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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’ .
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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
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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Endings for ’I Learned to Swim Essays: How to Use Echo

and Elevation Correctly

Nine out of ten bad endings are slogans: 'This experience taught me that
persistence is victory.’ The idea is fine, but it has nothing to do with the pool in
the essay — it reads like it was copied from a model—-essay book. Two correct patterns

each have their place, and using the wrong one is worse than using none.

The echo ending returns to an image from the opening so the essay closes like a
loop. If the opening had 'my toes touched the water and pulled back’, the ending can
read ’last month I passed the gym and watched the water through the glass for a
while; this time my toes did not flinch’. The echo must reuse a concrete object from
the opening - toes, tiles, the whistle — never an abstract word. An object the

opening never planted cannot appear in the ending.

The elevation ending: elevation is allowed, but only one sentence, and it must
grow out of the material already written. If the choking moment was written fully,
the ending can say ’whenever I almost quit later, I first remember that half breath
of water up my nose . This sentence has roots in the choking material, so it stands;

without that scene earlier, it is a rootless slogan.

Error for contrast: ' I learned to swim, I learned to be brave, I learned to face
life.” Three 1 learned’ clauses stacking higher is the classic ailment - cut it to
one, then replace the big word with a concrete action: I learned to put my face back

into the water after choking.’ Actions outlast big words.

Rewriting demos for the three materials. If the pool edge opens the essay, return
to the edge at the end: 'I still sit by the pool for a while now, only this time I
touch the water first and then go in all the way.’ If choking is the center, end in
body memory: ’the sting of water in the nose — I can still dodge it today.’ The free

swim is the easiest ending: I roll onto my back underwater and watch the ceiling
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lights one by one, the water sound turning into ribbons inside my ears.’ End the swim

paragraph with senses, not morals.

Two checks for endings: read the ending alone — does it contain one object that
appeared earlier; and would the essay still stand if the insight sentence were
deleted. Fail the first, add an echo; fail the second, and the insight is speaking in

place of the images — shorten or delete it.
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Pool Edge, Choking, Free Swimming: How to Use the Three

Required Materials — and Misuse Them

The three materials each have a job: the first time at the pool edge carries
"fear’, the choking moment carries ’hardship’, and the free swim carries 'mastery .
They usually go wrong when the jobs get mixed — the swim paragraph longer than the

choking, or the pool edge jumping straight to the swim so the hardship disappears.

For the pool edge, write small actions, not mood reports. Demo: I held the
railing from the changing room downstairs, and my first step at the pool edge was
deliberately huge, as if standing farther from the water meant I had not really come
to learn. The coach told me to sit and put my feet in; I put them in three times, and
only the third time they did not flinch back.’ Notice there is no word like ’scared’
in the demo - the fear lives entirely in " huge step’ and ’three times’ . When

rewriting, swap 'railing’ and ’steps’ for things you actually saw.

For the choking moment, write body reactions, advancing second by second. Demo:
"My head came up half a beat late for a breath, and water went in through my nose, a
sting shooting straight to my eyes. I stood up; nobody at the edge was looking; I
pretended to adjust my goggles while my hands were shaking.’ Second-by-second means
lining up four actions in order — water in, sting, standing, hiding — with no summary

sentence like I wanted to quit’. Let the shaking hands say the wanting—to—quit.

For the free swim, write senses, not scores. Demo: ’That day I somehow swam fifty
meters in a row. My ears were full of water sound, muffled as through a wall; the
push off the wall numbed my soles, and then my body slid forward by itself. When I
stopped, holding the edge, I laughed without knowing what I was laughing at.’ The
power of the swim is in by itself’ and ’without knowing what’, not in ' I got full

marks’ .

Common misuses. The pool edge becomes roll call: 'On day one the coach lined us
up to practice holding our breath’ - the material turns into a schedule and the fear
vanishes. The choking becomes a moral scene: ’Choking taught me that success requires
hardship’ — the meaning is spent on the spot and nothing is left to write. The swim
becomes an awards ceremony:  Mom and Dad both called me a little swimming champion’ -

others’ praise replaces your own feeling.

How to rewrite: for each material, first write only four to six actions in time
order, then go back and delete every sentence that explains a feeling. If it still
feels short, add one sense — the water sound, the chlorine smell, the pattern of
tiles on the bottom. Run all three materials through this process, and the opening
and ending patterns will naturally have something to connect to; the whole essay

gains its structure for free.
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