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Openings for ’I Learned to Swim’ Essays: Five Patterns

with Short Examples

The most common opening for a learning—to—-swim essay is ~ In summer, my dad took
me to the gym to learn swimming - everyone writes it, so it says nothing. Five
patterns work better, and each of the three required materials - the first time at
the pool edge, the moment of choking, the free swim after learning — can be moved

straight into the opening.

Pattern one, scene opening: drop into the pool-edge material. Example: ' I sat on
the pool edge, my toes touched the water and pulled back, and in ten minutes I had
wiped the tiles dry twice.  Time, place and action in two sentences; the fear of

water lives in the toes, so there is no need to add ' I was very scared’ .

Pattern two, flashback opening: show the free swim first, then look back.

Example: ’Now I can swim twenty—-five meters without stopping, but three years ago I
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could not even put my face in the water.’ The second sentence pulls the reader back
to the start; the timeline shifts by itself, no ' let me start from the beginning’

needed.

Pattern three, question opening: ask one question and answer it across the essay.
Example: ’How long can one moment of choking stop a person? It stopped me for a whole
week.’ Aim the question at the choking material; never ask empty questions like ’what

is courage’, because empty questions drag the essay toward slogans.

Pattern four, sound opening: enter through one sound. Example: ’The coach’s
whistle was short, and that one short blast sent me into the deep end.’” A sound
carries memory, which beats ’that summer I was very nervous , and it plants the deep—

end challenge in advance.

Pattern five, contrast opening: place two moments side by side. Example: ’On day
one I clung to the pool edge and would not let go; on the last day the coach blew the
whistle to get me out, and I was the one who refused.’” One sentence for the pool
edge, one for the free swim, and the whole arc is sketched at the start; the body
only has to fill in the middle.

Three checks for any opening: does it enter a concrete scene within three
sentences; is there one visible action; can sentences like I was very nervous be
deleted. Pass all three and the opening will not be flat; fail one and go back to the

five patterns and rewrite with another.
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