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Conquering Fears and Myths to Keep Kids Safe In and Around Water 
UH Rainbow Babies & Children’s Hospital and Safe Kids Greater Cleveland Bring Water Safety to East Cleveland Teens 
Steamy, hot temperatures and having fun while swimming in a pool are a perfect fit; unfortunately, knowing how to swim well and Cuyahoga County youth do not always go together. 
In Cuyahoga County, 20 children died from drowning from 2006-2009.  Drowning is the second leading cause of injury-related death among children 14-years-old and younger and African American children are more than 4 times more likely to drown in swimming pools than Caucasian children.  According to a survey by the USA Swimming Foundation, 7 out of 10 African American children lack even rudimentary swimming skills.  Fear of water, pervasive myths about the ability of black people to swim, lack of access to pools and swimming lessons, hair care challenges, and lack of family role models combine to put inner city children at disproportionate risk in the water, whether a pool or Lake Erie. In African American families where parents do not know how to swim, fewer than 1 in 10 children learn to swim, creating a vicious cycle in which generations of children never learn to be safe in the water.
University Hospitals Rainbow Babies & Children’s Hospital, Safe Kids Greater Cleveland and the Greater Cleveland YMCA have joined together to break this cycle by getting more African American youth safe and comfortable in the water.  The project is starting with teens to create positive role models for younger children.  With the aid of a grant from Safe Kids USA, the teens of the East Cleveland Teen Summer Day Camp are receiving water safety education, learning to overcome barriers to swimming, and learning the basic skills to stay safe in and around water.  
Since East Cleveland does not have a community pool, lessons are being provided by the aquatic staff at the Downtown Cleveland branch of the YMCA.  Over the course of the three week program, teens are learning to tread water and learning basic rescue techniques to protect themselves and others.  YMCA staff is providing additional education around land rescue, basic CPR and residential pool and spa safety. After the basic swimming and land lessons, interested teens have the opportunity to become a part of the Greater Cleveland YMCA Lifeguard Academy to further their swimming education and open up new career paths.

“The goal of this program is to not only teach teens how to swim and be safe in water, but to have them serve as mentors through a peer-reach back component,” says Mandy Thomas, Coordinator of Safe Kids Greater Cleveland at UH Rainbow Babies & Children’s Hospital. “We designed this program to ease their nervousness about swimming and empower teens to serve as water safety ambassadors for their families, friends and community.”
###

The Rainbow Babies & Children’s Hospital Injury Prevention Center is dedicated to reducing the burden of unintentional injuries by working with children and families throughout Greater Cleveland and serving as a resource on an array of injury prevention issues for community groups, health care providers, emergency medical services personnel, and law enforcement.  Rainbow is lead agency for the Greater Cleveland Safe Kids/Safe Communities Coalition, a network of community members working together to prevent childhood injury.  For more information about water safety, call 216-983-1110.
