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Swimming - A  Hypothetical Case 

This article attempts to discuss a hypothetical situation in 
physical education in the Singapore context. The hypothetical 
situation is this: a secondary school offers only swimming to its 
pupils as its programme in physical education. The question to be 
asked is: "Is such a programme adequate to meet the educational 
needs of the pupils of the school?" The answer is an unequivocal 
"No", and some of the reasons for such an answer might be 
obvious but on the other hand, some of the more important 
reasons might not be so obvious. This article will attempt to touch 
on some of these 'not so obvious reasons'. 

To be able to swim is a highly desirable skill for any individual 
to possess and any 'good' physical education programme should 
include swimming as one of the major activities for the specific 
purpose of teaching pupils to swim. Having taken this stand, let us 
now go on to discuss why swimming alone is inadequate as an 
educational experience. 

Homo sapiens is biologically a land animal and his very 
environment necessitates that his very own survival depends on 
his satisfactory accomplishment of functions that are land-related 
activities. There are very few 'occupational activities' requiring 
man to function in the water; diving for a living is one such rare 
activity. It is primarily for this reason that the general education of 
man prepares him to survive on land because most of his survival- 
tasks are land-related including the tasks he has to perform if he 
were working on board a ship or an airplane. 

Swimming as an area of motor performance (excluding 
diving, synchronised swimming and water-ballet) offers a limited 
number of neuro-muscular skills. Since skills learned and 
developed are specific to an activity and there is very little transfer 
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(if at all), the skills of swimming are of no practical application to 
man in work or play. For man to lead a more productive life in work 
and play, he needs to develop the gross motor patterns of loco- 
motion, stability and manipulation associated with activities that 
are land-based because this is his domain of survival in daily 
living. 

To develop physical fitness through swimming is an 
excellent idea but again, physical fitness is specific to the mode of 
training; in other words, when one is able to swim long distances it 
does not mean that one is also able to run long distances unless 
one swims and runs at the same time. Why is this so? This is so 
because the biomechanical principles and physiological 
adaptations in one situation differ greatly from those in the other. 
The factors to be considered here are: mechanical efficiency, 
energy supply and heat tolerance. As skills in swimming improve, 
mechanical efficiency also improves and the supply of energy to 
sustain effort becomes more economical; but, it is pertinent to 
note that work is accomplished with the body weight supported by 
the medium of water in flotation. Also, the regulation of body 
temperature isthrough the conducting effect of cold waterwith the 
sources of convection, evaporation and radiation playing an 
insignificant role or no role at all; in other words, the swimmer is 
seldom bothered with the problem of heat stress that the land- 
based performer encounters. Therefore, when an individual who 
is conditioned to perform in water is put in a situation where he 
now performs on land, his skills in water are not transferred to his 
land task resulting in mechanical inefficiency concomitant with 
new demands placed on his energy supply system as a result of 
this inefficiency. At the same time, an extra load is imposed by 
weight-bearing without the aid of flotation which will make 
additional demands on his energy supply system. And to further 
compound an already bad situation, the therma-regulatory system 
of this individual will find it extremely difficult to cope with the 
regulation of body temperature through the media of convection, 
evaporation and radiation simply because the system is 
unaccustomed to these media. The end result of such a situation 
will add up to premature fatigue. What can be done to solve this 
problem? To solve this problem, such an individual will need to be 
re-conditioned through a period of training involving land-based 
activities with weight-bearing as a medium. But this is neither an 
efficient nor an economical method of developing physical fitness, 
or is it? 
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Finally, to  employ swimming as a long-term mode of 
maintaining physical fitness is unwise because most people swim 
for recreation and not sufficiently frequently to be of benefit. For 
swimming to provide the'training effects', there must besufficient 
frequency and adequate intensity and the only people who indulge 
in this form of swimming are competitive swimmers; a vast 
majority of people do not swim competitively. 

In conclusion, swimming alone is not physical education just 
as arithmetic by itself is not mathematics. If one of our educational 
goals is to produce well-rounded individuals, we must have a well- 
balanced physical education programme incorporating a variety 
of useful activities to provide for a wide range of movement 
experiences. 

Lawrence Hoh 
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