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Developing an Inclusive Aquatic 
Program Suitable for All 
Abilities

Jessica Thackeray, BHSc, MOccThySt

Clinical Lead and Occupational Therapist at Autism Swim
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91% of parents surveyed in the 

Autism Swim community had 

withdrawn their child from 

mainstream services due to them 

not understanding or 

accommodating their needs. 

© 2021 Autism Swim All Rights Reserved
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About the Presenter

Jessica Thackeray (BHSc, MOccThySt)

is an Occupational Therapist with 

experience as a swimming instructor and 

Special Olympics Coach. 
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1. What is Autism Swim?

2. Why Provide Specialist Supports in aquatic 

environments?

3. Common Challenges and how to overcome 

these

4. Becoming Autism Swim Approved!

What we will cover today…
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About Autism Swim
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Accidental Drowning accounts for 

approximately 90% of deaths 

reported in children aged 14 or 

under (subsequent to wandering). 

© 2021 Autism Swim All Rights Reserved
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Why Provide Specialist Supports 

in aquatic environments?
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Current drowning prevention 

strategies have neglected to 

address specific needs of 

individuals on the Autism 

Spectrum and those with other 

abilities. 
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What are the benefits of the water?
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Common 

Challenges 

Encountered
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1. Create a safe and inviting 

aquatic environment

2. Get to know your participants

3. Introduce Visual Supports

4. Modify your program

5. Commit to ongoing learning

5 Tips to improve 
access and 
inclusion in your 
aquatic program:
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- 30-90% of individuals on the Autism Spectrum have sensory 

processing difficulties which impact on their participation in the 

community. 

- In one study, 65% of children with a diagnosis of Autism reported 

sensitivity to noise. 

- Noisy environments have been suggested to trigger incidents of 

wandering or provoke other behaviours of concern for children with 

auditory processing difficulties (4-5). 

- Environmental set up considerations include: quiet pool times, 

sensory rooms, removing startling noises (i.e. whistles or electric 

hand dryers), automatic doors and signs to prevent wandering.

Set up your 
environment:
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Introduce Visual Supports
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Modify your 
aquatics 
program for 
all abilities!
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Water Therapy

Autism Swim Provider, Suha Saeed, 2020



21©️ Sport Singapore 2021

Any illegal reproduction of this content in any form will result in immediate action against the person concerned.



22©️ Sport Singapore 2021

Any illegal reproduction of this content in any form will result in immediate action against the person concerned.

Become Autism Swim Approved!
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clinicalteam@autismswim.com.au



25©️ Sport Singapore 2021

Any illegal reproduction of this content in any form will result in immediate action against the person concerned.

• Become Autism Swim Approved: https://autismswim.com.au/swimming-instructor/

• Download Autism Swim’s Wandering and Drowning Prevention Toolkit: 

https://autismswim.com.au/product/wandering-drowning-prevention-toolkit/

• Purchase Autism Swim Resources: https://autismswim.com.au/product-category/resources/

• Watch the videos: 

• “Drawn to Water”, SBS, 2017: https://www.sbs.com.au/news/the-feed/drawn-to-water-

swimming-lessons-for-children-with-autism

• “Sensory Processing Disorder Explained by a child”, 2012: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D1G5ssZlVUw

• Read the whole comic, “Understand the Spectrum”, The Art of Autism, 2019: 

https://secureservercdn.net/50.62.172.212/i87.725.myftpupload.com/wp-

content/uploads/2017/11/UnderstandtheSpectrum.pdf

Helpful Links: 

https://autismswim.com.au/swimming-instructor/
https://autismswim.com.au/product/wandering-drowning-prevention-toolkit/
https://autismswim.com.au/product-category/resources/
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/the-feed/drawn-to-water-swimming-lessons-for-children-with-autism
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D1G5ssZlVUw
https://secureservercdn.net/50.62.172.212/i87.725.myftpupload.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/UnderstandtheSpectrum.pdf

