious and the subtle personality or behavior traits of which adults 

are the unconscious models. The transfer of attitudes is diagrammati- 

cally represented by Gardner (9:311) in the following figure.

Child's Personality Question Mother's Personality

Self Concept ' C —  ""Self Concept

Figure I. Diagrammatic Representation of a Parent-Child Interaction
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Based on Figure I, page 6, all aspects of the mother’s person 

are reflected in the answer to the child’s question, and the child then 

applies the mother’s reply to all phases of his person. Thus, the 

transfer of a particular attitude may be non-verbal but carefully 

transmitted.

Kaufman (11:22) warned that fears are often learned by children 

indirectly through adults expressing their fears aloud. Such confess 

sions of fear reinforce any fear that a child might already have. In 

and around water, the use of words like "drowned" tend to discourage, 

and frighten many non-swimmers.

The overprotectiveness of the parent can.also have the same 

fear or anxiety producing effect as direct fear by the parent. The 

majority of children have enough natural caution to prevent them from 

embarking on feats of which they are not capable. The child with over

anxious parents is often a timid child (Washburn, 22:189).. .

The parent who instills "fear" towards water in order to prevent 

the child from wandering too near an attractive hazard has done the 

child some long range harm. Swimming may appear to him as a dangerous 

activity throughout his life.

The. possible outcome of this threat of harm can cause a psycho

logical state.of fear which is accompanied by a physiological state of 

stress in the organism. Stress shows itself as an increase in muscle 

tension which inhibits muscular relaxation. Muscular relaxation has
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long been recognized as one of the keys in learning to. swim (Mackenzie 

and Spears9 15:7). The results of research involving the relationship 

between learning to swim and fear show that the fearful do not make 

progress as well as other students (O'Donnell, 6).

Rice (18:224) reflects Thorndike's idea that attitude conditions 

any process of learning. There are evidences that early parental 

influences of. an emotional nature motivate general aspiration levels 

and achievement needs (Cratty9 7:224). The attitudes of adults play a 

vital role in determining a child's feelings about motor activity. ' The 

role of parental attitudes in fostering feelings of confidence in the 

child are paramount.

Parent-child relationships are characterized by the helpless

ness of the child and the power of the parent. The child quickly adopts 

the attitude of the parent toward specific activities; be it an attitude 

of bravery or fear. There is a powerful striving on the part of the 

child to incorporate certain of the parental characteristics into his 

personality (Gardner, 9:308).

With preschool children we cannot assume' that any single 

parental practice will produce a specific, predictable behavior. To a 

marked degree, the total personality of each child is the product of the 

relationship he.sustains with his parents (Gardner, 9:305). Research 

also shows that children are generally more influenced by the parent 

of the same sex as the child (Cratty, 8:93).
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The importance of the parent-child relationship has continually 

been pointed out. Research is needed, however, to attempt to find out 

whether specific attitudes of the parent are reflected in the child. 

This study will attempt to show whether the mother’s attitude about a 

particular motor activity, swimming, relates to the child’s progress 

in learning to swim.



Chapter 3

RESEARCH PROCEDURES 

, SUBJECTS

An informational letter and questionnaire (Appendix C, pages 

46-47) was sent home with all first grade students in Bozeman elementary 

schools briefly explaining the proposed study and requesting participa

tion. From the completed and returned questionnaires9 forty were 

randomly selected and assigned to groups A through D.

METHODS

The following were the specifications for each of the four

groups:

Group A - taught by instructor number I; mother was in the water 

during all lessons.

Group B - taught by instructor number I;. mother was not in the 

water at any time. .

Group C - taught by instructor number 2; mother was in the 

water during all lessons.

Group D - taught by instructor number 2; mother was not in the 

water at any time.

First graders were used for this study since results of experi

ments at various age levels tend to support the fact,that the teaching 

of swimming is most effective when it is part of the six year old
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child's program (Bucher and Reade, 5:449).

Each group consisted of twelve children who met the criteria 

of nonswimmers as defined in Chapter I. Mothers of children in groups 

A and C were chosen to participate in the water during all lessons.

The Red Cross method of instruction was used so that all groups 

would follow a general format. Both instructors teaching the lessons 

were certified and experienced American Red Cross instructors.

PILOT STUDIES

A pilot study of the swimming questionnaire was conducted on 

December 4, 1973, with the members of the Montana State University 

Continuing Education swimming class. The class was composed of adult 

women from, the community; many of whom have children. From recommen

dations made during the pilot study, several questions were rephrased 

and one eliminated because all mothers replied with the least anxious 

answer regardless of their anxiety levels.

A pilot study was conducted on December 7, 1973 with the first 

graders at Irving Elementary School to acquaint the investigator with 

the administration of the motor educability test. Children were chosen

for the pilot study from those who did not return a letter requesting
. \ ■ ■participation in the swimming lessons.
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DATA COLLECTION

The Daughert questionnaire of swimming anxiety was mailed to 

each mother with a covering letter assigning her child to a particular 

group and requesting the mailing of the completed questionnaire before 

the first day of lessons.

Motor educability tests were given during a recess period at 

each elementary school to each child who was participating in the 

study.

On the first day of instruction, all students were subjectively 

rated for a degree of fear of the water. The Broomell Fear Observation 

Scale in modified form (Appendix D, page 48) was used to make the 

evaluations. A team of two investigators made the observations from 

the pool balcony and the results were confirmed by reevaluating the 

behavior of the children by watching a.video tape. Each.child was 

pretested in the water for any swimming ability. All children selected 

for the study met the criteria of nonswimmer as defined by this study.

The instructor recorded the date each swimming skill was intro

duced to her class. Each skill was reviewed every day following the 

initial introduction for those who had not yet mastered it. The 

skills were considered completed when the swimmer met the criteria of 

the Red Cross, beginner’s program (Appendix.E, pages 49-50) and the 

date of completion was then recorded.
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The date introduced and the date of completion of each skill 

were converted into the total number of lessons each child took to 

learn each skill. Any skill that took longer than three days to learn 

was considered in the slow progress group. Not completing a skill was • 

considered to be slow progress, and the numeral nine was assigned in 

these cases.

• A distribution of scores for each skill was then computed. From 

the distribution the scores on each skill were divided into two cate

gories. These categories were slow progress and rapid progress. The 

distribution showed that the majority of children who learned a skill 

did so in one or two days and this was thus considered to be rapid 

progress.

The anxiety test score of each mother was tabulated. One 

point was given for the most anxious response and five points given 

for the least anxious response to each question. The points from 

each question were then added to attain the anxiety score for each 

mother.

STATISTICAL PROCEDURES

A T-test was used to compare the mean anxiety scores of the 

mothers whose children learned slowly and the mothers whose children 

learned rapidly for each of the following swimming skills:
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» I. Breath holding

2. Rhy thmic breathing

3. Prone float

4. Prone glide

5. Back float

6. Back glide

■ 7. Prone glide with kick 

8. Back glide with, kick 

9.. Crawl armstroke

10. Finning oh the back

11. ■ Crawl stroke

12. Combined back stroke

13. Level off and swim in deep, water

. 14. Jump into deep waterj level off, and swim sixteen feet 

A T-test was used to compare the mean anxiety scores of the 

mothers of the children grouped according to the following variables:

I. Male and female children 

■ ■ 2. Child's observable fear or non-fear of the water

3. Two different instructors

4. The presence or absence of the mother in the water with 

the child.

The final statistical procedure used was the Pearson-Moment 

Method of determining correlation coefficients. Correlation coefficients
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between each of the following variables was computed to determine 

whether the correlation coefficient would be significant at the .05 

level.

1. Instructor number one or number two and rapid skill 

completion.

2. Motor educability raw score and the sex of the child.

3. Motor educability and rapid or slow progress on each

skill.

4. Mean anxiety score of mothers and her child's observable 

fear rating.

5. Observable fear rating of the child and rapid or slow 

progress on skills.

6. The presence of the mother in the water and rapid skill 

completion.

'i.



Chapter 4 

RESEARCH RESULTS

Table I, pages 17 and 18, shows the means, standard deviations, 

and T-score of the mothers whose children learned slowly and the 

mothers whose children learned rapidly for each of the fourteen swim

ming skills.

The children who learned the first three skills rapidly 

(!--breath holding, 2--rhythmic breathing, and 3--prone.float) had 

mothers who exhibited less anxiety than mothers of the slow progress 

groups (P <.01). There was no significant difference between the 

mother's anxiety scores between the rapid and slow progress in learning 

any of the other skills.

Comparison between the mother's total anxiety score and the 

sex of her child is given in Table 2, page 19. The results showed . • 

no significance at the P <.05 level between means of mother's scores 

who had female children participating and means of mothers who had 

male children participating. The lack of significant difference 

would appear to indicate that maleness or femaleness of the child 

did not affect the mother's personal anxiety about water and swim-'

ming.



Table I

Means, Standard Deviations, and T-tests for Mother's Total Anxiety Score 
From Rapid and Slow Progress Groups on Each Skill

Skill Progress N Mean Total 
Score

SD T-test

Breath holding Rapid Progress 23 100.82 18.78
Slow Progress 10 68.79 32.54 3.579 *

Rhythm breathing Rapid Progress 19 105.42 13.22
Slow Progress 14 71.71 30.55 4.309 **

Prone float Rapid Progress 18 105.94 13.40
Slow Progress 15 73.33 30.10 4.139 **

Prone glide Rapid Progress 15 98.46 30.70
Slow Progress 18 85.00 31.58 1.41

Back float Rapid Progress 17 93.23 26.51
Slow Progress 16 88.87 29.48 .447

Back glide Rapid Progress 12 96.58 23.41
Slow Progress 21 86.00 29.87 .854

Prone glide w/kick Rapid Progress 11 95.27 23.15
Slow Progress 22 89.04 29.92 .604



Table I (continued)

Skill Progress N Mean Total 
Score

SD T-test

Back glide w/kick Rapid Progress 11 95.54 24.26
Slow Progress 22 88.90 29.46 .644

Crawl armstroke Rapid Progress 12 93.25 28.29
Slow Progress 21 89.90 27.88 .329

Finning on back Rapid Progress 10 94.39 23.99
Slow Progress 23 89.69 29.47 .443

Crawl stroke Rapid Progress 11 90.90 28.31
Slow Progress 22 91.22 27.97 .030

Combined back stroke Rapid Progress 17 92.64 24.62
Slow Progress 16 89.50 31.26 .322

Level off and swim Rapid Progress 11 90.90 28.31
in deep water Slow Progress 22 91.22 27.97 .030

Jump in deep water. Rapid Progress 11 90.90 28.31
level off, and swim Slow Progress 22 91.22 27.97 .030

* Significant at .01 level ** Significant at .001 level
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Table 2

Means, Standard Deviations, and T-tests for Mother's 
Total Anxiety Scores and the Sex of Her Child

Sex Number Means of 
Mother's Scores

SD T-test

Female 14 94.00 24.48
.507

Male 19 89.00 30.22

Mother's total anxiety scores were divided into two groups 

for comparison— group one contained the mean anxiety scores for mothers 

whose children did not show observable fear of the water on the first 

day of lessons, group two included mother's anxiety scores of those 

children who exhibited.fear as measured by the Broomell test for 

observable fear of the water. Results are shown in Table 3. The 

children who revealed fear of the water had mothers with significantly 

greater anxiety towards swimming (P <.01).

Table 3

Means, Standard Deviations, and T-Tests for Mother's 
Total Anxiety Scores and Her Child's Observable 

Fear of the Water

' -N Mean of :■ SD T-test
Mother's Score

No Fear 18 102.61 15.15
2.903**

Fear .15 77.07 33.07
** Significant at .01 level
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A T-test was used to compare the anxiety scores of mothers 

.whose children were taught by instructor number one and those whose 

children were taught by instructor number two (Table 4)„ There was 

no significant difference (P <.05) between the anxiety of mothers in 

either instructor’s groups; therefore, an evenly distributed sample 

of children for each instructor was assumed.

Table 4

Means, Standard Deviations, and T-Tests for Mothers'
Total Anxiety Scores and Which Instructor 

Taught Her Child

N Mean SD T-test

Instructor No. I 18 89.33 28.01 .402

Instructor No. 2 ' 15 93.26 28.01

Table 5 presents mean anxiety scores of mothers who participated 

in the water with their children and those who did not. •There was no

Table 5

Means, Standard Deviations, and T-Tests for Mother's
Total Anxiety Scores and Whether 
Participated in the Water with

Or Not She 
Her Child

N Mean SD T-test

With Mothers 14

Without Mothers' 19

98.86

85.42

21.09

30.92
1.40
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significant difference (P <.05) between the two groups.

It appears that mothers who agreed to participate were not any 

more fearful as a group than mothers who were not able to participate 

in the water. It is probable, therefore, that mothers did or did not 

participate for reasons other than their own feelings about the water. 

Possible reasons could include other children in the home, employment, 

or lack of transportation arrangements. Two mothers expressed atti

tudes that they would not enter the water under any circumstances 

because of extreme fear.

The progress in the.learning of three of the fourteen swimming 

skills appeared to be significantly related to which instructor the 

child had. • Table 6, page 22, reveals children of instructor number

one showed slower progress in learning the following skills: 11—
=

crawl stroke, 13— leveling off and swimming in deep water, and 14—  

jumping into deep water, leveling off, and swimming sixteen feet.

No significant difference was found between the progress in learning 

any of the other skills and which instructor taught them.

The children with the highest motor educability scores showed 

rapid progress in learning the following skills: 1— breath holding,

2— rhythmic breathing, 7— prone glide with kick, 9— crawl armstroke, 

and 12— combined back stroke. The results are presented in Table 7, 

page 23. Breath holding and rhythmic breathing reflect the ability 

to adapt oneself to a new environment. It appears that children with
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Correlation Coefficients Between Instructor No. I and 
No. 2 and Her Students' Progress in the Learning of

Swimming Skills *

Table 6

Skill Correlation with 
Instructor #1 or #2

I. Breath holding -.082

2. Rhythmic breathing .022

3. Prone float .105

4. Prone glide -.024

5. Back float .166

6. Back glide -.039

7. Prone glide with kick -.094

8. Back glide with kick -.131

9. Crawl armstroke -.132

10. Finning on back -.137

11. Combined crawl stroke -.504 **

12. Combined back stroke -.126

13. Level and swim deep -.509 **

14. Jump deep, level, and swim 16 feet -.516 **

* It should be noted that high scores of 
slower progress.

swimming progress indicated

** Significant at .01 level
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Correlation Coefficients Between Motor Educability and 
/ Individual Swimming Skills"*"

Skill Correlation to ME Scores

Table 7

I. Breath holding -.388 *

2. Rhythmic breathing -.356 *

3. Prone float -.298

4. Prone glide -.293

5. Back float -.203

6. Back glide -.310

7. Prone glide with kick —.463 **

8. Back glide with kick -.324

9. Crawl armstroke -.381 *

10. Finning on back -.257

11. Crawl stroke -.313

12. Combined back stroke -.374 *

13. Level off and swim deep -.321

14. Jump deep, level, and swim 16 feet -.315

+ It should be noted that low scores of 
faster skill acquisition, therefore a 
indicated a direct relationship.

swimming
negative

progress indicated 
correlation

* Significant at the .05 level

** Significant at the .01 level
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higher motor educability scores had more success in this area. The 

other significant relationships are seen in the prone glide with kick, 

the crawl armstroke, and the combined back stroke. These skills 

require coordination of body parts.

A correlation between the sex of the child and rapid or slow 

progress on each skill showed that at the .05 level girls progressed 

faster on the skills of I— breath holding.(.355) and 10— finning on 

the back (.352) (P <.01). High motor educability scores were signifi

cantly related to females and lower motor educability was significantly 

related to maleness. This may be one reason- for faster progress by 

females on these skills.

Table 8, page 25, shows the correlation coefficients between 

the child's observable fear of the water and his/her success with 

learning each skill rapidly or slowly.' Those children who did not 

exhibit fear on the first day of instruction had significantly (P< .01) 

faster progress in learning the majority of skills. The following 

skills were mastered significantly faster by those who did not display 

fear of the water:

1. Breath holding

2. Rhythmic breathing

3. Prone float

4. Prone glide

5. Back float
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Correlation Coefficients Between Observable Fear of 
Water and Skill Acquisition

Table 8

Skill Correlation

I. Breath holding .526 **

2. Rhythmic breathing .568 **

3. Prone float .695 **

4. Prone glide .617 **

5. Back float .628 **

6. Back glide .528 **

7. Prone glide with kick .472 **

8. Back glide with kick .580 **

9. Crawl armstroke .451 **

10. Finning on back .440 *

11. Crawl stroke .254

12. Combined back stroke .495 **

13. Level off and swim deep .258

14. Jump deep, level off, and swim 16 feet .266

* Significant at .05 level

** Significant at .01 level



6. Back glide

7. Prone glide with kick

8. ■ Back glide with kick

9. Crawl armstroke

10. Finning on the hack

11. Crawl stroke

12i Combined back stroke

Several children who showed fear did not progress far enough, to swim 

in deep water; therefore, the two deep water skills of 13— leveling 

off and swimming in deep water and 14— jumping into deep water, 

leveling off and swimming sixteen feet could not be attempted by them.

The mother’s participation in the water or lack of participa

tion in the water did not correlate with rapid or slow learning of 

her child on any skill (P <.05).

Children in this study who learned to swim rapidly had several 

significant characteristics over those who learned more slowly or not 

at all. The rapid progress children have less anxious mothers, they 

have higher motor educability scores and did not show any.observable 

■fear on first contact with the water.

The children who learned more slowly or not at all had 

significantly lower motor educability scores, demonstrated some degree 

of fear of the water, and had mothers who scored in the highly anxious 

group bn the test of anxiety towards swimming. ' The "participation of

26
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the mother with her child did not appear to make any significant 

difference in the learning rate of the child.



Chapter 5

DISCUSSION

The hypothesis that there is a significant relationship between 

a mother's anxiety toward swimming and her child’s progress in learning 

to swim was supported by the results of this study.

Children who progressed slowly on breath holding, rhythmic 

breathing, and the prone float were found to have mothers with, high 

anxiety scores toward swimming. Children who learned the same skills 

in one or two days practice were found to have significantly less 

anxious mothers. The investigator had no control over any previous 

positive or negative experiences the child had experienced in the 

water. Past occurrences could have been psychological helps or 

hindrances. Other variables such as gender or motor educability may 

also have contributed to the child's rapid or slow progress in the 

first three skills.

The beginner finds the initial skills of swimming the hardest 

to master as he finds himself in an alien environment. As in most 

physical activities, success is a self-reinforcing variable. The 

child who succeeded with the first three skills had generally adjusted 

to the water and experienced the buoyancy characteristics of the water. 

These positive experiences have two possible results— one is relaxation., 

the second is a psychological feeling of well being. Without relaxa

tion in the water, muscle tenseness will be increased and inhibit
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progress. The psychological feeling of well being and success 

encouraged the child to continue trying other skills.

Beyond the prone float there was no longer a significant 

relationship between the mother's attitudes about swimming and her 

child's progress. It appears that if the child can overcome his fear 

and/or negative feelings about water enough to complete the most basic 

skills, he can then proceed at a more normal rate regardless of his 

mother's anxiety level. The patience and knowledge of the instructor 

is crucial to the early learning phases. Other variables such as 

water depth and temperature may also affect the child's reactions to 

the water and progress.

It is probable that the motor educability of the child also 

affected his progress. The results show that children with high motor 

educability scores progress faster on more than the first three skills. 

Large differences exist among children of the same age in all aspects 

of motor ability. A high score is an additional indicator that a child 

will be able to learn swimming skills which require coordination of 

the body.

Singer (21:149) stated that girls at age six score higher in 

coordination tasks than boys. The girls in this study had signifi

cantly higher motor educability scores than the boys. Females pro

gressed faster in finning on the back and breath holding.

The mean of the mother's anxiety scores were not significantly
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related to the sex of her child. It appears that mother's anxiety 

about swimming is personally based and not relative to whether her 

child is female or male. One may assume that male children are as 

easily influenced by a mother's negative attitudes as a female child 

is likely to be.

The children who were fearful of the water did not progress 

as rapidly as the other students. Muscular relaxation is vital to 

swimming success and the stress resulting from fear will create a 

tenseness inhihitive to the necessary relaxation. It was found that 

children who exhibited fear of the water had mothers who had signifi

cantly higher anxiety scores toward swimming. It appears that the 

attitude of■the child was directly related to the attitude of the 

mother. A mother who showed direct fear of the water or even whose 

anxieties were more discrete still managed to convey anxious feelings 

to her child.

The children taught by instructor number one and those taught 

by instructor number two learned most of the skills at about the same 

rate. From this it could be concluded that the instructors did 

approximately parallel jobs in teaching the skills. The deep water 

skills were completed significantly more often by children of instruc

tor number two. The investigator suspects this is a result of partially 

conflicting philosophies between the two instructors. Instructor 

number two felt very strongly that a basic part of beginner swimming
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is adjustment to and swimming in deep water so that the child who 

found himself plunged suddenly over his head would not be frightened by 

a new experience. Instructor number one expressed a deeper need to 

obtain greater proficiency in shallow water before allowing deep water 

skills. Consequently, this.difference may be a. reason why more of 

instructor number two's students experienced and succeeded at deep 

water skills than those of instructor number one. Instructor number 

two strived to make her students deep water safe, and that may account 

for the number of her students who learned the last two skills (level 

off and swim in deep water and jump into deep water, level off and 

swim).

Natural buoyancy has an effect on the ability to learn to 

swim (Broomell, 4:5). All children who would submerge themselves were 

tested and found to be naturally buoyant. The children who would not 

submerge could not be tested, and there is no way of knowing whether a 

lack of natural buoyancy was a contributing factor to their problems in 

learning swimming skills.

The.attitude of the mother as demonstrated by her anxiety 

level appeared to play a significant role in her child's feelings about 

swimming. The psychological attitude of the child also played an 

important role in whether or not he succeeded. The child's feelings 

may be openly displayed as fear of the water. Fear of water may be a 

learned behavior resulting from observation of the mother's behavior
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or others close to him around the water. Another possibility is that 

a basic psychological fear of the water may have been transmitted 

indiscretely and indirectly to the child. The child will not 

necessarily show obvious fear of the water but may have deep seated 

feelings which inhibit adjustment to the water and thus prevent success.

Many factors influence a child's success in learning to swim.

The study revealed some of the things which in combination may predict 

whether the child will progress rapidly or slowly. Higher motor 

educability scores, no observable fear of the water, and a mother's low 

anxiety score seem to be a combination for predicting rapid progress. 

Higher motor educability scores and no fear of the water are supported 

by the review of literature. Since the fear is directly related to 

the anxiety of the mother, the attitude of the mother becomes more 

important. Motor educability seems important in all phases of learning 

to swim. If a minimum degree of motor educability is held as a constant 

for success, the researcher's hypothesis that the mother's anxiety 

affects her child's progress becomes an important factor in swimming 

success or failure.

The second hypothesis that the presence or absence of the mother 

in the water during all lessons will make no significant difference in 

her child's progress in learning to swim was accepted.

Every mother has an■individualized personality and a unique 

relationship with her child. It is the investigator's observation
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that some children appeared to be highly dependent on their mother. 

Comparison of the mother's scores with the child's rate of progress 

showed that the dependent children reflected closely the feelings of 

the mother towards the waterj whether it was anxious or non-anxious.

It also appeared that mothers who had negative feelings about water 

or could not swim themselves were generally less demanding of their 

children's efforts. The anxious mothers also exhibited more patience 

than mothers who obviously enjoyed the water themselves. Several of 

the anxious mothers went to great lengths to help the child overcome 

his tensions.. Some children who expressed deep fear may have finally 

succeeded only because of the mother-child helping relationship.

Observations made by the investigator revealed that children 

of fearful mothers became more dependent on the instructor for support 

and encouragement than those children whose mothers were relaxed in 

the water. .In classes where mothers were not in the water, there was 

less one-on-one help for each child. The children without mothers in 

the pool had more unstructured discovery time on his own.

Since there was no significant learning rate difference between 

. the children whose mothers participated and those whose mothers did 

not participate, it appears that the transmission of attitudes about 

swimming occurs in situations that do not necessarily involve swimming.

One set of identical twins was included in the study. One was 

placed in a class with her mother and the other without her mother.
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Both girls were the same weight and differed one ince in height. The 

twin in the non-mother group scored five points higher on the motor 

educability test. Neither girl exhibited any fear of the water and 

their mother rated generally non-anxious towards the water. At the 

completion of the lessons, both twins had learned to swim. Twin A, 

in the non-mother group, had completed the deep water skills but 

Twin B had not been given the opportunity to try them. Twin B was 

taught by instructor number one who felt that her crawl stroke was 

still rather uncoordinated at that point. It is the investigator's 

opinion that she would have succeeded equally well in deep water with 

a minimum amount of further practice. It should be noted here that 

Twin B had the. lower motor educability score. These results, even 

with a limitation that both children were not taught by the same 

instructor, supports the hypothesis that the mother's presence in the 

water did not make any significant difference in her child's progress. 

Both girls were at ease in the water and made rapid progress in 

learning breath holding, rhythmic breathing, and the prone float. 

Success in these skills were determined by acceptance of the first 

hypothesis to be directly related to a positive attitude toward water 

by the mother.

The swimming instructor is often faced with- a child who has 

negative feelings about water. A fairly common answer to the problem 

is to have; the mother participate with her child. The results of this
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study show that this will not necessarily increase the child's chances
v

for success. Having the mother in class does increase discipline 

within the class but may stifle the self-discovery aspects of swimming 

which the investigator feels are vital to adjustment and success in 

the water.

Mothers should be aware of how their attitudes affect their 

child's performance. The investigator concurs with Gardner (9:311) 

that the child absorbs both the obvious and subtle behavior traits of 

which the adult is the unconscious model. The acceptance of these 

hypotheses, leads the'investigator to emphasize that a child learns 

many things directly and indirectly from his mother. Intangible 

emotions such as fear need not be openly displayed to tie reflected by 

the child.

Attitudes toward swimming are only a small example of the 

effect a mother has on her child. Since the effect of the mother's 

negative attitudes is seen most dramatically in the breath holding, 

rhythmic breathing and prone float aspects of learning to swim, these 

skills are very important. The child who finds success in these skills 

can generally■overcome fear and negative feelings and continue to 

progress. ,Swimming instructors should be made aware that because of 

attitude problems these first three skills may be the hardest for a 

child to learn. Extra patience and perseverance need to be displayed, 

by the instructor. A child who meets failure with these skills has
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reinforced his negative feelings and will probably find learning harder 

if and when he attempts swimming lessons at a later date.



Chapter 6

SUMMARY AKD RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER STUDY

SUMMARY

The results of this study supported'both of the investigator’s 

hypotheses. The first hypothesis was that the mother’s attitude toward 

swimming would affect the child’s progress in learning to swim. Children 

who progressed slowly on skills of breath holding, rhythmic breathing, . 

and the prone float had significantly more anxious mothers than those 

who progressed rapidly on those skills. In addition, children who 

progressed rapidly had generally higher motor educability scores and 

exhibited no fear of the water on the first day of instruction.

The second hypothesis was that there would be no significant 

difference between children's progress and whether, or not their mother 

participated in the water with them. This was accepted at the .05 

level. The success of the mother's participation in the water with her 

child was dependent on several factors. Anxious mothers were often 

more patient and less demanding of their children. • Groups without 

mothers proceeded equally well, possibly because of the less structured 

atmosphere of the classes allowing more freedom for individual discovery 

of body position and water buoyancy.

Children who learned to swim rapidly had several significant 

characteristics (P<.05) over those who learned more slowly or not at
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all. The rapid progress children have less anxious mothers„ they have 

higher motor educability scores, and did not show any observable fear 

on first contact with the water.

The children who learned slowly or not at all had significantly 

lower motor educability scores, demonstrated some degree of fear of the 

water, and had mothers who scored in the highly anxious groups on the 

test of anxiety towards swimming. The participation of the mother did 

not appear to make any significant difference in the learning rate of 

the child.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER STUDY

The completion of this study revealed several related areas

which warrant investigation. The investigator recommends that further 
• »

research be undertaken to determine the following:

1. If a mother's anxiety towards swimming decreases if her 

child learns to swim.

2. If father's anxiety towards swimming has an effect on the 

child's progress in learning to swim at this age.

3. The effect of mother's anxiety toward swimming on her 

younger or older child's progress in learning to swim.

4. The anxiety of mothers towards swimming.compared to their 

overall anxiety towards physical activity.



APPENDICES
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SWIMMING QUESTIONNAIRE

NAME______________________________ CHILD'S NAME ____

A D D R E S S ________________________  TELEPHONE

APPENDIX A

This questionnaire is designed to give you an opportunity to indicate 
how and what you feel when engaged in the activity of swimming. One 
of the reasons for constructing this questionnaire is the fact that 
very little is known about whether specific attitudes are transferred 
from mother to child.

The value of this questionnaire will depend on how frank you are in 
stating your feelings. Your answers to the questions will be kept 
strictly confidential. ,

Following each question there is a scale. On each end of the scale 
are statements of opposing feelings or attitudes about the question.
In the middle you will find the word "Midpoint" which is intended to 
reflect a feeling or attitude which is in-between the statements of 
opposing feelings described above. Place a mark (X) on the line which 
you think best describes the strength of your feeling or attitude 
about that particular question. The midpoint is for your guidance. 
Mark any line, as long as that mark reflects the strength of your 
feeling or attitude. Mark each item as you come to it; your first 
feeling is usually the most accurate. Please be frank. Be sure to 
mark only one response to each question.

Many of the questions refer to specific kinds of situations. If you 
have experienced these kinds of situations, indicate how you do or 
did react to the situations. If you have not experienced these kinds 
of situations, indicate how you think you would react of feel about 
the situation.
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SWIMMING QUESTIONNAIRE

Name _____, _______________________  Child’s Name ____________________

1. Do you feel, that it is difficult to learn to swim?

Extremely Midpoint Not diffi-
difrficult . , cult at all

2. Are you afraid that you are incapable of learning to swim well?

Not afraid Midpoint Very much
at all afraid

3. Just before you go swimming, to what extent do you feel uneasy about 
the possible physical danger involved?

Feel very Midpoint Not uneasy-
uneasy at all

4. While in a swimming pool do you worry about the possibility of 
drowning?

Worry a lot Midpoint Worry not
at all

5. While at the beach do you worry about the possibility of drowning?

Worry a lot Midpoint Worry not 
at all

6. Does it make you uneasy to put your head underwater?

Not uneasy
at all

Midpoint Extremely
uneasy
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7. Do you feel uncomfortable in water of chest depth?

Very . Midpoint Very
uncomfortable ' comfortable

8. Do you"feel uncomfortable in water over your head?

Very Midpoint
uncomfortable

Very
comfortable

9. Do you become anxious when water gets into your nose and throat?

Afraid I won't ' Midpoint Become very
be able to uneasy
breathe

10. Do you become uneasy when water gets into your eyes?

Midpoint Become very
uneasy

• 11. Do you feel uncomfortable swimming on your back?

Not uneasy 
at all

Very Midpoint • Does not
uncomfortable matter

12. Do you feel uncomfortable swimming on your front (face down)?

Very Midpoint Does not
uncomfortable matter

13. Does the water usually seem too cold?

Not cold
at all

Midpoint Usually too 
cold
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14. Do you dislike jumping into a swimming pool, feet first?.

Dislike it Midpoint Dislike it
very much not at all

15. Do you dislike going into the swimming pool head first? '

Dislike it ■ Midpoint Dislike it
very much not at all

16. Do you think you would be afraid to jump off the diving board?

Not afraid Midpoint ' Very much
at all afraid

17. Do you worry about stepping off into deep water?

Worry not Midpoint Worry a lot
at all

18. Do you worry about losing your balance or footing in the water? •

Worry not ■ Midpoint Worry a lot
at all

19. Are you afraid you will have an unpleasant■experience in the water?

Very much Midpoint Not afraid
afraid at all

20; Do you think you would feel anxious about being out in a boat 
alone?

Very
anxious

Midpoint Not anxious
at all
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21.; Do you feel"In danger of injury while swimming?

Feel there is Midpoint No danger
great danger at all

22. In comparison with other adults, how often would you think of ways 
to avoid a swimming class or other swimming experience due to your 
fear of physical danger?

___________  ___________  ___________ _______________ Afe.
Less often Midpoint
than others

23. While in a swimming class, to what extent would you worry about the 
dangers, involved?

More'.qften 
than others

.Worry a lot Midpoint Worry not
at all

24. Because of the physical danger, would you feel more comfortable 
learning some sports activity other than swimming?

Would feel Midpoint
more comfortable

25. How tired do you feel after a swimming, activity?

Not tired Midpoint Extremely
tired

26. Are you aware of any unpleasant experiences that have occurred to 
you or to someone you know that took place at a beach or swimming 
pool?

Would not 
matter

Yes ___________No
If your answer is yes, how has this affected your attitude toward 
swimming? • Please explain on the back of this paper.

THANK YOU FOR YOUR HELPJ
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APPENDIX B

Carpenter Tests of Motor Educability

Ten is the perfect score for each stunt. One point is subtracted 
if the subject breaks his rhythm, if he takes his hands off his hips, 
one for every time he steps over a line or fails to touch the square or 
center target as directed. He is also penalized a point if he hops 
forward instead of sideward in tests 4 and 5. If he makes more than 
ten errors, his score is one.

1. Single Hop Left. Hands on hips. Start with feet together behind 
the first white square on the left. Hop on the left foot onto the first 
white square, and so on down the mat.

2. Diagonal Hop. Start with the feet together on the first center 
target. Hop with feet together onto the first black square to the right, 
then to the second center target, to black square on the left and so on 
down the mat.

3. Backward Hop Right. This test is the same as the single hop right 
except that the child hops backward. Hands on hips. Start with the 
feet together behind the first white square on the right. Hop on the 
right foot onto the first white square then onto the black square, the 
second white square, and so on down the mat.

4. Left Sideward Hop. Hands on hips. Start with left side toward the 
mat, left foot on the center target. Hop on the left foot diagonally 
backward to the first black square then, still on the left foot, diagon
ally forward to the second center target, then diagonally forward to the 
second black square. Proceed thus along the mat.

5. Right Diagonal Hop. This test is the same as number 4, except that 
it is done on the right foot and with the right side toward the finish 
target. __ I __
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Montana State University—-------------1Bozeman, Montana 59715 Tel. 406-994-4001

Department of Physical Education APPENDIX C

December 3, 1973

Dear Parent:

A series of ten swimming lessons will be taught by certified 
American Red Cross swimming instructors in the MSU pool from December 
10-21. Group I will meet from 3:45 - 4:25 P.M. Group II will meet 
from 4:25 -5:05 P.M.

The lessons are free and are part of a study which we are 
conducting in an attempt to find out whether a mother's attitudes 
about swimming are transferred, to her child. Your child will be 
given standard Red Cross swimming lessons and tested periodically 
for progress. ; Hopefully, the information collected will be of help 
to swimming instructors.

Your participation would be appreciated.

If you are willing to participate, please return the enclosed 
sheet to school with your child by Thursday, December 6, 1973.

If I can answer any questions you may have, please contact me 
at the Physical Education Department (994-4001) or at home (586-2950).

Thank you for your time.

Sincerely,

Trudi Van Dyke
Graduate Teaching Assistant

Bette A. Lowery .
Asst. Professor of Physical Education
O *1
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Please return this form to school with your child by Thursday,. 
December 6, 1973 if you agree to his participation in swimming 
lessons.

Mother 1 s Name _______________________ . _________________________

Address: ________________________________Telephone: ______________

Child's Name: ______________________ Age: _________ Height at chin:

Has your child ever had. formal swimming lessons? (Yes or No)

Are you willing to take a short written questionnaire which will 
attempt to measure your anxiety level toward swimming? All results 
are confidential. (Yes or No)

Are you willing and available to participate in a group which would 
require your presence in the pool with your child and the instructor 
during all lessons?

Are you willing to have your child participate in a group for swim
ming lessons without your observation but with the supervision of 
certified swimming instructors?

Lessons will be given Monday-Friday, December 10-21, 1,973. Group I 
will meet from 3:45-4:25 P.M. Group II will meet 4:25-5:05 P.M. Do 
you have a preference concerning lesson times?

If I can answer any questions, please contact me at the Physical ' 
Education Department (994-4001) or at home (586-2950). Thank you.

Trudi Van Dyke
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Broomell Fear Observation Scale in Modified Form

APPENDIX D

Fear Present No Fear

Observation

1. At first attempts to enter Enters backwards easily
pool facing forward, or enters or over side of pool 
backwards

2. Holds onto side constantly, 
or holds onto side and then 
gingerly releases.

3. Stands in one place, makes 
no attempt to move, or stands 
still if not touching side or 
end.

4. Makes a shrugging, self- 
hugging.motion, or makes a 
shrug motion at first.

How to record test results:

Child’s Name

Fear 1 2  3 4

No Fear 'I 2 3 4

How to Classify:

Three numbers:should be circled in one of the classificationsV .
to establish the degree of observable fear for each child.

Circle the number which 
best describes the child's 
reactions on first entry 
into the water.

Walks directly away from 
ladder.

Splashes and bounces about.

May attempt a few swimming 
strokes.
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American Red Cross Requirements for 
Skill Completion

1. Breath-holding: Face is fully submerged; breath is to be held ten
seconds at least.

2. Rhythmic breathing: The student, standing in chest-deep water,
must alternately inhale through the mouth above the surface and 
exhale through the month and nose with head completely submerged at 
least ten times rhythmically and continuously.

3. Prone float: 'In waist-deep water the student must take a prone 
position in the water and recover to standing position without 
assistance or support.

4. Prone glide: The prone glide is done successfully when the learner
pushes off face down in waist-deep water and recover to take a 
prone position, glides a distance of at least ten feet, and 
recovers to standing position.

5. Back float: The student must assume a back floating position in
waist-deep water, hold the position with the face above water for 
at least ten seconds, and return to standing position unaided.

6. Back glide: From a position in waist deep water, with arms at
sides or extended, the student leans back, pushes off and glides a 
distance of at least 6 feet, and should resume his standing position 
in a confident and easy manner.

7. Prone glide with kick: In waist-deep water, the student demon
strates his ability to push off in prone gliding position, start the 
crawl kick in a smooth and unhurried manner, and kick his way for
a minimum of 16 feet before resuming standing position.

8. Back glide with kick: In waist-deep water, the student demonstrates
his ability to take a back gliding position, use the crawl kick on 
the back for a distance of at least 20 feet, and recover to standing 
position with ease.

9. Arm stroke: Student assumes proper prone position with face in
the water, legs trailing, kicking gently or supported by a buoyant 
aid, demonstrates an effective crawl arm action for a minimum of 
16 feet.

APPENDIX E
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10. Arm stroke on back: Student pushes off in glide position on back
and "fins" or sculls for a minimum of 16 feet.

11. Crawl stroke: Student demonstrates ability to swim a crawl stroke 
for a distance of 16 feet. Arm and leg action should be well 
coordinated with ability to breathe when necessary and continue 
stroking.

12. Combined back stroke: Student demonstrates ability to swim a
minimum of 16 feet on the back, using a finning or sculling movement 
of the arms combined with an easy crawl kick of the legs.

13. Leveling off: In deep water, the student allows his body to drop
into a vertical position and then demonstrates his ability to go 
from the vertical to the horizontal and continues swimming a 
minimum of about 20 feet.

14. Combination of skills: Student jumps into deep water, levels off,
and swims.,
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