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WEEKENDING

Olympic swimmer Mark Foster smashed eight world records 

and won 51 international medals, but his father has always 

been petrified of water and still can’t swim.

“When he was a child, he was thrown in a lake and nearly 

drowned,” says Mark. “I’ve never been sure exactly what 

happened, but he was with his school at the time. I think 

someone pushed him in.”

This experience was an incentive to make sure his own 

children learnt to swim. Fast forward a few years and Mark, 

aged 15, became the fastest swimmer in the country.

“I’m sure I would have learnt anyway, but it really brought 

home to my dad that swimming can save your life,” says 

Mark. “It’s a gateway to other watersports, and of course an 

excellent way to increase fitness, but most of all, it’s a safety 

measure. No one should be left out of learning.” 

Whether you’re on holiday by the sea or heading to a local 

pool, swimming is likely to play a bigger role in your life at 

this time of year. But as the thermostat rises, cooling off with 

a dip isn’t an option for everyone. A quarter of children can’t 

swim the statutory 25 metres by the time they leave primary 

school, while only 80% of 15- to 16-year-olds can manage it.

A report by Swim England and the All-Party Parliamentary 

Group on Swimming says if action is not taken this 

is likely to rise to 57% by 2025. This is partly due 

to pool closures and lockdowns over the past few 

years. Many swim teachers left aquatics because 

their work dried up and swimming took longer to 

restart than outdoor sports. 

But accessibility is also holding the sport 

back. “Unlike running, you need facilities with 

swimming. You need to be able to find a nearby pool, 

access lessons and pay for them,” says Mark. 

The Black Swimming Association 

(BSA), established in 2020 to tackle 

inequalities and under-representation 

in the aquatics sector, says it helps if you 

see people like you swimming, which is 

why there need to be more role models 

from diverse communities.

Research by Swim England in 2020 

found that 95% of black adults and 

80% of black children in England do 

not swim; it’s the same for 93% of Asian 

adults and 78% of Asian children. 

To turn this around, the BSA believes 

you need to understand the barriers, which 

Out of the 
shallows 

With the sun shining and holidays in full swing, it’s 

the perfect time to enjoy a swim. However, many of the 

population do not know how. Anna Shepard asks what 

more needs to be done to share this vital life skill
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start swimming at an early  

age is important (right); 

Mark Foster ( below)

‘Swimming can 
save your life. 
No one should 

be left out  
of learning’

is why it has recently launched a research project to identify 

what is holding people back, while also running a social media 

campaign called #OurSwimStory.

Ed Accura, one of the BSA’s founders, which also includes 

the UK’s first black Olympic swimmer Alice Dearing [see 

right], has made a series of documentaries covering the lack 

of representation in aquatics. The first one, Blacks Can’t 

Swim, follows his own journey, learning to swim as an 

adult, after decades of avoiding the water. The second 

looks at the younger generation, 

exploring the cultural barriers they 

face, including concerns around Afro 

hair, modesty and dry skin. 

The third film Blacks Can’t Swim: 

Rewind takes its starting point from 

the parents of the young 

people featured in the 

second film, looking 

at how their attitudes 

to swimming have 

affected their children. “There’s a 

heartbreaking moment when an eight-

year-old boy says that he really wanted 

to learn to swim at school, but he was 

told to join the football boys. He is 

made to feel that swimming isn’t the 

right sport for him,” says Ed.

Omie Dale, a swimming teacher who 

gives free lessons to families in West 

London, as part of the Sport England 

funded charity Swimunity, finds coming from a family of non-

swimmers is one of the factors that she has noticed reduces 

your chance of being water confident. 

The other common experience for many of her students 

is only having had school lessons. “I understand schools are 

under pressure, but the lessons they offer don’t appear to 

build water confidence. This particularly affects children who 

are not supplementing with lessons outside school,” she says. 

Cost is another barrier. “If you are a big family with lots of 

children, it can be difficult to afford lessons for 

all of them. At the moment, with rising costs, 

it’s not a priority for family budgets.” 

At Swimunity, the focus is on high-quality 

lessons with a small student-to-teacher ratio, 

so classes are no bigger than five to one. “We 

don’t rely on flotation devices because we find  

it’s better to focus on teaching people to put 

their head in and learn to breathe in the water,” 

says Omie. “Spending 20 minutes a week 

hanging off a float won’t teach you to swim.”  

Omie also teaches women-only classes, which are popular 

with Muslim women who otherwise might never visit a pool. 

“There are limited opportunities for single-sex swimming 

classes, so these are always packed,” she says. 

As important as it is to keep people safe, it’s also about 

spreading the joy of swimming and being in water. “It leads 

to so many other opportunities,” says Omie, who is taking a 

group on a residential trip to Cornwall, later this summer. 

“We’ve organised surfing holidays and beach trips in the past. 

There’s much more to swimming than lessons in the pool.”
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Book a session with a coach

“If you haven’t swum for a while, I’d 

recommend having a one-to-one session with 

a coach,” says Alice. “Ask at your local pool if 

that can be arranged. Or, go to a group session 

where there is an instructor on hand.” 

Build up to lane swimming

“If you’re not confident about your ability,  

don’t go straight into a lane swimming  

session. Sign up for a public swim, where 

you can just get used to splashing about 

and getting your face in the water.” 

Find a pool that suits you 

“Think about how far you are able to travel 

and what kind of session you are looking for.

Some pools offer ladies-only sessions and 

evening swims.” 

Get your head in 

“Try to get as comfortable as possible with 

your face in the water. It will make a real 

difference to your swimming. I always wear 

goggles, but lots of people don’t. It’s whatever 

you feel comfortable with.” 

Breathe out underwater

“If you find you’re getting out of breath during 

front crawl, it could be because you’re trying 

to breathe in and out when you come up for 

air. Make sure you blow all the way out while 

your face is in the water – do this by blowing 

bubbles – so you’re ready to breathe in when 

you turn your head.”  

Wear swimwear you love

There are now many options for modest 

swimwear, from the seasuit and hijab  

designed by Finisterre (finisterre.com) to 

Aab swimwear, (available at johnlewis.com). 

“There are also special costumes for curvy 

or petite women,” says Alice. “It’s important 

to feel comfortable in what you’re wearing 

and not to feel concerned that your body 

is on show.” And remember to enjoy it, she 

adds. “Letting your body and mind settle into 

swimming is a wonderful thing.”

GETTING BACK IN THE WATER

Alice Dearing is the first black female swimmer to represent Britain at the Olympic Games. 

She gives her tips on getting back into swimming if you’ve lost confidence
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Dale in the pool 

(above right); 

Ed Accura 

(right); the Aab 
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£21/each at 

John Lewis)
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