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Introduction 
 
This resource brings a highly relevant pedagogical question into the context of aquatic 
education: what should be done when a child clearly refuses to go to the swimming pool? In 
the aquatic environment, this refusal is not a trivial matter, but nor should it be interpreted 
as a problem attributable to the child. At this age, they do not yet possess the maturity 
required to fully anticipate the consequences of their choice and naturally tend to seek out 
experiences they find enjoyable whilst avoiding those which, at that moment, cause them 
discomfort, insecurity or aversion. The question, therefore, is not how to overcome their 
refusal, but what we can do to understand it and support them appropriately. 

 
The World Health Organisation (2024) emphasises that drowning remains a significant cause 
of child and adolescent mortality, and specifically the American Academy of Paediatrics (2026) 
and the Ibero-American Association for Aquatic Education, Special Education and 
Hydrotherapy (Fonseca-Pinto et al., 2024) stress that aquatic education classes provide a layer 
of protection, but never the only one. Furthermore, a classic case-control study (Brenner et 
al., 2009) found a protective association between formal swimming lessons and a lower risk 
of drowning in children aged 1 to 4 years, although the authors cautioned that lessons, on 
their own, do not eliminate the risk.  
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Understanding a child’s aversion to the swimming pool requires interpreting the need that 
this behaviour expresses. Emotional security, autonomy, bonding and gradual exposure 

make it possible to transform this avoidance into a progressively positive relationship with 
the aquatic environment. 
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That said, the fact that attending swimming lessons is important does not justify dismissing a 
child’s refusal as laziness, a whim or disobedience. Research into school refusal shows 
precisely the opposite: when a child says, “I don’t want to go”, the behaviour is usually linked 
to emotional distress, somatic symptoms, relational and contextual factors, and not to mere 
wilful opposition. This framework cannot be mechanically applied to the swimming pool, 
because a swimming lesson is not the same as school. However, it does offer a very useful 
clinical and pedagogical insight: avoidance serves a function, communicates something and 
must be interpreted before it is addressed. From this perspective, the statement “I don’t 
want to go to the swimming pool” can be interpreted as a signal that warrants functional 
assessment, relational sensitivity and a graduated intervention (Di Vincenzo et al., 2024; Leduc 
et al., 2024; Li et al., 2021). 
 
From this perspective, the following resource aims to provide aquatic educators, families and 
professionals involved in water-based learning with a comprehensive understanding of 
children’s fear of water, offering practical guidance on interpreting behaviour, supporting 
children in situations of fear or avoidance through a respectful and non-coercive approach, 
and designing interventions based on emotional security, gradual exposure, bonding and 
respect for each child’s individual pace. 
 

From school avoidance to water avoidance 
 
One of the most significant contributions to the 
literature on school avoidance is the functional 
model proposed by Kearney et al. (2004), which 
organises avoidance around four main functions 
that help to explain why a person might avoid 
certain situations or contexts, as illustrated in 
Figure 1. The main idea that emerges from this 
model is that avoidance is not necessarily a 
problem in itself, but rather a behaviour that serves 
a specific function. Identifying what function, it 
serves is therefore essential for designing tailored 
and effective interventions. From this perspective, 
the teacher’s aim is not to impose their own 
judgement or to secure obedience from pupils, but 
to understand what need underlies the avoidance 

behaviour. 
 
Carefully adapted to the aquatic environment, 
this model helps us understand that a child 
may be reluctant to go to the swimming pool 
for various reasons: because they are afraid of the water or of being separated from their 
family or caregivers; because they anticipate having to perform a skill that makes them feel 
insecure or reluctant at that moment, such as a dive or a somersault; because they feel 
embarrassed in front of the group or the educator or, quite simply, because they have learnt 
that avoiding the situation brings them immediate relief. This adaptation of Kearney’s model 
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to the aquatic context constitutes a pedagogical inference grounded both in the literature on 
school refusal and in the available evidence regarding fear of water, negative aquatic 
experiences and motivation in swimming lessons (Kearney et al., 2004; Di Vincenzo et al., 
2024; Misimi et al., 2020; Moreno-Murcia et al., 2020; Peden & Franklin, 2020). 
 

Figure 1. Adaptation of the functional model by Kearney et al. (2004) showing how 
avoidance is organised. 

 

 
 
Thinking functionally changes the approach. The main question is no longer “How can I get 
them into the water today?”, but rather “What are they trying to avoid? What need lies behind 
this behaviour? What triggers these protective responses in their nervous system? What do 
they need to protect, and what conditions do we need to change so that they can participate 
without feeling overwhelmed?” In educational terms, this involves moving from a mindset of 
obedience to one of understanding. In ethical terms, it involves recognising that forcing 
attendance or performance may resolve a specific session, but may worsen the child’s 
relationship with the pool, with learning and with the educator themselves in the short and 
medium term (Di Vincenzo et al., 2024). 

 
What might “I don’t want to come” actually mean? 
 
In an aquatic context, the first hypothesis that cannot be ignored is fear of water. Misimi et al. 
(2020) point out that fear of water is the strongest predictor of low or non-existent aquatic 
skills. Added to this is the fact that previous negative aquatic experiences have a clear impact 
on learning: Peden and Franklin (2020) found that children who reported negative aquatic 
experiences achieved, at every age, lower average skill levels, and that the majority of these 
experiences were specifically linked to swimming lessons. In other words, the teaching process 
itself can become a source of aversion if it is not properly paced, if it is introduced too early, 
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if the focus is on the execution and replication of skills, or if it is perceived as a threat. Along 
the same lines, Moreno Murcia et al. (2020) demonstrated that fear of the aquatic 
environment is negatively correlated with children’s aquatic competence and pointed out 
that factors such as previous experiences, perceived competence, the social context or certain 
characteristics of the facility can act as triggers for fear and aversion towards the aquatic 
environment. 
 
This fear does not always take the form of clear verbal expression. Sometimes it manifests as 
crying, physical stiffness, physical complaints, resistance to entering the water from the 
outset, sudden dependence on an adult, avoidance of specific tasks such as putting one’s face 
in the water, floating on one’s back or moving away from the edge, or, in extreme cases, verbal 
expressions at home of not wanting to return to lessons, accompanied by crying. Ramsey’s 
(2021) paper on coercion and trauma in aquatic lessons describes the following as particularly 
problematic situations: introducing a resistant child into the water; submerging them without 
genuine consent; separating them from their carer before they are ready; pushing the pace 
too hard; or continuing with activities despite signs of distress. The same document 
recommends stopping the activity, picking the child up, adjusting one’s tone of voice and being 
mindful of non-verbal communication, giving them space, allowing the attachment figure to 
comfort them, and gradually reintroducing the activity only once a sense of safety has 
returned. From a pedagogical perspective, this requires distinguishing between defiant 
resistance and resistance caused by fear or dysregulation. Confusing the two is probably one 
of the most costly mistakes in aquatic instruction. 
 

 
Refusal may also be a way of saying “I don’t feel capable”. The literature on school attendance 
shows that low self-perceived competence and problematic relationships with peers or adults 
can increase avoidance. In practice, this means that a child who avoids the swimming pool 
may not be rejecting the water itself, but rather the experience of feeling clumsy, exposed, 
observed or compared, and is more likely to do so if there is high levels of anxiety, 
overprotection or difficulties in family functioning at home, factors that repeatedly emerge as 
relevant and modifiable in cases of school refusal (Chockalingam et al., 2023; Lõhmus et al., 
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2022; Di Vincenzo et al., 2024).  
 
Based on these findings, a number of practical strategies that have been validated in 
educational settings make sense as a way of alleviating the fear that children bring with them 
from home or the anxiety they feel at being separated from their parents. For example, 
turning bath time into a playful activity (such as washing toys rather than focusing on the 
obligatory washing routine) helps them to tolerate water on their faces without distress. 
Similarly, replacing the formal queuing procedure with a group entrance whilst singing or 
dancing, or introducing initial activities in pairs and small groups, significantly reduces the fear 
of social exposure and fosters a sense of belonging. 
 
Recognise that a child’s reluctance to use the swimming pool may also stem from 
environments outside the pool and its immediate surroundings. It is essential to understand 
the route a child takes to reach the pool; changing rooms, corridors, showers, etc., can trigger 
or predispose the child to negative or positive emotions. The various environments and the 
staff working in them all play a part in the child’s approach to the water, for example, waiting 
times, weather, staff behaviour, getting dressed and undressed, shower times. It is suggested 
that these different environments be taken into account and addressed in order to boost 
confidence and foster positive experiences. 
 
With regard to early childhood, key educational activities include immersion exercises using 
goggles that allow children to explore and become familiar with the aquatic environment so 
that they feel safe, the promotion of experiences in both swimming pools and open water, 
and teaching safe ways of entering the water, as well as various forms of movement in the 
water. These approaches contribute to the development of safety and independence in the 
aquatic environment and, consequently, help to prevent negative experiences that might 
cause fear and hinder the learning process (Misimi et al., 2020). 
 

Pedagogical principles for an appropriate response 
 
The first principle is that emotional security takes precedence over technical and motor 
development. In cases of school refusal, psychoeducational guidelines agree that validating 
emotions, maintaining realistic expectations and planning a gradual return to school are more 
effective than punishing the child or allowing the situation to escalate into confrontation. 
Something similar happens in the swimming pool. The swimming educator must not give up 
on the goal of participation, but they should abandon the idea that the aim of the day is to 
“win the battle”. If the child is out of control, pushing them, shaming them or causing them to 
lose their bond with their primary caregiver can intensify future resistance. The appropriate 
response is to acknowledge the emotion, uphold the boundary without resorting to violence, 
and adjust the situation so that the child can cope with it (Child Mind Institute, 2025; The Kids 
Mental Health Foundation, 2025; Ramsey, 2021). 
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Figure 2. A visual model for interpreting aquatic rejection. 
 

 
 
The second principle is to foster autonomy, competence and connection. Minkels et al. (2023) 
observed that, in the swimming lessons analysed in the Netherlands, support for autonomy 
was significantly lower than support for competence and connection, and concluded that this 
approach could be improved through specific training. Furthermore, Minkels and 
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collaborators (2025) shows that peer models, both mastery-oriented and coping-oriented, 
improve skill learning, increase self-efficacy and reduce fear; that water games promote the 
acquisition of skills; that a water-skills-centred approach can improve competence; and that, 
for young children, shallower environments appear to offer initial advantages. The same 
review notes that the use of goggles and a snorkel can specifically help children with a fear of 
water. 
 
In very young children, a child-centred methodology, underpinned by the importance of the 
emotional bond, has also been associated with more positive behavioural responses during 
the session. Overall, the evidence suggests replacing rigid instruction with a teaching approach 
based on support, guided choice, modelling, play, progression and perceived control (Martins 
et al., 2020; Minkels et al., 2023; Minkels et al., 2025).  
 
The third principle is to avoid the false dilemma between “giving in” and “forcing”. Research 
into school refusal shows that allowing prolonged avoidance can reinforce anxiety, but also 
that a sudden return without support can make it worse. The most effective approach is 
usually gradual exposure, with small goals, predictability, support from a trusted figure and 
ongoing review of progress. In swimming terms, this means that attendance and the 
connection with the class must be maintained, even if technical demands are temporarily 
reduced. A child can “come to the pool” even if their goal that day is simply to watch, play on 
the steps, get their hands wet or go in up to their waist on their own. Maintaining a sense of 
belonging whilst adjusting expectations is very different from allowing indefinite total 
avoidance. Under this approach, the educator acts as a facilitating guide rather than an 
authoritarian figure; their role is to steer the learning process in such a natural, self-reflective 
and playful way that pupils move towards the learning objectives driven by intrinsic 
motivation, feeling that they are co-creators of their own progress. 

 
A protocol for aquatic educators  
 

Before setting out each of the specific strategies, it is 
useful to understand that intervention in cases of fear of 
water should not be based on improvisation or on 
immediate pressure to change behaviour, but rather on 
a progressive sequence of observation, understanding, 
regulation and support. Figure 3 summarises a possible 
sequence of actions for aquatic educators based on a 
comprehensive, respectful and emotionally safe 
approach. 
 
 

Listen before intervening. The educator’s first step is not to persuade or correct, but to 
observe and listen in order to understand what is happening. When a child says “I don’t want 
to come”, “I don’t want to go in” or “I don’t want to do it”, the first thing to do is not to 
persuade, but to ask questions and observe. It is important to pinpoint the exact moment 
when the refusal arises: when leaving home, upon entering the facility, in the changing rooms, 
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upon seeing the educator, when separating from an adult, when touching the water, when 
submerging their face, or when working on a specific task. This precision allows us to 
formulate functional hypotheses, rather than make sweeping judgements, in line with the 
logic of the functional assessment of school refusal. In this regard, having valid and reliable 
measurement scales is of great value in first identifying the possible cause of the problem, so 
that we can address it in the best possible way. In many cases, this implies the need for 
teaching to be as individualised as possible. Likewise, incorporating tools that assess self-
perception is essential, as it enables educators to understand exactly how pupils assess 
themselves within the aquatic environment and what emotional spectrum they are 
experiencing. To date, the literature reports two validated scales relating to this topic, both of 
which have been published recently: the Fear of Water Assessment Questionnaire (Misimi et 
al., 2020), and the Scale to Measure Fear of the Aquatic Environment (Moreno-Murcia et al., 
2020). 
 
Gather information from the family without assigning blame. The educator needs to know 
whether the child and/or family members have had any previous negative experiences in the 
water, changes within the family, recent illnesses, long holidays, embarrassing incidents or 
fearful comments at home. It is recommended that programmes ask about any previous 
negative experiences at the time of enrolment and pass this information on to the teacher. In 
the school setting, modifiable parental and family factors are also important; therefore, 
coordination with the family is not an afterthought, but an integral part of the educational 
approach to the problem.  
 
This approach takes on particular significance in school-based aquatic education, as it takes 
place in a unique environment that offers children numerous opportunities for exploration, 
discovery and learning. The educational experience is not limited to teaching swimming or 
developing aquatic skills, but also includes the acquisition of values, habits and learning 
related to social interaction, independence and personal care. In this regard, interactions in 
the changing rooms, hygiene routines, relationships with peers and teachers, and even the 
journeys to the swimming pool itself constitute educational experiences that form part of the 
learning process in school swimming lessons (Chirigliano, 2025). 
 
The family can play a significant role in creating a positive aquatic experience, making 
explanation and guidance important throughout the different stages of the process. Thus, 
their involvement should not be limited to look and exchanging information about the child’s 
progress; rather, it can be encouraged through open-day sessions, shared educational 
activities or informative talks. These initiatives enable families to better understand the 
learning process and offer pupils opportunities to share their progress with their parents or 
carers. However, this involvement must be managed carefully, as whilst some children may 
feel more confident and motivated when showcasing their achievements, others may 
experience increased pressure, embarrassment or a need for approval. 
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Figure 3. Steps to take when a child does not want to come to the swimming pool. 
 

 
 
Working with families also involves guiding the way in which water and water-related 
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experiences are discussed at home. Certain messages that focus exclusively on danger can 
increase fear or convey a sense of helplessness. It is therefore advisable to replace alarmist or 
prohibitive expressions with messages that foster confidence, reflection and the ability to 
make safe decisions. So, instead of saying “you’re going to drown”, you could use a phrase 
such as “I like the way you’re exploring the water; remember to do so safely”. Similarly, rather 
than saying “don’t go near the water”, you could ask a question such as “what would you do 
if you fell into the water?”, encouraging the child to think, anticipate and gradually develop 
safer and more independent responses. 
 
Every swimming lesson provides significant cognitive and emotional stimulation for the child. 
If the family is physically present but not emotionally engaged, the child loses the incentive to 
explore, increasing the likelihood of dropping out and resisting swimming lessons. The 
environment and “environmental conditions”, particularly the attitude and support of those 
observing the lesson, are crucial in alleviating fear. When the environment is unresponsive or 
lacks validation, the child resorts to motor resistance (Ostrowski et al., 2022). 
 
Adjust the environment before expecting the desired behaviour. If resistance is linked to a 
perception of threat, it is advisable to minimise stimuli that cause anxiety and gradually 
increase the sense of control. Some recommended strategies include keeping the same 
educator for several sessions; working initially with smaller groups; starting in shallow areas; 
suggesting preliminary activities outside the pool, on the poolside or using external 
containers; allowing more time for adaptation; setting short, progressive tasks; using 
materials that increase the sense of safety; and establishing a consistent and predictable 
arrival routine. In certain cases, it may also be advisable to keep the primary adult figure 
nearby, provided that their presence serves a previously agreed-upon purpose and helps to 
instil a sense of security without progressively limiting the child’s autonomy. 
 
The rituals at the start of the session, including introducing classmates as new “friends”, can 
encourage socialisation and the formation of bonds in an initially familiar environment, such 
as on land, so that this confidence can later be transferred to the aquatic environment. Fear 
may be linked to various characteristics of the environment, whether visual, tactile, 
kinaesthetic or auditory, which influence the child’s emotional response. It is therefore 
particularly important to pay careful attention to the learning environment. Starting in a 
smaller, quieter space, with fewer other groups present at the same time, and providing 
objects, stable supports and familiar people can help to increase the child’s sense of safety 
and confidence. 
 
Strategies must also be tailored to the source of the fear. When this is particularly linked to 
submerging the face, the use of goggles and, in certain cases, a snorkel can facilitate a gradual 
approach to the water. When the main difficulty lies in anticipating what is going to happen, 
visual sequences or simple “now… then…” structures can be used, by analogy with some of 
the strategies employed in situations of school-related anxiety. In the same vein, during the 
first few sessions it may be useful to visually and physically demarcate an area of the pool 
using floating equipment. Initially reducing the scale of the environment can lessen the 
emotional impact caused by the size, depth or expanse of certain facilities, providing a space 
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that is perceptually more manageable and predictable. 
 
Alongside adapting the environment, the emotional bond with the educator is a fundamental 
element. A calm and confident tone of voice, whether from the professional, the family or 
accompanying adults, can help regulate the emotional experience. Being familiar with songs, 
rhythms or games that the child recognises, as well as incorporating music or specific 
instruments where appropriate, can also foster an atmosphere of trust and familiarity. 
 
Finally, the trust that the family places in the aquatic educator can help the child gradually 
build their own trust in him or her. This transition should take place without any sudden or 
forced separations. It is best to avoid picking the child up by the arms or physically removing 
them from their primary caregiver in order to hand them over to the educator. It is preferable 
for the child’s own primary caregiver to be the one who, when necessary, gradually facilitates 
the child’s approach to the educator through their attitude, words and gestures, implicitly 
conveying a message of security: “I trust this person; you can trust them too”. In this way, the 
separation ceases to be seen as an imposition and instead becomes a gradual transfer of trust. 
 
Design a graded exposure programme. The 
progression should move from situations 
perceived as less threatening towards those 
that cause greater anxiety. For example: 
entering the pool, standing at the edge, 
touching the water with their hands, getting 
their feet and legs wet, playing with objects, 
going down the steps, moving around in the 
shallow end, experimenting with deliberately 
splashing water, blowing on the water, 
gradually getting their chin, lips and cheeks 
wet and, finally, putting their face in the water 
when the child feels ready to do so. The pace 
is not dictated by the general programme, but by the child’s tolerance window. It is 
necessary to pause the activity when there are clear signs of distress and resume only when 
the sense of safety returns; indeed, guidelines on school anxiety recommend precisely this 
gradual approach to the feared situation. As a methodological suggestion to ease this 
transition, it is recommended to begin the session with playful activities outside the pool. 
Activities such as sitting on the edge to play with the water or using intermediate containers 
(large buckets, basins or small paddling pools) allow the child to experience the smell, 
temperature and contact with the water in a controlled manner before immersion. This prior 
sensory familiarisation reduces defensive resistance, as the predictability of the stimulus 
fosters a willingness to learn. The design of a child-friendly aquatic environment should be 
structured around emotional and social safety, which gives the child the opportunity to express 

themselves. 
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Foster a sense of competence and 
belonging. It is a good idea to offer 
small, realistic choices, such as 
choosing materials, deciding 
whether to wet their face first or 
blow on it, or picking a playmate or 
a game. Peer modelling reduces 
fear and boosts self-efficacy, 
particularly when the role model 
also conveys that coping is possible, 
rather than just perfect execution. 
This suggests that, in the swimming 
pool, it may be more helpful for a 

child to see another child say, “I was scared, but I did it bit by bit”, rather than simply watching 
an expert swimmer. Similarly, recognising small steps of progress, avoiding comparisons and 
turning the task into a game helps to maintain motivation and continuity. To consolidate this 
autonomy, it is excellent to hand over the leading role to the pupils from time to time, allowing 
them to propose the rules of the game or even to guide a task. When a child takes on this role, 
the fear of failure is transformed into empowerment. A highly effective methodological 
approach involves inviting them to add a “challenging yet fun” element to their own rules; as 
it is a challenge they have designed themselves, they embrace it wholeheartedly. Offering this 
opportunity to take the lead to all types of pupils in the group, from the most withdrawn to 
the most dynamic, channels their fear under the premise that “if I am capable of teaching and 
leading, I am capable of carrying it out”. The educator observes, reflects and makes 
suggestions, paying close attention to the child’s verbal and non-verbal communication, 
validating their emotions in order to provide positive feedback that fosters this support.  
 
Record, review and decide. If the resistance persists, the educator should briefly note the 
background, behaviour and consequence: what happened beforehand, how the child 
responded and what relief or reinforcement they received afterwards. This record helps to 
ensure that decisions are not made solely on intuition and allows us to determine whether 
the intervention is working. It also helps to distinguish whether the problem is primarily 
emotional, relational, sensory, organisational or technical, a crucial factor in deciding whether 
a pedagogical intervention is sufficient or whether a referral is required. In the water, the body 
speaks before the voice does; it is possible to observe whether the child is tense due to fear, 
whether the type of resistance is passive (silence, avoiding eye contact) or active (crying, 
screaming, physically running away from the pool); whether the family present in the 
environment is offering eye contact and approval, or whether this is absent due to the use of 
screens – bearing in mind that the lack of this “beacon of security” increases the child’s 
separation anxiety; similarly, it is possible to observe whether the child manages to focus their 
attention when the educator modulates their voice, or whether ambient noise is 
overwhelming their sensory system. In these cases, the educator will assess the strength of 
their bond with the child; if it is weak, teaching approaches will not be readily accepted, as the 
child needs to know that their educator in the water is a safe haven. In addition, the educator 
should assess whether the child has had previous experiences involving trauma-inducing 
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situations or behaviorist methodologies. Based on the information collected and reviewed, 
they will then make methodological decisions or determine whether the child should be 
referred to another professional. In this regard, the use of a variety of assessment scales or 
forms becomes an irreplaceable strategic ally in planning sessions; objectively monitoring 
pupils’ progress provides the technical criteria needed to confidently determine the optimal 
time to increase the level of challenge.  
 

When to refer and when to change the teaching approach 
 
The aquatic educator does not diagnose or replace psychological or medical support, but they 
can identify signs indicating the need for specialist support. Referral should be considered 
when there is intense and persistent refusal, panic attacks, repeated somatic symptoms, 
impaired sleep or mood, suspected trauma or bullying, or a refusal that extends to other 
activities. In cases of school refusal, the literature shows that avoidance is associated with 
anxiety, depression, physical symptoms and significant parental distress; when this intensifies, 
psychological or paediatric support is no longer optional. In the pool, the educator does not 
make a diagnosis, but can recognise that the problem goes beyond the scope of routine 
methodological adjustments. 
 
In some cases, rather than withdrawing the child from the activity, it is more appropriate to 
change the format. Recent literature (Carter et al., 2022; Cosart et al., 2025) on autism 
highlights that many children with complex needs encounter barriers in structured group 
classes and that there is a need for more training opportunities for educators and greater 
access to adapted programmes. This suggests that, when a standard group swimming pool 
becomes an overly demanding environment, a reasonable alternative may be a transitional 
period of one-to-one lessons, sessions with closer family support, or programmes with greater 
visual and sensory structure.  
 
Adapting does not mean diminishing the educational value of aquatic education, but rather 
creating the conditions to make that value accessible. Furthermore, it is extremely useful to 
incorporate emotional literacy tools that help children identify and express what they are 
feeling. The use of metaphors that resonate with children’s imaginations helps to demystify 
the fear of the aquatic environment by equating it with everyday fears that have already been 
overcome. Furthermore, teaching adapted breathing techniques as a relaxation strategy 
equips pupils with practical self-control strategies during moments of emotional arousal, 
promoting a state of calm and physical strength in the water. The strategies and possibilities 
presented during the session must be tailored to the child’s stage of development and form 
part of a deliberate plan based on the teacher’s observation, understanding and interpretation 
of the child’s needs and responses. 
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Conclusion 

 
The main idea behind this reflection is simple, yet demanding: when a child says they do not 
want to come to the pool or practise a particular skill, such as submerging, the aquatic 
educator should not interpret this refusal as a challenge, but rather as information that needs 
to be understood. Evidence on school refusal shows that avoidance may be linked to anxiety, 
a perception of threat, low perceived competence, relational conflicts or safety needs. 
Evidence in the aquatic setting adds that fear of water, previous negative experiences, 
coercion, a lack of autonomy and insensitive teaching can reinforce this resistance. Both 
perspectives provide relevant insights for aquatic education. Therefore, the professional 
response must combine functional assessment, non-coercive teaching methods, gradual 
exposure, coordination with the family and adaptation of the environment to foster 
autonomy, competence and bonding. The aim is not to get the child into the water today, 
but to help them build a safe relationship with it over time. In this process, the professional’s 
approach and positive collaboration with the family are fundamental. 
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