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SAFETY  | by Harvey Barnett

Swimming 
Resource
Teaches
Infants to
Swim
The new job for her and the promotion for him meant 
moving again, and this time buying a home with a pool! For 
two years, the couple immensely enjoyed having a pool and 
entertaining friends and family who visited them. With the 
addition of a baby, life changed. Shortly after their little girl’s 
first birthday, what once brought pleasure almost turned 
into horror. At a backyard cookout Melissa was distracted, 
and her daughter walked to the pool, probably tried to grab 
a floating toy, and nearly fell head first into the water.

HISTORY AND MISSION
My mission began close to my 

heart. When I was 18, I came home 
from work as a lifeguard to a fright-
ening scene. An ambulance crew 
was putting my infant neighbor 
into a body bag. The infant boy had 
drowned at the bottom of a drainage 
canal that had contained only a few 
inches of mud and water. 

I vowed that I never wanted to see 
a tragedy like that again. So I have 
dedicated my life to developing a 
safe method of teaching young chil-
dren the necessary skills to survive 
an aquatic accident and to educate 
their parents.

As I taught younger and younger 
children to swim, I began to observe 
how they responded to dif fer-
ent types of instruction, how they 
learned specific techniques and 
what types of communication they 
responded to most efficiently. Using 
that data, I then began to develop 
a technique that could be used for 
non-verbal infants. 

Knowing that this task would 
require countless hours in the pool, I 
structured my entire academic career 
around keeping babies safe in and 
around the water. I earned a Ph.D. 
in psychology from the University of 
Florida in 1978. 

Fortunately, a more tragic inci-
dent did not occur and Melissa, 
once naïve about pool safety and 
drowning prevention, quickly had 
to become educated about how to 
prevent future incidents. She and 
her husband talked with the owner 
of their local pool supply store about 
proper fencing. He was a great help 
and also told them about Infant 
Swimming Resource (ISR). Melissa 
and her husband researched the pro-
gram on the internet, spoke with a 
local ISR instructor and enrolled 
their 14-month-old daughter. They 
now believe it is one of the best deci-
sions they have ever made.

INFANT SWIMMING RESOURCE
ISR is a comprehensive drowning 

prevention strategy that involves par-
ent education and teaching self-rescue 
skills to babies and toddlers between 
six months and six years of age. The 
program is the product of more than 
40 years of focused scientific research, 
development, and application of the 
behavioral sciences.

ISR has delivered over seven mil-
lion lessons to more than 175,000 
infants and children throughout the 
United States, providing lessons that 
combine swimming skills with devel-
opmentally appropriate survival 
instruction for young children.
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ISR has become the world’s most 
comprehensive and efficient drown-
ing prevention strategy for infants and 
young children. It works by teaching 
the baby in the water and the parent 
on the deck.

ISR LESSONS
The one-on-one lessons are given 

by an extremely well trained and 
certified ISR Instructor. Lessons are 
highly individualized for each child’s 
needs, abilities, age and developmen-
tal issues. ISR even collects data on 
each student for the 24-hour period 
prior to each lesson.

Lessons are approximately 10 min-
utes in length each day for five days a 
week. Children may begin lessons at 
six months of age up until six years 
of age. Infants six to 12 months learn 
to hold their breath underwater, roll 
onto their back and float unassisted.  

Infants over one year learn the fol-
lowing sequence: how to hold their 
breath underwater; swim with their 
head down; roll onto their back to 
float, rest, and breathe; and roll back 
over to resume swimming until they 
reach the side of the pool and can 
crawl out or be rescued by an adult. 
This sequence is called the “swim-
float-swim” sequence by ISR. For 
full efficiency and retention of all the 
skills, ISR lessons take approximately 
four to six weeks.

Data shows that about 86 percent 
of young children who fall into the 
pool are fully clothed. Because of that, 
ISR students learn how to perform 
all of their skills in different types of 
clothing. 

EDUCATING PARENTS
As well as training infants and chil-

dren, the ISR program focuses on edu-
cating parents about safety issues and 
aquatic survival. It teaches segmented 
supervision and recommends perma-
nent pool fences with self-slamming, 
alarmed gates and redundant alarms 
and systems. 

ISR educates parents so that they 
may help their children practice sur-
vival skills on a daily basis, but parents 
are not used as “instructors” during 
lessons. Parents are also encouraged 

to educate others who may be car-
ing for their children, such as grand-
parents, babysitters, neighbors and 
friends. 

There is no substitution for seg-
mented parental supervision when a 
child is in and around water. Should 
supervision fail and the fence is not 
present, ISR is the final line of protec-
tion in the unfortunate event that a 
child ends up in water alone. 

PARTNERING ON SAFETY
IRR and the pool and spa indus-

try can partner together to achieve the 
goal of an environment where not one 
more child drowns. As in the case of 
Melissa, having a residential pool is not 
the problem. Melissa, like every other 
parent at one time or another, had a 
moment of diversion, causing a slack 
in supervision. The accident was not 
that the child got in the water; the acci-
dent was that the child got in the water 
unsupervised, which can happen not 
only in a pool, but also a spa, pond, 
lake, drainage canal, bathtub or toilet.

ISR and the pool and spa industry 
can become a joint effort of engineer-
ing and educating. The industry can 
help educate the community and con-
sumers about:
• proper building and installation 

of pools/spas in relation to child 
safety

• proper function of filters, vacuums, 
jets, and other devices on pool/spa

• permanent fencing and barrier 
devices, alarmed gates, and redun-
dant alarms at many levels and 
locations

• alterations or decorations that 
interfere with child safety (such as 
waterfalls)

• current facts and statistics about 
swimming survival and drowning 
prevention

• providing facilities such as a show-
room pool that also educates par-
ents about pool chemistry and 
water temperature control.

• emphasizing the need for the ISR 
strategy to everyone who walks in 
their facility or uses their services
It is already happening. Artesian 

Pools of East Florida has had ISR 
Instructors in their showroom pools 

teaching thousands of babies since 
1980. They even heated their pools 
so that more babies could swim in an 
extended swim season. They like to 
say that they “sell pools to babies who 
have safer families.”

POSITIVE RESULTS FROM ISR
In the United States, drowning is 

the leading cause of accidental death 
among children ages one to four, 
claiming the lives of approximately 
4,000 children each year and leaving 
12,000 children as near-drowning vic-
tims with some form of permanent 
brain damage. In 18 states, includ-
ing Florida, Texas and California, 
it is the number one cause of death. 
Every year, the United States spends 
$3.4 billion on near-drowning victims 
under the age of four. 

ISR has more than 40 years of sci-
entific development in its methodol-
ogy to prevent statistics such as these, 
with many positive results: 
• ISR has delivered over seven mil-

lion lessons to more than 175,000 
infants and children.

• ISR has more than 250 highly qual-
ified, certified Instructors world-
wide.

• ISR has 788 documented cases of 
former students using their skills 
to save themselves from a docu-
mented and certain drowning situ-
ation. 

• No former ISR student  has 
drowned. 

• ISR is the only national swimming 
method of its kind that empha-
sizes developmentally appropriate 
instruction focused on self-rescue 
skills for infants and young chil-
dren.

• The ISR parent education program 
is comprehensive and fully inte-
grated with input from pediatri-
cians and family healthcare provid-
ers nationwide.  | 

Ha r vey Ba r net t  PhD  head s Infant 
Swimming Resource (www.infantswim.
com), Winter Park, Florida, which teaches 
infants six months to six years old how to 
swim. The organization has taught more 
than 175,000 children how to swim. None 
of these children have drown.


