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Foundations for respectful aquatic education in childhood 
 

The Declaration made in Benidorm (Spain) on May 5, 2024 by the AIDEA (Ibero-American Association 
of Aquatic, Special and Hydrotherapy Education) on Respectful Aquatic Education, is a document 
that marks a milestone in the history of aquatic education in terms of the rights of participants in 
aquatic programs. Developed by academics and practitioners from different regions of the world, 
the Declaration sets out, for the first time, the fundamental rights of children that should be 
protected in aquatic education.  
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Presentation 
 
The justification for the creation of a 
document that presents the position of 
the AIDEA Association on respectful 
aquatic education in childhood lies 
in the need to promote educational 
practices that promote the integral 
and safe development of children 
in the aquatic environment. Some 
of the reasons for supporting this 
initiative include: 
 
¶ Importance of the aquatic 

environment in child 
development: Water offers a 
unique environment for learning 
and the physical, cognitive and 
emotional development of children. 
Aquatics education can promote motor skills, 
self-confidence, water safety, and safety 
awareness, among other aspects crucial for child 
growth. 

¶ Need for focus on water safety: Water safety is a critical concern for parents and caregivers. A respectful 
approach to aquatic education can teach children water safety skills and knowledge, gradually and safely, 
reducing the risk of injury and drowning. 

¶ Promoting respect for the environment: Respectful aquatic education is not only about child safety and 
development, but also about respect for the aquatic environment. Teaching children about the importance 
of caring for and preserving water bodies from an early age can foster positive attitudes towards 
environmental conservation in the future. 

¶ Recognition of diversity in learning: Every child is unique and has different needs and abilities. A respectful 
approach to aquatic education recognizes this diversity and promotes the inclusion of all children, regardless 
of their functional level of skill or previous experience in the water. 
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¶ Contribution to the development of educational policies and 
practices: Presenting a position on respectful aquatic 

education in children can influence the development of 
educational policies and practices at the local, national 

and international levels. You can advocate for 
higher safety standards, accessible aquatic 

education programs, and adequate 
resources to support the implementation 

of respectful approaches in different 
educational contexts. 
 
Children's water activity, from 4 months 
to 6 years old, is usually a priority for 
many families, as it is believed to 
benefit the child's integral development 
and promote a positive relationship 

with the aquatic environment, as well as 
preventing drowning. However, while it's 

common to hear recommendations about 
this practice, the evidence supporting its 

benefits is limited and focuses primarily on 
drowning prevention. Studies have shown that 

learning aquatic skills does not increase the risk of 
drowning (Bugeja & Franklin, 2012; Taylor, Franklin, & Peden, 2020). 
 
Regarding drowning, its definition refers to the process of experiencing breathing difficulties due to immersion 
or sumersion in a liquid (WHO, 2014). When this process results in death, it is classified as "fatal"; while, if the 
victim survives, it is called "non-fatal". 
 
It is relevant to note that, in the statistics on drownings, the number of hospitalizations is 2 to 3 times higher 
than the rates of fatal drowning. However, the impact on those who suffer a non-fatal drowning but do not require 
outside intervention, such as lifeguards or hospital care, is not yet fully understood. 
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The lack of evidence is partly due to research ethics, as it would be necessary to 
expose children to risky and stressful situations to obtain conclusive results. 
However, these practices are rejected by ethical commissions that protect the 
integrity of human life. 
 
The purpose of this positioning is to inform society, aquatic professionals and 
facility managers that any aquatic program for children must prioritize the 
physical, emotional and social safety of the child, avoiding practices that put their 
well-being at risk. 
 

Learning aquatic competence is important, but it must be done in a safe and 
developmentally sensitive manner. There is no one-size-fits-all solution to 

preventing drowning, and the responsibility lies with responsible 
adults, professionals, on how the learner understands the aquatic 
environment as a whole. 
Enrolling a child in a program that promises to make them 
"drownproof" can be tempting, but it's important to 
understand that no 
guarantee can 

completely 
eliminate the 
risk of 
drowning. 

Safety in 
aquatic 

environments depends on several factors, including 
proper supervision, the existence of restrictive physical 
barriers, training in aquatic competencies, and an 
understanding of the associated risks for both the child 
and the adult in charge. 
 
Relying on Article 4 of the Charter of the 1994 International 
Conference on Children's Aquatic Education in Melbourne 
which states that "the organizers and animators of aquatic activities 
shall reject any pedagogy based on violence or on the conditioning of 
children. They should promote a feeling of security and confidence that 

It is crucial that aquatic 
education professionals 

act ethically and 
responsibly at all times. 

 

Children, by nature, are explorers; 
 They see the world differently from 
adults. When they make decisions, 

they do so with the belief that it is safe 
for them, without risk of harm, and 

with a sense of motivation and 
curiosity. For them, fear is usually 
present in subtle ways and is not 

usually an obstacle to action. 
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encourages children to freely explore the aquatic environment", the Ibero-American Association of Aquatic, 
Special and Hydrotherapy Education (AIDEA) presents this updated position with the aim of guiding families 
and professionals on aquatic programs for children from 4 months to 6 years old. highlighting the importance 
of a multidimensional perspective of aquatic competence and the need for continuous updating of programs to 
ensure the safety and integral development of children. In summary, this document provides a solid basis for 
promoting safe, inclusive and respectful educational practices in the aquatic environment, thus benefiting the 
development and well-being of children worldwide. 
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Objective of aquatic activities in childhood 
 
 
The purpose of aquatic activities in childhood is to promote the integral 
development of the child through the acquisition of fundamental aquatic 
skills, addressing multiple aspects such as aquatic literacy, drowning 
prevention and environmental education (Figure 1, Fonseca-Pinto & Moreno-
Murcia, 2023). This not only allows for more skillful and safe water 
experiences, but also promotes the child's overall well-being in their 
relationship with the aquatic environment, themselves, and others. 
 
 

Figure 1. Multidimensional model of aquatic competence (Fonseca-Pinto & Moreno-Murcia, 2023). 
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During childhood, an important phase of growth and discovery, the child shapes his perception of the world and 
learns to interact with it safely, based on his experiences. Therefore, it is essential to provide access to a variety 
of enriching and positive opportunities. 
 
Participation in aquatic programs during infancy lays the groundwork for children to explore more specific 
aquatic activities in the future, while also developing an emotional connection to the aquatic environment. The 
quality of these experiences significantly influences later stages of development. 
 
The objectives of these activities are materialized in three interrelated dimensions:  
 
¶ Aquatic literacy: This dimension, integrated into motor literacy, seeks to develop a set of 15 essential 

aquatic competencies to interact with the aquatic environment with skill and safety. In addition to enhancing 
motor development, this dimension is influenced by individual characteristics and 
learning contexts. 

¶ Drowning prevention: This dimension, incorporated into aquatic literacy 
practices, involves the transfer of knowledge and skills to real-world 
situations. In addition to strengthening cognitive and socio-affective 
aspects, this dimension has both a preventive and reactive role, teaching 
how to act in risky situations, and how to prevent them. Recognizing the 
need for adult supervision is part of safety. 

¶ Environmental education: This dimension promotes knowledge and 
preservation of the aquatic environment, fostering pro-environmental 
attitudes and positive emotions towards nature. Through this dimension, it seeks 
to bring the reality of natural aquatic environments to pool programs and promote educational practices in 
real environments, always prioritizing the safety of the child. 

 
Learning in this context is not limited to theoretical knowledge, but also encompasses the development of 
practical skills and socio-emotional attitudes. Since interactions vary depending on contextual conditions and 
the age of the child, it is critical to understand that their exploratory nature and tendency to unpredictable 
interaction require flexible and adaptive approaches. 
 

These dimensions  
they are intrinsically related 

and are essential in the 
design of educational 

programmes that pursue 
specific objectives. 
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The objectives of the declaration for respectful aquatic education 
in childhood are:  

 
¶ To establish respectful educational 

standards and practices: Provide guidance 
and recommendations for developing 
water education programmes and 
activities that are sensitive to 
children's individual needs and 
respectful of their physical, 
emotional and cultural 
integrity. 

¶ To encourage integral 
development: to promote 
the physical, cognitive, 
emotional and social 
development of children 
through positive and varied 
experiences in the aquatic 
environment. 

¶ To promote inclusion and equity: 
seeks to ensure that all children, 
regardless of functional level, experience, or 
socioeconomic status, have access to safe, quality aquatic 
education opportunities, including qualified professionals, respecting individual rhythms and the choice of 
learner-centred methodologies. 
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¶ To contribute to creating public policies: to advocate for the inclusion of 
respectful aquatic education in public policies related to children, 
education, safety and the environment, at local, national and 
international levels. 

¶ To raise community awareness: educating parents, 
caregivers, educators, authorities and society in general about 
the importance of respectful aquatic education and its impact 
on well-being and development in childhood and throughout 
life. 
 

  

The declaration for a  
Respectful aquatic education in 
childhood, by establishing clear 

and specific objectives, can serve 
as a framework to guide actions 
and policies that promote safe, 

inclusive and respectful 
educational practices in the 

aquatic environment. 
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Child development and children's rights 
 
If we ask ourselves what the responsibilities of a baby are, it may seem strange, since there are really no 
responsibilities of the baby. Their main objective is to grow, develop and meet their basic needs. What happens 
during this stage are natural processes of development and care provided by those who care for him, since the 
baby does not yet have the ability to make decisions or act, given his state of development. 
 
In this sense, what care should the caregiver guarantee during early childhood? 
 
¶ Nutrition: The baby depends on the caregiver to be fed and consumes the food provided. 
¶ Sleep: It is crucial for their well-being and development. 
¶ Communication: Expresses their needs through crying and makes vocalizations to communicate. 
¶ Physical development: In a stimulating and age-appropriate environment, participates in activities that 

involve touch, palate, and motor actions such as crawling, turning, and crawling. 
¶ Connection and bonding: It is established mainly with caregivers through physical and visual contact, hugs, 

smiles and attention to physical and emotional needs. 
¶ Stimulation and interaction: An interesting and stimulating environment is essential to promote motor, 

cognitive and social development. Although direct adult manipulation is not necessary, opportunities for 
exploration in varied settings should be offered. The aquatic environment, in particular, offers significant 
benefits, since humans are not born adapted to it. 

 
If an aquatic program is approached from a pedagogical perspective, there are many benefits for the baby in 
terms of motor development, visual perception and cognitive flexibility. However, studies have pedagogical 
limitations to affirm that the child's development depends exclusively on this interaction with the aquatic 
environment (Santos et al., 2023). 
 
In order to respect children´s development, it is essential to understand and distinguish between two concepts: 
autonomy and responsibility. 
 
Autonomy refers to the ability to act and make decisions independently (unaided) in response to the need to 
adapt to different contexts. Self-regulation is fundamental to being autonomous and is centred on freedom of 
action (Deci and Ryan, 1985). Responsibility, on the other hand, is defined as a person's ability to act morally 
(Escámez & Gil, 2001), assuming the consequences of his or her actions. This ability implies both cognitive 
competences and the capacity to evaluate the benefits and harms of an action, which makes it inapplicable to 
children in the sensorimotor phase. In this context, responsibility acquires an important educational value (Díez 
& Sousa, 2008). 
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Educational programs promote the progressive acquisition of autonomy in the aquatic environment, but this is 
not synonymous with safety, as a child, let alone an infant, cannot be expected to know or act appropriately in a 
risky situation (Taylor et al., 2020). However, it is often observed that as the child becomes progressively more 
autonomous in interacting with the aquatic environment, the adult´s attention to supervision relaxes: even 
greater autonomy is not directly accompanied by responsibility. But a baby or child will never drown if an adult 
is present with adequate supervisory capacity. 
 
In order for children to begin to assume responsibilities progressively, it is necessary for them to develop the 
ability to understand and comply with some instructions or tasks with the assistance of their caregivers, 
based on Piaget's theories. This progressive learning process is adjusted to the age, maturation, and individual 
characteristics of the child, and is influenced by cultural effects and family expectations, as Bandura's theory 
suggests. Starting at age 3, exploring simple tasks can be beneficial to a child's future success in school, work, 
and relationships. These types of experiences offer opportunities for development, but do not include survival 
skills or responsible self-care. 
 

Table 1. Some references of responsibilities in the infant stage. 
 

0-2 years 2-3 years 3-5 years 
They do not have specific 
responsibilities, they have needs 
that must be attended to by 
responsible adults and also have the 
safety of the environment 
guaranteed. 

The responsibilities are simple and 
proposed, with guidance from the 
responsible adults. 

They have simple responsibilities. 
They perform simple tasks much by 
imitating what they observe in their 
environment. 

Examples: basic needs such as 
eating, sleeping and also ensuring 
the safety of the environment. 

Examples: tidying up toys, helping to 
set the table 

Examples: dressing, putting water 
on flowers. 

 
It is impórtant to allow the child to build its internal structures over time. The development of the cerebral cortex 
is essential for cognitive abilities, perception and consciousness. Each part of the cortex develops at its own 
pace, as cognitive abilities mature, and this is a gradual process (Singer, 2008), which will gradually contribute 
to greater autonomy. 
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Children's rights 
 
 
Children 's rights have been defined by the United Nations (UNICEF, 2019) in an agreement between several 
countries. How can we adapt considering the purpose of the development of aquatic competence throughout 
life? 
 
¶ Non-discrimination: All children have the right to participate in aquatic programs that respect their 

individuality, regardless of their social, religious, economic or functional status. 
¶ Best interests of the child: Educational practices in aquatic environments must respect the physical, 

psychological and emotional integrity of the child, providing benefits for the development of aquatic 
competence. 

¶ Compliance with rights: The coordination of aquatic facilities 
must supervise educational practices to promote the well-
being and development of participants. 

¶ Parenting Education: It is important to provide 
families with information about child development, 
safety, and aquatic competence, as well as 
opportunities to develop parenting skills in a safe 
environment. 

¶ Survival and development: Since the aquatic 
environment is inherently dangerous, it is vital to 
develop aquatic competence throughout life to 
address this multidimensionality (Fonseca-Pinto & 
Moreno-Murcia, 2023) according to development, 
experience, and maturation. 

¶ Parental Responsibility: During water activity classes, 
adults should be instructed on drowning safety and prevention 
practices, the importance of restrictive physical barriers, and proper supervision, given the child's 
unpredictable actions and the dynamics of the aquatic environment. 

¶ Protection against violence: Educational practices must comply with strict rules that prioritize the physical, 
psychological, and emotional safety of the child, without justifying the child's crying for any reason. 
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¶ Access to education: All children have the right to develop aquatic competence in a healthy educational 
environment, with competent professionals committed to the physical, emotional and psychological integrity 
of their students. 

¶ Experience, play, and interaction: Children should have the 
opportunity to experience, play, and socialize in safe 
environments that promote ethical values, mutual respect, 
fairness, and social diversity. 

 
These rights are designed to help the learner take personal 
responsibility and contribute to personal and social well-being over 
time. We believe this mindset will contribute to addressing drowning 
issues on a global scale, starting from our local communities and 
classrooms. 

  

Educational practices  
healthy, positive and  

constructivists are a necessity and a 
right all over the world. Only those who 
are poorly informed could deny it. To 

learn meaningfully, it is crucial to have 
access to informed, evidence-based 

practices facilitated by people 
committed to their own  
personal development. 
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Child abuse 
or neglect 
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Child abuse or neglect 
 
 
This is a sensitive topic that involves the use of strong terms, but 
sometimes what happens in some aquatic programs in a systematic way 
or in specific educational situations can be classified as child abuse or 
neglect (Table 2). Although it may not have been done with the intent to 
harm the child, the adult's behavior deviates from the usual and 
desirable interaction with an infant, which can cause actual or potential 
harm to the child's health and development (Glaser, 2000). These 
incidents are perpetrated by adults, whether male or female, and are 
considered preventable (Glaser, 2000). 
 

Table 2. Adapted system of classification of abuse (Zeanah & Humphreys, 2018). 
 

Physical abuse When a responsible adult inflicts physical harm on a child by non-accidental 
means. 

Physical neglect/failure to 
attend 

When a responsible adult does not exercise a minimum degree of care in 
meeting the child's physical needs (nutrition, clothing, housing, hygiene, 
medical care). 

Neglect/lack of 
supervision 

When a responsible adult fails to take appropriate precautions to ensure 
adequate safety (proper supervision, safe environments) whether the child is 
inside or outside the home, depending on the child's particular emotional and 
developmental needs.  

Emotional-abuse When an adult caregiver persistently or extremely frustrates the child's basic 
emotional needs. This also includes parental acts that are harmful because 
they are insensitive to the child's developmental level, including 
psychological safety, foster care and self-esteem, and age-appropriate 
autonomy. 

Note: It meets a severity rating for each type of abuse. The sexual one has not been included because it does 
not agree with the objective of the document. 
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How can we evaluate the pedagogical decisions of an adult, whether male or 
female, who chooses to continue with the instruction of an infant or 
child to float alone in the water despite his or her crying? 
 
How can we judge the pedagogical decisions of an adult, male 
or female, who persists in teaching a child who shows 
discomfort to float or move in water, even swallowing water 
or vomiting, based on the belief that this will prevent 
drowning? 
 
How can we qualify the decisions of adults who facilitate and 
allow these practices, whether in 
aquatic facilities or in the 
home, under the premise of a 

supposed prevention of 
drowning? 

 
It is necessary to recognize the clear differences 
between respectful and abusive or negligent 
educational practices, since these situations can 
profoundly affect children's cognitive, socio-
emotional, linguistic, and neurobiological 

development, with the consequences on mental health 
being especially worrying (Zeanah & Humphreys, 2018). 

These repercussions are not limited to childhood, and can 
affect adult life (Cicchetti & Toth, 1995; Glaser, 2000). 

 
There are no specific guidelines for teaching in the aquatic 

environment, nor are there any specific programs to ensure that 
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drowning is avoided. To claim that an aquatic program 
prevents drowning is as illusory as to claim that 

obtaining a driver's license guarantees to 
avoid traffic accidents. What does exist are 

educational practices that promote 
greater safety in the interaction with 
water, without compromising the well-
being or development of the learner, 
whatever their age. For this reason, the 
recommendations of the World Health 
Organization (2014) emphasize 
protective barriers, constant adult 
supervision, supervised aquatic 
environments and the development of 

aquatic competencies that include 
learning safety behaviors. 

 
It is a fact that most 

cases of abuse, 
widely known, occur in 
children under 5 years of age, and it is very likely that 
this statistic is replicated in the aquatic environment. 
The vulnerability of early life development 
underscores the importance of a clear and 
precise positioning such as this, where the need 
to apply developmental science knowledge in 
child protection and well-being is recognized 
(Center of Developing Child, 2016). Adults have 
more resources to try to defend themselves in 
situations of abuse, but for babies and children it 
is necessary to guarantee an undeniable premise: 
they must be cared for and respected by responsible 
adults, whether they are their direct caregivers or 
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professionals in the aquatic field. 
  

In the search for the  
water safety, not everything is 
allowed. It is not the baby or 

the child who must adapt to the 
needs of the adult, but it is the 
adult who must respect and 
ensure the best interests of 
these beings in development 

and formation. 
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Bonding 
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The importance of bonding 
 
 

The bond established in the first years of life with primary caregivers is 
fundamental for child development, greatly influencing emotional, cognitive, 

and behavioral life (Stinehart et al., 2012). Bonding behavior is characterized 
by the search for proximity by the dependent being (baby/child) when 

experiencing discomfort of any kind (pain, fear, cold, hunger, etc.). 
Naturally, the child seeks to approach the attachment figure because 
he or she trusts that it will be able to alleviate his or her discomfort 
and restore his or her emotional balance (Figure 2). The bonding 
circle of Hoffman, Gooper, & Powell (2019) is based on 4 key 
principles: secure bonding, emotional regulation, exploration, and 
repairing breakups. The "Circle of Security for Mothers and 
Fathers" program is an intervention supported by scientific evidence 

that seeks to promote a secure attachment in parenting. This program 
is based on the premise that children need the support of parents that 

encourage them to explore the world and welcome them when they return 
from their adventures, hands that are trustworthy, wise, loving and safe. If 

maltreatment occurs during childhood, bonding is affected (Glaser, 2000), and these effects can manifest in 
relationships established during adolescence and adulthood (Levy & Orlans, 1998). 
 
There are four types of bonding, and the type that is established between the infant and the caregiver depends 
largely on how the caregiver responds when the infant feels that his or her safety is threatened (e.g., when he or 
she is emotionally upset or frightened) (Benoit, 2004). Through bonding, internal models are developed that 
influence the child's perception of their worth and trust in others, or lack thereof (Myrick et al., 2014). Bonding 
plays a crucial role in a child's ability to learn. 
 
¶ Secure bonding: The caregiver responds with sensitivity and affection, seeking to reassure the baby. They 

feel safe and able to express their negative emotions, trusting that they will be cared for when they need it. 
¶ Insecure-avoidant bonding: The caregiver responds in an insensitive, rejecting, or avoidant way to the 

baby's needs. As a result, the baby avoids seeking comfort from the caregiver when they are distressed and 
can minimize their emotions in front of them. 

¶ Insecure-resistant bond: The caregiver responds with little receptivity, unpredictability, or incoherence, 
leading the child to show extreme emotions to get attention and seek validation of his or her feelings. 

¶ Insecure-disorganized bond: Aberrant and atypical behaviors are observed that are not limited to moments 
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of stress of the baby/child. 
 
Figure 2. Circle of safety/family bonding attending to the child's needs (adapted from Hoffman, Gooper, 

& Powell, 2019). 
 

 
 
 
What is the social role of the aquatic professional? What kind of bond are you 
expected to establish with students? What effect do abusive or unhealthy 
educational behaviors have on the student's development and self-image, in the 
short and long term? 
 
During childhood, the main caregivers are parents, grandparents, older siblings, 
etc. As we develop, other relationship partners take on bonding roles, providing 
security and support (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2009). 
 
From a neurobiological perspective, caregivers' environmental cues are crucial 

According to  
Bowlby's theory,  

infants are born with bonding 
behaviors intended to ensure 
proximity to protective and 
supportive figures (Shaver & 

Mikulincer, 2009). 
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for the development and organization of neural systems during the first 
years of life (Friend, 2012). When caregivers respond appropria  tely to 
the child's physical and emotional states and interact affectively 
with them, emotional regulation and interpersonal connection in 
the brain are promoted (Friend, 2012; Meyer et al., 2013). These 
interactions contribute to the formation of neural 
connections and the development of the limbic system 
circuit, impornt for processing social interactions, 
regulating emotion s, and managing stress (Friend, 2012). 
 

It is the responsibility 
of the aquatic 
professional, to whom 

families entrust the care 
of their children, to 
establish affective 
relationships that promote the safety 
and well-being of children in the aquatic 

environment. These relationships will influence how children relate to 
water and their aquatic competence. These relationships will influence the 
way children relate to the water, their aquatic competence, but also the way 

they look at themselves and perform their inner discourse. Educational practices 
must respect the physical, emotional and cognitive needs of the student, avoiding any form of mistreatment or 
coercion. 
 
 Learning is a process that requires commitment and motivation, but babies cannot feel this kind of commitment 
in the cognitive sense. However, the affective relationship they establish with the aquatic professional 
conditions their willingness to actively participate in the learning process. Therefore, it is imperative that aquatic 
professionals are sensitive to the emotional needs of children and build trusting relationships so that learning 
can occur, and as a result, safety in aquatic environments can be enhanced. 
 
The aquatic professional plays a decisive role in forming safe and healthy bonds with children in the aquatic 
environment. These relationships affect not only children's aquatic competence, but also their long-term 

Childhood trauma  
it affects emotional and 

behavioral functioning, as 
well as attachment and trust-

building processes, both 
within and outside the family 

environment (Scales & 
Scales, 2016). 
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emotional and social development. It is essential that aquatic 
professionals are aware of their role in children's lives and strive 

to build relationships based on respect, trust and mutual care, 
with drowning prevention being a natural consequence of 

a positive, participatory and developmental learning 
process. 
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Polyvagal 
theory 
 


