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Big people know best: Changing parental perceptions of toddler water safety
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This paper reports on the findings of two studies that examine toddler water safety with particular reference to the perceptions of parents and instructors. In the first study the primary objective was to examine parental perceptions on the role of toddler swimming ability and pre-school swimming lessons in drowning prevention. The results showed that many parents have an overly optimistic view of the role of swimming ability and pre-school swimming lessons in drowning prevention. This was especially so for parents with toddlers enrolled in lessons. The primary objective of the second study was to develop a parent education programme that addressed parental misconceptions of toddler water safety. Statistically significant improvements in parental understanding were evident after a 10-week poolside water safety programme. This study suggests that toddler lessons in swim schools provide a valuable opportunity to address parental misconceptions about water safety. Both of the above studies have been published in Injury Control and Safety Promotion (2006).  Further research is required to examine the attitudes of swim instructors towards toddler water safety, their perception to toddler drowning and their beliefs about their role in toddler drowning prevention.

Table 1. Parent Opinions on the Value of Swimming Ability and Swimming Lessons in Toddler Drowning Prevention

	Statements
	Agree

n        %
	Disagree

n        %
	Not sure

n     %
	Mann-Whitney U 

	Toddlers drown because they haven’t learned to swim
	Swim school
	168
	31.5
	315
	58.9
	51
	9.6
	80595.0

(p  =   0.455)

	
	Other parents 
	86
	27.7
	170
	54.7
	31
	10.0
	

	The earlier children learn to swim, the safer they will be
	Swim school
	367
	68.0
	87
	16.1
	86
	15.9
	77059.0

(p  =   0.013)

	
	Other parents 
	196
	62.0
	66
	20.9
	54
	17.1
	

	Swimming lessons are the best way to prevent toddlers from drowning
	Swim school
	310
	57.1
	163
	30.0
	70
	12.9
	74314.5*

(p  =   0.001)

	
	Other parents
	147
	46.8
	116
	36.9
	51
	16.2
	

	Toddlers between 2-4 years of age are too young to learn to swim
	Swim school
	34
	6.2
	479
	87.7
	33
	6.0
	66889.5*

(p  =   0.000)

	
	Other parents
	46
	14.6
	223
	70.5
	47
	14.9
	

	Better to develop swimming ability than rely on adult supervision
	Swim school
	192
	35.4
	300
	55.3
	50
	9.2
	78286.0

(p  =   0.043)

	
	Other parents
	94
	30.0
	188
	59.9
	32
	10.2
	

	Toddlers can learn to save themselves if they fall into water
	Swim school
	231
	42.7
	215
	39.6
	96
	17.7
	75264.0*

(p  =   0.001)

	
	Other parents
	106
	33.3
	159
	50.0
	53
	16.7
	


Note: * p<0.008 with Bonferroni correction

Table 2. Pre-programme and Post-programme Comparisons of Improvement in 

Parental Understanding of Toddler Water Safety

	Question/statement
	No. (%) responding incorrectly before lessons (A)
	No. (%) responding incorrectly after

   lessons (B)
	Ratio 

(B:A)
	(2
	p

	Most toddlers drown in swimming pools on family/friend’s property
	44
	(41.5)
	23
	(21.9)
	0.52
	8.0*
	.005

	Most toddlers drown because of lack of adult supervision
	24
	(22.6)
	17
	(16.2)
	0.71
	1.4
	.312

	Most important preventive action is constant close supervision
	29
	(27.4)
	19
	(18.1)
	0.66
	2.0
	.150

	The chest compressions-to-breath ratio for child CPR is 5:1
	78
	(73.6)
	68
	(64.8)
	0.87
	1.5
	.215

	Correct understanding of what ABC means in CPR procedure
	45
	(42.5)
	42
	(40.0)
	0.93
	0.1
	.824


*p<0.05 with Yates continuity correction

Learning Outcomes

1.
The importance of parental education on water safety to assist in the prevention of toddler drowning.
2.
The role of swim schools in educating parents of toddlers on water safety.
3.
A template for swim schools to complete a parental water safety education programme.
