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Four Causes of Weak Feeling Description in Swimming

Essays and Concrete Fixes

In the swimming essays I reviewed, the feeling description most students produced
came down to three sentences: I was scared, I was very nervous, I was so happy I
jumped. After reflecting on the lesson, I sorted the causes into four groups and

matched each with a concrete training method.

The first cause is that students do not know feelings can be broken into layers.
Fear is one lump in their heads. The drill is to split fear into three layers: body
reaction, inner thought, and action choice. For example, the moment of stepping into
the water for the first time: legs shaking, the poolside looking far away, wanting to

turn back while the teacher was watching. One sentence per layer, and fear stops
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being an empty word.

The second cause is that the classroom offers no real experience to call on.
Children who never swam cannot write the taste of choking on water. I changed the
lesson order: before writing, students did a one minute breath holding drill and
noted the changes in body and thought during those sixty seconds on the spot.

Material comes from their own bodies, so the writing gets specific.

The third cause is a vocabulary of only nervous and happy. Each student keeps a
three column feeling sentence notebook: before trying, at the critical moment, after
succeeding, five sentences per column, required to come from their own experience
instead of copied model essays. In the review class I only comment on sentences from

these notebooks.

The fourth cause is vague task wording. The old prompt was write about your
feelings. The new prompt is a constrained task: two paragraphs, the first must
contain one body reaction and one inner thought, the second must show the action

change before and after. When the requirement is concrete, writing becomes doable.

After the lesson I set a self check rule: in the revised feeling paragraphs the
words scared, nervous and happy are not allowed, yet the reader must still feel the
fear. In the next parallel class the pass rate rose from about one third to more than
half. Slow, but real.

One more point I used to miss: feeling description should serve the turning point
of the event, not be sprinkled everywhere. Students now mark the place where the
event changed most and put the heaviest feeling description there, such as the moment
the kickboard was released or the moment the wall was touched first. Elsewhere one
short line is enough. Marking the turning point takes only two minutes in class, yet

it clearly cut down the habit of scattering feelings everywhere.
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