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A 500-Word Reading Response: Twenty Minutes on the
Kickboard

Reading ' I Learned to Swim’, the scene that made me stop is in paragraph four:
the author’s first time floating on a kickboard, and the coach requires a full twenty
minutes before getting out. She spent the first ten minutes counting the grout lines
of the tiles on the pool bottom. At the fifteenth minute her legs began to shake. At
the eighteenth she nearly let go, but she held on until twenty. When she climbed out
her legs were jelly, yet she smiled.

What moves me about this scene is that the author was not fearless. Her legs
shook, she nearly let go, and the fear was there the whole time. She simply refused
to let fear make the decision. Perseverance, it turns out, is not driving fear away
but going on counting the minutes while carrying it. Looking back, the twenty minutes
the coach set was actually a plain, honest method: it never asked you to be unafraid
or to swim well, only to rest your arms on the board and see the clock out. For a
beginner, a requirement you can actually execute is a good requirement, because it
trades an impossible big thing for a small one you can just reach: float, breathe,

count to twenty. Count your way through and the fear retreats half a step on its own.
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This reminds me of the afternoon I first floated a full twenty minutes. The pool
at the youth center was 1.2 meters deep. I hugged the kickboard with my face in the
water, my ears full of splashing. For the first five minutes I counted tiles, and
when I reached thirty—-seven I began to panic and wanted to call the coach. Then 1
changed tactics: stop looking at the bottom, look only at the lane rope ahead, and
tell myself another five minutes had passed each time I drifted past one. At the
fifteenth minute my shoulders ached, as if someone were pressing down on my back. At
the eighteenth my fingers truly wanted to loosen, and I dug my nails into the edge of
the board to get through it. When the whistle sounded at twenty minutes, I was
gasping at the pool edge, and what I thought was not I am great’ but 'so I can.’

The author counted tiles; I counted lane ropes. We were both cutting twenty
minutes into small pieces. That is what this article left me with: when a big thing
scares you, do not stare at the whole of it. Break it into minutes and lines you can
count, get through them one by one, and perseverance stops being a slogan and becomes
the process of counting to twenty.
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