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Abstract 
 
The Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations traditional territory borders the west coast of Vancouver Island 

in British Columbia, Canada. This case study describes how the knowledge, traditional practices, 

and cultural wisdom of Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations community members regarding water 

safety and canoeing safety informed two offerings of the Swim to Survive program for the 

children of Hesquiaht, and Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations. Swim to Survive is a drowning prevention 

program offered by the Lifesaving Society of Canada. These iterations were designed in 

collaboration with community input by cultural teachers who shared their ancestral teachings and 

equipment, and with the support of local Nuu-chah-nulth leaders in education, recreation, and 

health care. The community members were taught by certified lifeguards, and swimming 

instructors qualified by The Lifesaving Society. Through this exploration, a more culturally 

sensitive program began to take shape that was appropriate to these communities with the 

understanding that what was relevant to one nation may not be culturally relevant to another and 

that each nation has unique practices and needs.    

 

Keywords: drowning prevention, water safety, cultural sensitivity, traditional practices, 

lifesaving, survival swimming.  
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Figure 1.1 Map of Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations (By Emily Carswell) 

 
Please Note: Nuu-chah-nulth Elder Levi Martin generously provided me with the meaning of the 

Tla-o-qui-aht word ʈiič-mɑɫ-ɴi as it translates to — living and surviving with water (L. Martin, 

personal communication, 2016). Levi has given me permission to call my project ʈiič-mɑɫ-ɴi. I 

place immense value on the wisdom that has been shared with me by Nuu-chah-nulth First 

Nations during the time I have lived on the West Coast and therefore I wish to reflect this in the 

naming of my thesis: ʈiič-mɑɫ-ɴi.  



ʈiič-mɑɫ-ɴi 

 

13 

Chapter One: Introduction 
Background and Rationale  
 

Like many Indigenous peoples around the globe, First Nations in Canada are currently 

seeking to strengthen capacity among community members to plan, operate, and monitor 

programs for children and youth that are consistent with cultural values and that enhance 

positive cultural and community identity (Ball, 2004, p. 454).  

As a resident of the central Nuu-chah-nulth region, and local swimming instructor for the 

Parks and Recreation department(s) of the Tofino District and the Ucluelet District, and the 

Wickaninnish Community School and as a member of the Tofino Recreation Commission, I am 

invested in sharing environmental education, swimming and lifesaving instruction, and water 

safety with others.  

The focus of this research is to discover what may be missing in terms of water safety in 

local First Nation coastal communities. This research is grounded in the premise that the  

Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations children, youth and their communities might benefit from localized 

swimming, lifesaving, and lifeguarding programs that best reflect their culture and traditional 

practices. To do so in a culturally sensitive way, I needed to first seek to understand individual 

Nuu-chah-nulth cultures, and traditional water safety practices of the past and present while 

working closely with a number of community members to critically build upon these practices 

and develop a culturally relevant drowning prevention education programming.  

“In Canada, the Lifesaving Society - the lead organization responsible for drowning 

prevention - notes that drowning is the second leading cause of preventable death for children 

under the age of 10” (Lifesaving Society, 2016, p. 3). Teaching basic swimming skills to people 

all across the nation is the most crucial step in creating a meaningful drowning prevention 

initiative. The Lifesaving Society (2017) reported: 
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(1) Half of Canadian children never take traditional swimming lessons - even though 

swimming is the second most popular activity (after bicycling) in Canada among school-

age children between 5 and 12 years of age (para 5); (2) Swim skills are not innate - they 

need to be taught - and all children deserve the chance to learn (para 6) and; (3) Research 

shows that most drownings occur close to safety (para 7).  

In many fatalities, the victim never intended to go swimming in the first place as in the 

cases of boating accidents, falling into a body of water, or attempting to save a drowning victim 

(Lifesaving Society, 2017). For swimmers and non-swimmers alike, accidental immersion is 

sudden, unexpected and often silent. For these reasons, “The Lifesaving Society developed an 

official position in 2000 stating that in Canada’s water-rich environment, minimum swimming 

ability is a required life skill for survival” (Byers cited in ILS, 2017, p. 11). The Lifesaving 

Society stated in the International Lifesaving Federation’s (2017) Survival Swimming Programs 

for Children: Case Studies from Canada, India, Australia, and Bangladesh: 

In pursuit of its mission to eliminate drowning and water-related injury in Canada, the 

Lifesaving Society established a position for a minimum national standard of swimming 

skill for all children. This standard is called the Canadian Swim-to-Survive Standard. It 

defines the essential minimum skills required to survive an unexpected fall into deep 

water (p. 11).  

The Canadian Swim to Survive Standard is comprised of three lifesaving skills: roll into 

deep water, tread water for 1 minute, and swim 50 meters, although, “It is recognized that there 

is a wide range of aquatic training well beyond this minimum” (Byers cited in ILS, 2017, p. 11). 

Is there a national mandate in place to ensure that all Canadian, and Indigenous children have 

equal access to training for the Canadian Swim to Survive Standard or minimum swimming 
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instruction? Currently there is no such legislation in place but The Lifesaving Society (2017) 

states that, “If every child in Canada could pass our Swim to Survive standard, it could reduce the 

number of drownings by half” (para 7). The Lifesaving Society Canada has engaged with key 

stakeholders in the formation of the Canadian Drowning Prevention Coalition to draft the first 

National Drowning Prevention Plan. First published in October 2017, “The Plan is dynamic and 

will change as often as every six months to reflect the progress of data, actions, and outcomes” 

(Lifesaving Society, 2017, para. 5). 

Given my role in the community, I am particularly interested in the development of 

curricula that are appropriate to the cultures of Indigenous groups - First Nations, Métis, & Inuit.  

The Lifesaving Society of Canada reports, that “Aboriginal peoples continue to be at a higher 

risk for drowning than non-Aboriginal Canadian residents” (2016, p. 3). Both the Lifesaving 

Society, and the Canadian Red Cross have estimated that Indigenous peoples are faced with 

drowning rates 6-10 times the national average (Vogel, 2010). According to the Canadian 

Drowning Report (CDR) (2017), “In the 2010-2014 period, an average of 50 people who 

drowned each year (12% of all drowning fatalities) were reported to be Indigenous” (p. 4). This 

reflects a two percent increase from the ten percent (of all drowning fatalities) reported in the 

CDR (2016).  

As a swim instructor living and working in Nuu-chah-nulth lands, I could not help but 

wonder, Why Indigenous people are more likely to drown than non-Indigenous people? 

According to the World Health Organization, statistically, those who spend more time near [on, 

around] water have an increased risk of drowning (2016). Many First Nations, Métis, and Inuit 

live in communities that are located within close proximity to rivers, lakes, and oceans (Red 

Cross, 2010). “Seventy-three percent of the drownings that took place between 2010-2014 
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occurred in a natural body of water; lakes and ponds (36%), river and streams (28%), and oceans 

(8%)” (Canadian Drowning Report, 2017, p. 6).  

The Canadian Red Cross (2013) claimed that being more exposed to remote bodies of 

water increases the risk of drowning for Indigenous peoples – especially young peoples. This fits 

with the Canadian Red Cross, First Nations Water Safety Community Resource (2010) guide that 

asserted: 

The injury death rate among Aboriginal infants and children has been reported as almost 

four times higher than that of the Canadian population - more than five times higher in 

preschool-aged children, and more than three times higher in teenagers between the ages 

of 15 and 19 (p. 5).   

In Rich’s (2013) thesis entitled, Bridging Troubled Waters: Examining Culture in the 

Canadian Red Cross’ Swimming and Water Safety Program, he examined the role of culture in 

water safety education programs. Rich revealed that the standardized programming is not 

necessarily meeting the needs of diverse populations. Rich expressed: 

…appropriate context, supportive environment, and a certain level of awareness and 

reflection can be conducive to adapting sport and recreation programming that, although 

may be designed and communicated in one way, can be changed and responsive to 

diverse populations (p. 101). 

Following tradition, health of community members is a priority among First Nations 

communities. In 2012, the First Nations Health Authority aimed to address injury awareness 

amongst First Nations and their communities. According to the Authority, health is not only 

determined by an individual’s balance of a mental, emotional, physical and spiritual state, but 

also by health in connection with the natural environment; the land and the water (2012). Ninety 
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percent of injuries may be avoided by practicing safety awareness such as: wearing a seatbelt, 

refraining from consuming alcohol during activities, and being prepared for an emergency (First 

Nations Health Authority, 2012). The Authority proposed, “We need to develop a strategy to 

support better health and longevity for First Nations by enhancing surveillance, skills, 

knowledge, community capacity, and support the area of injury prevention” (para. 12). However, 

Chiefs of Ontario injury prevention expert Jones-Keeshig emphasized that the lack of recreation 

centers, aquatic facilities, and lifesaving equipment located within First Nations communities 

makes it challenging to increase drowning prevention education (cited in Vogel, 2010). 

Lifesaving Society of Manitoba’s branch CEO Shier argued: 

Those who do have access to local pools for swimming lessons may not be prepared by 

standard training for the conditions they’ll encounter in cold lakes and rivers; the 

conditions are never ideal like they are in swimming pools, and even for the best 

swimmers the body will perform differently in cold or freezing water (cited in Vogel, 

2010, para. 10).  

The Canadian Red Cross (CRC) (2013) Analytical Report on Aboriginal Open Water 

Fatalities: Promising Practices for Intervention reported,  

During 1991-2010, there were 1240 water-related deaths of Aboriginal peoples, including 

1177 drownings (with or without hypothermia), 36 immersion hypothermia deaths 

without drowning, and 27 other water-related deaths where drowning nor hypothermia 

were major causal factors (p. 10).  

“Immersion deaths for Aboriginal peoples frequently involved hazardous conditions such 

as strong currents, high waves, cold water, ice, and darkness” (CRC, 2013, p. 4). Immersion 
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accounts for approximately ninety-eight percent of reported Indigenous drowning deaths, 

whereas trauma accounts for approximately two percent (Canadian Red Cross, 2013).   

For Indigenous water related fatalities between 1991-2010, “Overall, recreational deaths 

accounted for about 55%, daily life/subsistence for about 35%, and occupational 5% of all 

immersion deaths” (CRC, 2013, p. 70). Community members who live in Nuu-chah-nulth First 

Nations homelands located on the Pacific Coast of British Columbia often commute by boat and 

water taxis, and spend time on the docks, along the rocky shoreline, and paddle in large bodies of 

water. I was curious to know if the incidence of drowning accidents was greater among First 

Nations, and especially among Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations on the Pacific West Coast where 

there is daily travel on the ocean, and under a range of varying weather conditions. When I began 

to look into this for my research, I found that accurate cultural statistics are nearly impossible to 

pin down. Rich (2013) found the same was true for his research when he said, “Unfortunately, 

exact statistics regarding ethnicity are difficult to obtain as provincial coroners do not currently 

record a person’s ethnicity on their certificate” (p. 12).  

Golob, Giles and Rich (2013) noted:  

Our review of the literature revealed that Australia, New Zealand, the Netherlands, and 

the United States are the only known nations that have categorized and recorded racial 

and/or ethnic constructs associated with unintentional drowning accidents (p. 40/41). 

In Canada, drowning statistics regarding ethnicity are based on an estimation of: the 

location of a drowning, whether or not the drowning took place within an Indigenous 

community, if an individual bears an Indigenous name, or if the victim’s address was a known 

reservation (Giles cited in Vogel, 2010). In order to gain insight into the frequency and nature of 

drowning or water safety incidents in the area of the Pacific West Coast where I live, I examined 
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back issues of a local newspaper Ha-Shilth-Sa: Canada’s Oldest First Nations Newspaper, for 

reports of drowning related incidents in the Nuu-chah-nulth territory. My particular focus was on 

emergencies related to boating and recreational swimming and by-stander rescues by boats of 

opportunity. As the two news reports cited below indicate, First Nations peoples who live on or 

near the BC Pacific coast often experience tragedy and near tragedy in the course of travelling 

and other activity on the water:  

 (1) January 1, 2017: 5 persons were rescued in the morning near Deadman’s Island from 

a private vessel; by a local boat of opportunity and the Canadian Coast Guard (Martin, 2017). 

(2) March 23, 2017; 6 persons (4 youth) were rescued at approximately 10:00 pm from a 

private vessel near Matsquiaht (formerly Kakawis) by a local boat of opportunity and the 

Canadian Coast Guard (Titian, 2017). 

(3) October 25, 2015; 22 persons were rescued from a whaling watching tour boat (with 6 

fatal drownings) by the Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations, Ahousaht First Nations and the Canadian 

Coast Guard (NTC, 2015).1   

The risk of fatal drowning incidents, and non-fatal drowning incidents apply unnecessary 

pressure on personnel such as the Canadian Coast Guard, bystanders, and boats of opportunity 

who may be nearby the incidents that take place along the Pacific West Coast. Incidents of the 

type described above reaffirmed for me the need for more research into water safety programs 

appropriate to coastal First Nations communities – programs that would serve the real needs and 

contexts of these communities and is what lead me to this study.  

Research Questions 
 

                                                
     1 Often response to these incidents included various cultural and ceremonial activities such as: prayer, cleansings, Potlatch, 
and/or renaming. Respectfully, I will discuss these further in Chapter 2 The Literature Review. 
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This research was in fact comprised of two cases (that I will refer to as ‘the case study’ for 

the purposes of this paper) that incorporated aspects of curriculum development and 

implementation and involved adding culturally appropriate components to an existing well-

developed swimming and water safety program intended for use with children of the  

Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations. In consultation with local First Nations, I built on the Lifesaving 

Society’s Swim to Survive (Lifesaving Society, 2016) program while incorporating other existing 

curricula concerned with recreational swimming, water safety, and survival in aquatic 

emergencies. Several questions were addressed in this research:  

 (1) What modifications (if any) should be made to current Swimming and Water Safety 

 programs (e.g. Swim to Survive) in order to make them more accessible to children and 

 adults in the Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations communities and more compatible with the 

 cultural values of the Nuu-chah-nulth?  

 (2) (a) What is currently known about the attitudes towards recreational swimming and 

 water safety among Indigenous Peoples in the coastal areas of the Pacific Northwest of 

 Canada and the US? 

 (b) What data exists about the participation of First Nations children and adults in   

 formal  programs of instruction in swimming and water safety?  

 (c) How do the children involved in a modified Swim to Survive program respond   

 and react to the proposed culturally adapted program? Are there measures that   

 would indicate that the children have become better swimmers, are more    

 comfortable in the water, and  more aware of safe practices?  

In addition to the overarching research questions above, the following five questions were posed 

directly to Nuu-chah-nulth community members during their interviews: 
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 3 (a) How do you see the children, and youth benefitting from drowning prevention 

education? 

(b) What might the implications be of drowning prevention education delivered to the 

Nuu-chah-nulth community members within Nuu-chah-nulth territory? 

(c) Do you wish to see an increase of drowning prevention education within the   

region? 

(d) Do children swim unsupervised within coastal areas such as lakes, rivers, and the 

ocean coastline? 

(e) Do you see potential value in drowning prevention education, such as the Swim to 

Survive program, being taught within Nuu-chah-nulth traditional territory? 

The following four additional questions were used as a subset for one of the interviews because 

the original 5 interview questions (meant specifically for Nuu-chah-nulth community members) 

would not have applied in this instance for this non-Indigenous interviewee:  

What does the Lifeguard Outreach Society (LGOS) do? Do you face any challenges 

going into remote communities? What is the cost of running the programming? Where 

have you taught before and in what type of water do you teach (lake, ocean, pool, etc.)? 

Framework 
 

As this case study had many moving parts, it was not completely straightforward. I used the 

following Logic Model to: (a) define the problem, (b) determine how I might best develop a 

culturally modified swim program, and (c) discover what the community response was to the 

revised program. 
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Defining the problem.  

Annually, in Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations territory there are several fatal, near fatal, and/or 

water related injuries that occur while community members take part in aquatic activities - both 

work related and recreational – boating, fishing, recreational swimming, etc. The scope of these 

accidents is far-reaching as they can occur both while community members are working (e.g. 

water taxis, tour operators, commercial fishermen, traditional fishermen, guardians) or during 

recreational activities (e.g. swimming unattended, infants drawn to the water by curiosity, 

engaging in risky play).  It is apparent that all community members are susceptible to some 

associated risks. While boating is not a cause of drowning per se, accidents that occur while 

boating or during unsafe boat handling, and the use of faulty equipment are certainly 

contributing factors. There is of course, some risk to almost any activity such that taking a bath 

can be deadly but bathing per se is not the primary cause. It is what happens while bathing that is 

the cause; this applies to boating. 

In my capacity as a researcher and swim instructor and through my communication with 

community members and Hesquiaht and Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations staff, it was apparent to me 

that safety amongst members of all ages, especially children, and youth is a top priority. Due to 

the close proximity of Nuu-chah-nulth communities to water, water-safety programs that respect 

cultural teachings, and traditions are necessary and relevant if we are to move forward. 

Community-based input is vital to the success of any developing program and it was crucial that 

specific information was sought out, reflected on, and implemented throughout while making 

revisions to the programming. 
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Development of a culturally appropriate modified Swim to Survive program. 

In determining how to best develop a culturally relevant program, I wondered? What 

information from Elders, and other community members about particular cultural requirements 

is needed in order to make a water safety program acceptable?   

The Canadian Red Cross (2013) suggested: 

Elders might be interested in the involvement in educational programs, first to draw on 

traditional knowledge and beliefs, raise their awareness of new safety equipment, and 

then collaborate with them to change attitudes towards safety measures (p. 75). 

In the spring months of 2016, I met with cultural leaders, community members and 

Elders to discuss cultural requirements specific to Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations groups and that 

would need to be considered in the design and development of a water-safety program. 

Discussions provided the following advice: (1) It would be essential for ceremonial practices to 

be followed before entering the water to begin the programming; (2) Elders are a key component 

and would need to be invited to give speeches at the beginning and pass wisdom and teachings to 

the children throughout the programming; (3) Children and youth need to be provided with 

traditional canoeing, boating & lifejacket safety lessons; (4) In addition, community members of 

all ages should be invited and made to feel welcomed enough to stay during the entire event.  

Based on these new understandings, I then applied this information to the design for a 

revised drowning prevention education program and completed this study using a 2 tiered 

approach:  

In 2016, in Tier (1), I worked alongside numerous individuals within the Hesquiaht First 

Nations and Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations to create culturally specific programming that was based 

upon community input, and to discuss the meaning of drowning prevention education in light of 
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the Lifesaving Society’s Swim to Survive program for Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations 

communities. I delivered a prototype of the Swim to Survive program with cultural adaptions in 

the Nuu-chah-nulth territory first, on August 22nd & 23rd and again, on August 25th & 26th, 2016 

with the assistance of Nuu-chah-nulth cultural leaders, and lifeguards and swim instructors from 

the Lifeguard Outreach Society (certified by The Lifesaving Society). The lifeguard team (as 

they will now be referred to), consisted of Stephen McCaugherty, Payton Vermey, and Paul 

Wechselberger (names used here with permission see Appendix # H) and myself. I was able to 

treat the entire experience as two qualitative exploratory case studies using data that was gained 

from various sources such as: my own and the lifeguard team’s personal observations, interviews 

with Elders/parents, and performance measures2 regarding changes to the swimming abilities and 

skills of the kids.  

Community response. 

In Tier (2), I was able to determine more about the effectiveness of the Swim to Survive 

program by conducting semi-structured interviews with local community members regarding 

how these new skills may have impacted the lives of the participants. I will note here briefly that 

I did not interview the young swim participants directly at the behest of their guardians which I 

will discuss further in the Methods of Chapter Three. Each individual that I interviewed was a 

direct relation to the children involved in the swim program. In addition, I also interviewed the 

Lifeguard Outreach Society director/founder. The interviews were held in person in the months 

that followed the Swim to Survive program.   

Overview of this Thesis in Chapter Three – Research Methodology, I describe my 

experience in August of 2016 of being welcomed into the communities of Hesquiaht First 
                                                
     2  In terms of performance measures, the Swim to Survive program can be completed by 3 alternative forms that demonstrate 
the achievement of the program goals; (1) achieving Swim to Survive standard, or, (2) achieving the Swim to Survive standard 
wearing a personal flotation device, or, (3) practicing Swim to Survive standard. 
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Nations, and Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations to participate in the offering of a water-safety program 

for the Nuu-chah-nulth children, and youth. At that time, I recruited children and youth through 

the Hesquiaht and Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations bands to participate in the program sponsored by 

the Lifesaving Society Canada, and in partnership with the Lifeguard Outreach Society. Data 

was gathered from personal observations made during the programs in the two Nuu-chah-nulth 

communities and in consultation with the lifeguard team. Research data also included the results 

of interviews with community members: Elders, parents/guardians, and others. Along with direct 

input from the Elders, cultural leaders and community members, the results of the Literature 

Review from Chapter Two were also helpful in developing a more culturally appropriate swim 

program intended for the Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations. Aquatic instruction experts helped with 

the final design of a cultural appropriate swim program that best reflects the feedback that I 

received and are included in the Results of Chapter Four. In Chapter Five, I provide some 

recommendations on how to administer and instruct programming for remote communities, and 

discuss my findings as well as the limitations of this research. Finally, in conclusion, I provide 

further personal reflections, and an Epilogue was added to include more recent engagements with 

regard to this research beyond this study. 

 

 

 

 

 
  



ʈiič-mɑɫ-ɴi 

 

26 

Chapter Two: Literature Review 
Scope and Focus  
 

This literature review examines the drowning problem in both high income countries 

(HIC) and low/middle income countries (LMIC) through research by the World Health 

Organization (WHO) from: the first Global Report on Drowning (2014), and the WHO Prevent 

Drowning: Implementation Guide (2017), as well as the third edition of the International Life 

Saving Federation’s (ILS) Drowning Prevention Strategies (2015) framework.  

I have reviewed what is known about the extent of the national drowning problem by 

examining the Drowning Prevention Research Center Canada’s Canadian Drowning Report 

(2017), and the Canadian Red Cross’ Analytical Report on Aboriginal Open Water Fatalities: 

Promising Practices for Intervention (2013). Finally, I acquaint the reader with the current 

structure and requirements of widely used water-safety programs developed and offered by 

Lifesaving Society Canada.  

Since this research is set within the context of the Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations 

communities of the Pacific Coast of Vancouver Island in British Columbia, a portion of this 

chapter focuses on cultural traditions and practices of these communities in regard to their 

relationship with the ocean and surrounding lakes, rivers, and other water bodies.  

Global drowning problem. In 2014 the World Health Organization published the Global 

Report on Drowning specifically targeting drowning as a preventable public health challenge. 

The WHO Report (2014) calls for much needed change as “the multi-sectoral nature of drowning 

prevention education demands improved coordination across various agendas and sectors” (p.iii) 

in order to address these large complex issues and global challenges. The Report expresses that 

drowning has important intersections with the changing climate: ferocious storms and rising 

floodwaters, mass migration of asylum seekers, and child and adolescent health (WHO, 2014). 
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The Report also demonstrated that action and remediation is vital, because once an individual 

has begun drowning their survival is dependent on two factors: (1) how quickly they are rescued, 

and physically removed from the water, and (2) how efficiently resuscitation is delivered onto 

the victim (WHO, 2014).  

Data collection systems. Currently, drowning data is collected on a national level. The 

process of collecting data on drowning incidents in LMIC can be difficult where such record-

keeping may not be a high priority and therefore results are limited, thus “hampering the 

planning, implementation and monitoring of drowning prevention measures” (WHO, 2014, p. 

12). Unfortunately, due to faulty data collection systems, research is, often neglected as a result 

and the risk that community members face is significantly underrepresented (Rich, 2013). It is 

estimated that drownings in HIC occur 50% more than they are reported, and that drownings in 

LMIC occur four to five times the rate that they are reported (WHO, 2014). Factors in non-

reporting may include inefficient, or non-existent data collection systems–which includes data 

surrounding non-fatal drownings that result in injury, and/or lifelong disability (WHO, 2014). A 

drowning victim in LMIC may never reach medical assistance, rapid burial may occur, or a body 

may not have been found (WHO, 2014).  

The WHO (2014) Report outlined key risk factors that contribute to drowning in both 

LMIC, and HIC: lack of barriers between individuals and bodies of water particularly in close 

proximity to their home; lack of supervision of young children who are most at risk; lack of safe 

water crossings; lack of general water safety awareness; swimming alone, and not knowing the 

dangers of a particular location such as rip currents, depth, slippery rocks; water transport; 

travelling in overcrowded and poorly maintained vessels; extreme weather: floods, extreme 

rainfall, storm surges, tsunamis; and alcohol use in aquatic settings which is “especially 
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concerning for adolescents, and adults (p. 6). The ILS (2015) Rescue and Education committees 

emphasized these as factors contribute to drowning too: 

Lack of knowledge, disregard or misjudgment of the hazard, uninformed, unprotected or 

unrestricted access to the hazard, lack of supervision or surveillance, and an inability to 

cope once in difficulty (p. 18).  

The following interventions and strategies described in the WHO (2017) Prevent 

Drowning: Implementation Guide are “the best evidence-based ways to prevent drowning” 

repurposed from the WHO (2014) report (p. 2). WHO (2017) interventions include these six 

recommendations:  

1.   “Provide safe places away from water for pre-school children” (p. 15);  

2.   “Install barriers controlling access to water” (p. 22);  

3.   “Teach school-age children (6 + years) swimming and water safety skills” (p. 30);  

4.   “Build resilience and manage flood risks and other hazards” (p. 41);  

5.   “Train bystanders in safe rescue and resuscitation” (p. 47);  

6.   “Set and enforce safe boating, shipping and ferry regulations” (p. 54). 

Although frequently used in HIC, LMIC are where ninety percent of global drownings 

occur (WHO, 2017). WHO (2017) drowning prevention strategies include:  

“Promoting multisectoral collaboration” (p. 67);  

“Strengthening public awareness of drowning through strategic communications” (p. 75);  

“Establishing a national water safety plan” (p. 81); and in addition, 

“Research is needed to advance drowning prevention through data collection and well-

design studies” (p. 89). 
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Based on the recommendations, interventions and strategies that I have previously listed 

above from the WHO (2014) Report, and the (2017) Implementation Guide, I have created a list 

of tangible short-term goals that fell within the scope of this research which included:  

(1) teach school-age children how to swim,  

(2) promote multisectoral collaboration by connecting the Lifesaving Society Canada and 

Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations groups, and I wished to further coordinate drowning prevention 

efforts by working alongside respected Nuu-chah-nulth cultural leaders,  

(3) strengthen public awareness through inviting the community members to physically 

take part in the culturally modified Swim to Survive program, and  

(4) conduct culturally relevant drowning prevention research.  

The International Lifesaving Federation (ILS) Drowning Prevention Strategies: A 

Framework to Reduce Drowning Deaths in the Aquatic Environment for Nations/Regions 

Engaged in Lifesaving (2015) shared that a multiple factor approach could be mobilized in some 

HIC and LMIC nations/regions, however, the “best use of available resources” (p. 18) may be to 

focus solely on one local factor.  

ILF (2015) outlined strategic goals that included the ability to:  

Build the capacity to reduce drowning within targeted communities; reduce the drowning 

of children globally through partnership and collaboration; expand the scope, reach and 

recognition of lifesaving sport; create a sustainable business model; establish and 

promote global best practice; and, engage with every nation (p. 5). 

Based on the strategic goals outlined in ILF (2015), and keeping the four tangible goals 

that I had previously mentioned in mind, I wish to additionally, “engage with every nation” (p. 5) 

specifically, I wish to engage with the Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations through drowning 
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prevention research.  

National Drowning Problem 
 

In the following section, I will explore the national drowning problem by primarily 

reviewing the Drowning Prevention Research Center Canada’s Canadian Drowning Report 

(2017) and further by exploring the Canadian Red Cross’ Analytical Report on Aboriginal Open 

Water Fatalities: Promising Practices for Intervention (2013). 

Causes of drowning.  

In Canada, the Drowning Prevention Research Centre conducts research into drowning 

and water related incidents including fatal and non-fatal drownings causing significant aquatic 

injury and rescue interventions (CDR, 2017). The Canadian Drowning Report (CDR) (2017) 

prepared by the Drowning Prevention Research Center Canada expressed: 

The long-term progress that has been made in reducing death by drowning in Canada is 

encouraging, but there is still an average of 464 preventable, unintentional water-related 

fatalities occurring each year (p. 11). 

While researching water related fatal and near-fatal incidents in Canada and wondering who was 

most susceptible, the CDR (2107) revealed:  

The average age of drowning victims was 44, compared to 41 in the previous five-year 

period. The highest water-related fatality rates in 2010-2014 were once again found 

among young adults aged 20-34, baby boomers 50-64 years of age, and seniors 65 and 

older (1.5, 1.5, and 1.9 per 100,000 respectively). The lowest drowning rates were found 

among young people. Youth 5-14 years of age had the lowest water-related fatality rate 

of all ages (0.4 per 100,000) (p. 3). 
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The CDR (2017) further claimed that between 2010 and 2014, 376 of the 464 drowning 

fatalities were male. For Indigenous populations, between 1991-2010 the CRC (2013) Analytical 

Report revealed that, “Adult and youth males at all ages are the main group at risk of water-

related deaths, followed by small children of both sexes” (p. 70). While the average Canadian 

statistics are lowest for young children, Indigenous children are second to Indigenous males in 

drowning fatalities. 

The CDR (2017) asserted that drowning deaths may occur at any point, but statistically, 

the highest number of drowning deaths are reported to occur “May through September”, during 

the warmest months of the year (p. 5).  

`The CDR (2017) conveyed: 

Consistent with the previous five-year period, over half (54%) of the drowning deaths in 

2010-2014 occurred on the weekend (Friday to Sunday), and just under half (46%) during 

the week (Monday to Thursday) (Canadian Drowning Report, 2017, p. 5).     

The CDR (2017) claimed that, “Almost two-thirds of all fatal unintentional drowning 

occurred during a recreational activity, and another quarter during daily living activities” (p. 10). 

The most common recreational activities where a fatal drowning occurred was boating, then 

swimming, and wading (CDR, 2017). The CDR (2017) recounted that between 2010-2014 

drowning risk factors for boaters included:  

Not wearing a PFD/lifejacket (82% of boating deaths for which PFD information was 

available), cold water (59% of boating deaths for which water temperature information 

was available), alcohol consumption (39%), capsizing (38%), boating alone (29%), 

falling or being thrown overboard (28%), boating in darkness or twilight (24%), rough 

water (21%) (p. 10).  



ʈiič-mɑɫ-ɴi 

 

32 

The CRC (2010) Water Safety Injury Prevention Resource for First Nations Communities 

emphasized that additional risk factors that are often present in boating fatalities include: an 

overloaded vessel, passengers standing up and causing instability, reckless driving, and the boat 

may hit an object, sink and/or overturn.  

The CDR (2017) reported risk factors associated with recreational swimming fatalities: 

“Weak or non-swimmer (45% of swimming-related deaths for which swimming ability 

information was available)” (p. 10), and twenty-eight percent of victims happened to be 

swimming alone at the time of the incident. Twenty percent of victims had a known “heart 

disease or sudden cardiac arrest event while swimming” (CDR, 2017, p. 10). 

The CDR (2017) revealed that during 2010-2014 the use of alcohol is consistently 

present in reported cases: 1 out of 3 fatal drowning incidents are caused by (or associated with) 

alcohol consumption. For Indigenous populations specifically, between 1991-2010 the CRC 

(2013) Analytical Report claimed that, “Alcohol, often at high levels, has been associated with at 

least 60% of water-related injury deaths” (p. 70). However, a lack of a personal flotation device 

(PFD) is a risk factor often present in all water related fatalities with only 1 in 10 victims 

reported as having been wearing a PFD (CDR, 2017). For 15-19, and 20-34 year olds the 

consumption of alcohol and lack of an individual wearing a PFD were seen as strong risk factors 

contributing to death by drowning, notably present in all other ages categories: 35 and older 

(CDR, 2017).  

Following the International Life Saving Federation’s World Conference on Drowning 

Prevention (WCDP) (2017), Senator Nancy Greene Raine and my thesis sponsor Wendy 

Schultenkamper communicated in the National Newswatch (2017) article this advice: 
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To reduce the risk of these tragic and largely preventable deaths, Canadians must learn 

more about proper water safety protocols; such as wearing life-jackets when in a boat, 

swimming with a buddy, avoiding alcohol consumption around the water, and most 

importantly, learning to swim (para 5). 

Since teaching school-age children how to swim is a primary goal of mine as a swim 

instructor, in the following section I delve into what programs are currently available through the 

Lifesaving Society and the structure and requirements of each of these widely used water-safety 

programs. 

Lifesaving Society of Canada: Programs 
 

The Lifesaving Society is a registered charitable organization responsible for setting the 

aquatic safety standard in Canada through their certification of the National Lifeguard (NL). 

There are 10 provincial and territorial Lifesaving branches: British Columbia and Yukon, 

Alberta and Northwest Territories, Saskatchewan, Manitoba, Ontario and Nunavut, Quebec, 

Newfoundland and Labrador, New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island. The 

Lifesaving Society is affiliated with swimming pools, waterfronts, schools and clubs through 

territorial and provincial branches across the country. Every year there are over 1,500,000 

Canadians who participate in swimming, lifesaving, lifeguarding, first aid, and leadership 

training programs (Lifesaving Society, 2017).  

The Lifesaving Society has four main streams of programming: (1) Lifesaving, (2) 

Lifeguarding, (3) First Aid, and (4) Specialized (Lifesaving Society, 2017). In the following 

section I will describe the programs that the Lifesaving Society offers in greater detail. 
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Lifesaving. 

The Lifesaving program consists of: The Canadian Swim to Survive standard, the Junior 

lifeguard club, lifesaving sport, and the Canadian Swim Patrol, and the Bronze Medal awards. 

Canadian swim to survive standard. The Canadian Swim to Survive Standard is, “a 

minimum national standard of swimming skill for all children, based on drowning research 

evidence” (Byers cited in ILS, 2017, p. 9). Comprised of three emergency survival skills: (1) 

learning to fall safely into the water, (2) treading water for 1 minute, and (3) swimming 50 

meters, the Canadian Swim to Survive Standard was developed into the Swim to Survive program 

by the Lifesaving Society in 2005 (ILS, 2017). “Since the launch of the program it has been 

expanded into all provinces in Canada in various forms (school grant program, summer program, 

camp program and after school program)” (Byers cited in ILS 2017, p. 9).  

The Swim to Survive program is designed to be taught over the course of three hour long 

lessons as mentioned in Chapter 1, the Swim to Survive program can be completed by three 

alternative forms that demonstrate the achievement of the program goals: (1) achieving Swim to 

Survive standard, or, (2) achieving the Swim to Survive standard wearing a personal flotation 

device, or, (3) practicing Swim to Survive standard (Lifesaving Society, 2016). 

Lifesaving Society public education director Byers disclosed in ILS (2017): 

It is difficult to measure the effectiveness of the program as preventing drowning, in the 

short term, as the highest drowning rate in Canada is with adult men (18-24 is 

2.2/100,000 versus .6/100,000 for 5-12 year olds. The true measure of the effectiveness 

will be evident in the longer term (p. 9). 

The Swim to Survive school program has additional material for the classroom, and for 

children to take home, and has been “translated into 26 languages” (Byers cited in ILS, 2017, p. 
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10).  

Junior lifeguard club. Lifesaving training and education can help prevent drowning and 

mitigate losses. The Junior Lifeguard Club (JLC) simulates real lifeguarding scenarios for 

children in a controlled setting (Lifesaving Society, 2017). Children are exposed to team building 

practices and build a foundation of lifesaving skills such as: swimming, lifeguarding, community 

water smart education, personal fitness, leadership and teamwork, lifesaving knowledge, 

competition (Lifesaving Society, 2017). The prerequisites for the Junior Lifeguard Club include 

— children should be 8 to 12 years old can tread water for 1 minute and can swim 25 meters. 

Children are encouraged to set long-term goals, and achieve their own personal best. 

Lifesaving sport. The Royal Life Saving Society (UK) is the governing body for 

Lifesaving Sport recognized by both the International Olympic Committee and the 

Commonwealth Games Federation “Lifesaving sport is the only sport whose skills are first 

learned for humanitarian purposes” (Lifesaving Society, 2012). Championships are organized by 

categories: age-group, senior and master’s athletes. The Lifesaving Sport is not a requirement of 

certified instructors, but additional training allows for an individual to enhance their skills 

through competition, and teamwork. 

Canadian swim patrol. The Canadian Swim Patrol (CSP) is comprised of 3 levels — 

Rookie, Ranger and Star. The Canadian Swim Patrol program is designed to prepare participants 

for the Bronze Medal programs through swimming, first aid, and rescue skill training. The 

Canadian Swim Patrol: Rookie, Ranger and Star are 10 hour courses of both dry and wet 

sessions. 

Rookie patrol. The prerequisites for the (CSP) Rookie Patrol include — children should 

be at least 8 to 12 years old, can swim 25 meters, and tread water for 1 minute. “Rookie Patrol 
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features stroke development, fitness (100m endurance swim), self-rescue, assessment of a 

conscious injured patient requiring EMS, treatment of bleeding and throwing assist rescues” 

(Rookie Patrol, Lifesaving Society BC & Yukon, 2016, para. 1). 

Ranger patrol. The prerequisites for the (CSP) Ranger Patrol include — children should 

be at least 8 to 12 years old, can swim 25 meters, and tread water for 1 minute. It is 

recommended that children have the previously earned the Rookie Patrol award. “Ranger Patrol 

features continued stroke development and personal fitness (200m endurance swim), assessment 

of an unconscious breathing patient requiring EMS, treatment of choking and an introduction to 

in-water rescue techniques” (Ranger Patrol, Lifesaving Society BC & Yukon, 2016, para. 1). 

Star patrol. The prerequisites for the (CSP) Star Patrol include — children should be at 

least 8 to 12 years old, can swim 25 meters, and tread water for 1 minute. It is recommended that 

children have previously earned the Ranger Patrol award. “Star Patrol features continued stroke 

development and personal fitness (300m endurance swim), rescue of an unconscious breathing 

patient in the water, treatment of respiratory distress (such as asthma and allergic reactions) and 

treatment of fractures” (Star Patrol, Lifesaving Society BC & Yukon, 2016, para. 1). 

Bronze medal awards. The Bronze Medal Awards are comprised of 3 levels – Bronze 

Star, Bronze Medallion, Bronze Cross. “Whether for personal interest or to become a lifeguard, 

the Bronze Medal awards provide important water safety messages and develop proficiency in 

lifesaving, resuscitation and water rescue” (Lifesaving Society BC & Yukon, Bronze Medal 

Program, 2016, para. 1). Bronze Medallion and Bronze Cross are prerequisites to the National 

Lifeguard (NL) program. 

Bronze star. The prerequisites for the Bronze Star program include — children can be 8 

years of age, but it is recommended that children are 12 years of age. Children & youth are 



ʈiič-mɑɫ-ɴi 

 

37 

encouraged to be able to swim before entering the Bronze Star program which includes a 400-

meter timed swim (Lifesaving Society BC & Yukon, 2016). Participants are instructed on basic 

lifesaving and resuscitation skills that build a lifeguard’s foundation in the work place and 

beyond. The Bronze Star course is 10 hours of both wet and dry sessions. 

Bronze medallion. The prerequisites for the Bronze Medallion program include — 

children must be 13 of age by the last day of the Bronze Medallion program, unless the candidate 

has their Bronze Star certification. “Bronze Medallion teaches an understanding of the lifesaving 

principles embodied in the four components of water rescue education: judgment, knowledge, 

skills and fitness” (Lifesaving Society BC & Yukon, Bronze Medallion, 2016, para. 1). 

Participants learn lifesaving techniques for challenging rescues that involve risk, conscious and 

unconscious victims at various water depths (Lifesaving Society BC & Yukon, 2016). 

Participants will work on their stroke efficiency and a 500-meter timed swim. The Bronze 

Medallion program features CPR-A.  The Bronze Medallion course is 20 hours with both wet 

and dry sessions, and may be combined with Bronze Cross depending on course availability at 

each location and facility. 

Bronze cross. The prerequisites for the Bronze Cross program include — proof of Bronze 

Medallion certification. Bronze Cross introduces lifesaving training at an advanced level, and 

safety and supervision in an aquatic setting. “Candidates develop proficiency at performing 

patient assessments, managing aquatic spinal injuries, and preventing the loss of life in a variety 

of aquatic emergencies, while developing stroke endurance (includes a 600m timed swim) and 

fitness training skills” (Lifesaving Society BC & Yukon, 2016, para. 2). The Bronze Cross 

program is the prerequisite for all advanced lifesaving training, and the next step is Standard 

First Aid. The Bronze Cross course is 20 hours of both wet and dry sessions, and worth 2 grade 
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11 high school credits (Lifesaving Society BC & Yukon, 2016).  

Lifesaving swim instructor. The prerequisite for Lifesaving Instructor (LSI) include — 

participant is 16 years old by the last day of the course, and they hold a Bronze Cross 

certification. Lifesaving Instructor gives individuals the ability to teach the Canadian Swim 

Patrol and Bronze Medal Awards programs, as well as other specialized Lifesaving Society 

courses. Participants will be taught water-safety, first aid, and stroke maintenance teaching skills.  

The Lifesaving Instructor course is 24 hours in both classroom and pool.  

Lifeguarding.  

National lifeguard. “Recognized as the standard measure of lifeguard performance in 

Canada, National Lifeguard (NL) education is designed to develop a sound understanding of 

lifeguarding principles, good judgment, and a mature and responsible attitude toward the role of 

the lifeguard” (Lifesaving Society BC and Yukon, 2016, para. 1). Lifesaving Society’s NL 

program consists of levels of certification: NL Pool, NL Waterpark, NL Waterfront, NL Surf 

(Lifesaving Society BC & Yukon, Watersafety Guidelines, 2016). 

First Aid.  

The Lifesaving Society’s First Aid programs consist of: CPR, AED, Emergency First Aid 

and Standard First Aid. First Aid is beneficial for all community members, especially those who 

live in remote communities because in the event of an emergency they can appropriately 

respond. 

Specialized programs. 

In the vast array of programs available specialized programs include: Head Lifeguard 

course, and customized water rescue, and safety training for business and government agencies 

(Lifesaving Society BC & Yukon, 2016). 
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Lifesaving Society’s Programs in Cultural Contexts 
 

While recognized for its excellence, the Lifesaving Society’s swim programming forms a 

hierarchical structure within a system of steps and rewards, which may be discouraging for 

participants who have no previous training experience, nor access to these programs. Indoor 

recreational pool facilities that offer swim programming are either non-existent or out of reach 

for many First Nations community members in the central Nuu-chah-nulth region. These factors 

make it challenging for children and youth to participate in (year round) swim programming 

deemed essential for survival in water-rich Canada, especially for coastal communities.  

Regional sport participation. 

Findlay & Kohen (2007) noted that Indigenous children, and youth who live in remote 

communities may need extra support when travelling to where recreational resources are 

available. They write that a solution can be found in “… making low-cost programs available via 

community centers or infrastructure that minimizes the cost for parents and creates opportunities 

for children from low income families” (p. 198). This recommendation also applies to local First 

Nations on the West Coast where, “There is no public transportation in the region” (Clayoquot 

Biosphere Trust, Vital Signs Report, 2016, p. 5). What this means for community members who 

live on reserve is that the cost to travel to recreation facilities is often prohibiting even before 

paying the associated recreation fees. For example, the cost of a return trip from Opitsaht is $10, 

from Ahousaht $40, and from Hotsprings $164, rendering these non-essential trips, completely 

out of reach for most families (Clayoquot Biosphere Trust, Vital Signs Report, 2016). 

The Clayoquot Biosphere Trust (CBT) prepared the Vital Signs Report of 2016 and in it 

they examined the aspects of a West Coast environment that youth did not favor. The answers 

included: “lack of transportation, isolation, and lack of recreational opportunities” (CBT, 2016, 
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p. 13). According to the report, in the Clayoquot Sound region 36% of youth who responded to 

the survey felt they missed the chance at participating in a sport because of lack of transportation 

(CBT, 2016). Although recreational funding may be available through local band administration 

branches, other factors may limit recreational opportunities for community members who live on 

reserve. Relevant examples include: lack of localized programming, lack of facilities (e.g. a 

private swimming pool that is located off reserve either at a motel, or hotel), lack of automobile 

and/or boat transportation to get to the facilities, lack of availability of parent/guardian to drive in 

the case where transportation is available, limited awareness of available recreational 

programming off reserve, lack of cultural relevancy in the offerings, and communication 

barriers.  

Culturally Relevant Drowning Prevention 
 

As the case study for this thesis centers around sharing drowning prevention education 

with the Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations, learning more about their traditional teachings helped me 

imagine how best to teach from a suitable cultural and historical perspective.  

Atleo (2004) shares in Tsawalk a Nuu-chah-nulth worldview that:  

On the west coast of British Columbia, when children learn, at a very young age, how to 

swim in the ocean, they are often cautioned: Don’t swim too far! Stay close to the shore! 

(p. 74).  

From my experience teaching swimming in Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations communities, I 

understood that the majority of the children already had a basic understanding of how to swim 

because they had learned from their older siblings, parents and/or guardians. I had often found 

that it was the eldest, the taises3 of the family who taught their younger siblings and family 

                                                
3 Taises is the Nuu-chah-nulth word (in the Ahousaht dialect) for eldest (Atleo, 2011). 
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members to swim (Atleo, 2011). When offering water safety instruction for the Nuu-chah-nulth 

First Nations children and youth living in coastal communities, it was important that I 

acknowledged prior swimming instruction that the participants may have received, because this 

meant that I was honouring their present abilities and respecting their local teachers, regardless if 

they had received formal swimming training or not. Arima and Hoover (2011) shared that  

Nuu-chah-nulth “Children were brought up with a great deal of verbal instruction emphasizing 

correct social behaviour and ritual knowledge” (p. 124).  

It has been vital for me to learn about traditional Nuu-chah-nulth practices of drowning 

prevention by reading literature such as: Arima and Hoover (2011), Dr. Richard Atleo (2004), 

(2011) George Clutesi (1967) and Peter Webster (1983), and through personal communication 

with community members and cultural leaders. In the following paragraphs I will respectfully 

unearth traditional practices relevant to drowning prevention from within my capacity as a 

graduate student researcher. 

t’apswiis.  

In Principles of Tsawalk; an Indigenous approach to a global crisis, Atleo (2011) 

introduces the cultural practice of t’apswiis–where young children would run down the beach in 

the early morning, and dive into the ocean completely immersing themselves in cold water. 

t’apswiis is the early training that is necessary for ritual preparation for the ʔuusumč (Atleo, 

2011).  

ʔuusumč.  

The cultural practice of ʔuusumč is the vision quest of the Nuu-chah-nulth “validated by 

lived experience” (Atleo, 2011, p. 52). Atleo expresses that ʔuu–the root word, “means to be 

careful” (p. 75). The Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations practiced ʔuusumč before activities such as: 
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entering the water, going fishing and hunting, or going to war.  

Arima and Hoover (2011) recounted: 

Each family had its own secluded bathing spot, in a creek or in the sea, and its own set of 

inherited and newly acquired supernatural techniques. Bathing for long periods in the 

very cold sea was so taxing that the ritualist usually took along a relative in case they 

needed help (p. 29). 

The expected duration of ʔuusumč varied from a few hours a day, up to 8 days 

consistently (Kirk, 1986). In Wisdom of the Elders, Peter Webster (1983) explains, he was taught 

ʔuusumč by his Grandfather and father by bathing in the sea and scrubbing his body with tree 

branches. Atleo (2011) confirmed: 

In the cooler temperature zones, certain kinds of branches were used like soap to rub the 

body because they contained tannin, which helped the body to resist ice-cold waters of 

mountain streams and pools (p. 75).   

 According to Atleo, “The best time to be in the ocean for ritual purposes is when the tide 

is rising and becoming full, not when it is falling” (20ll, p. 71). Through this research, I came to 

understand that many people who are raised in a traditional way would have regular contact with 

water and would likely bathe in all types of local water sources—streams, rivers, lakes, and 

possibly the ocean. Bathing was often ceremonial, a moment to connect with the Spirit and 

Mother Nature (L. Martin, personal communication, 2016). Atleo (2011) suggested: 

Bathing in cold water has been a common practice among Nuu-chah-nulth for millennia 

and very possibly, over this time, there may have been some genetic adaptation towards a 

high level of tolerance for cold (p. 43).  
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A further understanding of t’apswiis and ʔuusumč helped me to acknowledge the cultural 

context of the participants of this study.  

Lifesaving. 

For the children living in Nuu-chah-nulth territory, “There was much to do outdoors, and 

a lot of time was spent by and on the sea, playing with canoes” (Arima and Hoover, 2011, p. 

124). Arima and Hoover (2011) described: 

The Whaling People were expert canoeists, able to travel in heavy seas and to surf 

through breakers into land. From childhood, they raced in play and practiced recovering 

from a capsize (p. 58). 

In this case Nuu-chah-nulth children learned lifesaving practices while in play. 

Ceremonial practices. 

Clutesi (1967) confirmed that the Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations held ceremonial 

Potlatches for various reasons, including honouring a community member who rescued a 

drowning victim. Ha-Shilth-Sa articles: Titian (2017), and Martin (2017) reference the  

Nuu-chah-nulth ceremonial practice of Potlatch in addition to practices of cleansing and 

renaming to honour drowning victims in both fatal, and non-fatal circumstances.  

Although the cultural practices of these First Nations peoples have been impacted by the 

forces of colonization by outsiders, they maintain a more traditional agenda and curriculum for 

the education of their young. Clark and Gilbert (2002) propose that the cultural curriculum of 

many First Nations can be viewed as including induction to a Code of Ethics, to a Philosophy 

regarding how life should be lived, and to a program of developing basic, important practical 

knowledge and skills. 
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Water and Creation. 

Clark and Gilbert also write that Indigenous peoples generally have a Creation Story, 

although the stories differ in detail and structure from region to region, and language group to 

group. It might be noted that so-called developed cultures also have Creation Stories structured 

within various major and minor religions. Creation Stories may offer explanations for and draw 

attention to many natural phenomena — changes in seasons, weather events, droughts, floods, 

patterns of animal migration, and the flowering of plants, as well as human diseases and life 

cycles as well as to historical events recorded through stories, songs, dances, and art works.  

A number of these Creation Stories include mention of the ocean and ocean life. Water is 

essential to our survival as human beings–we use it for everything from hydrating, and cleansing 

our bodies, recreational purposes, and travel (Nichols, 2015). Our relationship with the ocean, as 

human beings is connected back to the “origins of life itself” (Roberts cited in Nichols, 2015, p. 

xvii). Just North of Nuu-chah-nulth territory for example, “The Haida tell of a Raven that 

released them from a Giant clamshell” as an illustration of their culture from a watery beginning 

(CBC, 2001, para 2). On the West Coast the Nuu-chah-nulth culture centered around salmon 

fishing and whaling with a particular spiritual relationship to the hunt, “…the protected inlets of 

Vancouver Island’s west coast offered salmon and shellfish to the Nuu-chah-nulth, while the 

open waters brought them whales” (Isabella, 2014, p. 150).  

In the Whaling People of the West Coast of Vancouver Island and Cape Flattery, Arima 

and Hoover (2011) claim: 

To pursue whales successfully it was first necessary to be ritually trained, purified 

through arduous cold-water bathing and other mystical practices so that the whales would 

not flee the hunters but rather be attracted and let themselves be taken (p. 9) 
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In the following Chapter 3, I will discuss the methodology that was chosen for this thesis 

research. 
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Chapter Three: Research Methodology 
Methodology Overview 
 

As a swimming instructor and lifeguard affiliated with the Lifesaving Society and the 

Canadian Red Cross, I have had the chance to observe as well as teach drowning prevention 

education from the past four years within the traditional Nuu-chah-nulth territory of Hesquiaht, 

and Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations, located on the Western Pacific coast of British Columbia. This 

research, a qualitative exploratory case study of the Swim to Survive program in the coastal 

communities mentioned above, is an attempt to discover culturally sensitive practices that might 

be included in future swim, lifesaving and water safety programs. The CRC (2013) advocated the 

need for a multisectoral approach to drowning prevention because, “no one method, such as 

education or legislation alone, provides optimal protection” (p. 75).  

I have used a flexible design strategy to conduct this research. Robson (2011) expressed 

that while using a flexible design strategy, “Personal qualities such as having an open and 

enquiring mind, being a ‘good listener’, general sensitivity and responsiveness to contradictory 

evidence are needed” (p. 134). As the flexible design researcher of this study, it was required that 

I actively ask questions, and continually check my own biases. It was imperative that I remained 

both adaptive and rigorous throughout this entire process (Robson, 2011).  

Case Study  
 

Robson (2011) defines the case study approach as: 

(1) selection of a single case (or a small number of related cases) of a situation, individual 

or group of interest or concern; (2) study of the case in its context; and (3) collection of 

information via a range of data collection techniques including observation, interview and 

documentary analysis (typically, though not necessarily exclusively, producing 

qualitative data) (p. 79).  
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A case is usually delimited in time, space, and number of participants. This case study: 

two occasions of a swim program taught in two separate locations, focused on drowning 

prevention education as taught to both Hesquiaht & Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations in  

Nuu-chah-nulth territory on the West Coast of Vancouver Island, in British Columbia during the 

summer of 2016. The curriculum used for the purposes of the case study was that of the 

Lifesaving Society of Canada’s Swim to Survive program. The Swim to Survive program was 

administered by the lifeguard team (Lifeguard Outreach Society) and myself through two in-

water lessons of 1.5 hours each. The participating children were intended to develop survival 

skills, specifically: (1) learning to enter the water safely, (2) treading water for 1 minute, and (3) 

swimming up to 50 meters. I worked alongside Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations community leaders 

in order to be sure to include culturally relevant teachings with the Swim to Survive program.  

I then conducted semi-structured interviews using a qualitative, exploratory lens. In this 

study, I was not only the instructor, but experienced being a participant of sorts within the 

community as I learned about the cultural significances of water, swimming and safety from 

Elders, cultural leaders and community members and observed the ways in which these 

communities related to their watery home.  

A benefit to be derived from the researcher’s participation in whatever capacity and 

degree is determined by their own resolve and commitment to not only unearth rich and 

useful information but to situate it in context through analysis for the best possible 

meaning and report (Asimiran & Njie, 2014, p. 1). 

Establishing Trustworthiness 
 

Robson (2011) details that: “Validity is concerned with whether the findings are ‘really’ 

about what they appear to be about” (p. 77). I have triangulated my own observations with data 
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discovered from informal conversations with Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations cultural leaders, and 

community members, and aquatic experts in the field. “During data collection, preliminary 

findings should be submitted to critical colleagues who are asked to offer alternative 

explanations and suggestions for data” (Robson, 2011, p. 77). I moved my research forward with 

the understanding that what was relevant to one nation may not be culturally relevant to another 

and that each nation has unique practices and needs.    

Ethical Considerations 
 

As I explained my role(s) as a graduate student researcher, and a local swimming 

instructor in the Letter of Invitation and Informed Consent (Appendix # A), at no point in time 

did I hold “power over” the children to influence their school grades as I am not their full time 

school teacher. Further, at no point in time did I have any “power over” any of the research 

participants that I interviewed.  

Since I work as a swimming instructor within the central Nuu-chah-nulth region, I had 

previously known some of the swim participants who took part in the Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations 

program on August 25th and 26th, 2016, as they had taken part in Wickaninnish Community 

School’s (school wide) swimming lessons. I had past experience instructing the children and 

youth within the Tla-o-qui-aht communities, and I believe this added initial credibility while I 

reached out to Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations community members and cultural leaders to create 

the drowning prevention program. I was not a complete stranger to the communities as I live in 

the region, and I had already gone through the hiring process to work with School District 70 

having attained up to date lifeguard and instructor qualifications, personal insurance, and a police 

criminal records check pertaining to working with a vulnerable sector of the population.  
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During this study, I have respected the fact that I was not born into the Nuu-chah-nulth 

culture and that I was learning what is culturally accepted as I went along in the journey. In this 

light, I was not afraid to ask questions of others in a respectful manner. I was fortunate in that 

Nuu-chah-nulth community members from Hesquiaht & Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations were able to 

assist with logistical concerns and were able to address any questions that arose along the way. I 

practiced active listening, and kept attuned and sensitive to anything that might arise. I was 

keenly aware of how significant it was that I had the privilege to work alongside Nuu-chah-nulth 

community members to ensure cultural sound practices were set in place. It was crucial for me to 

seek guiding information from Elders, individual Nuu-chah-nulth, and First Nations band 

governments, and all other community members who were willing to share their wisdom and 

ancestral teachings.  

The methods used in this research were cleared in advance through an approved Request 

for Ethical Review for Research Involving Human Participants by the Royal Roads University 

Research Ethics Board and the development of the research proposal and the actual conduct of 

the research and thesis development were supervised by my research committee. 

In July of 2016 I wrote a letter to the Nuu-chah-nulth Tribal Council administrations of 

the Hesquiaht, and the Tla-o-qui-aht First Nation band governments that described my proposed 

research project and my role as a graduate researcher including my involvement as a local 

swimming instructor (See Appendices D, & E). The letters included contact information for 

myself and local references, and contact information for the Lifeguard Outreach Society, Royal 

Roads University, my research supervisor Dr. Milt McClaren, and my second committee 

member, Dr. Hilary Leighton, acting MAEEC program head at Royal Roads University. I also 

shared that in addition to my current lifeguard and swimming instructor qualifications, I also 
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carry my own personal insurance for teaching, which is crucial in non-traditional aquatic 

settings, (e.g. open waterfronts). If an accident were to occur during this project, or in any other 

circumstances where I would be teaching, I would be held personally liable, therefore as an extra 

precaution I have insured myself as a private instructor.   

Cultural leaders were modestly reimbursed by me for the time and knowledge that they 

contributed to the research project. The swim programs described in this report required 

considerable travel, accommodation, and other resources and supports, especially given the 

locations of the two program offerings. The logistic and resource arrangements are described in 

Appendix I. 

Data Collection 
 

I recorded the names of each participant in the Swim to Survive program for the Swim to 

Survive roster which was then sent electronically to the office of the Lifesaving Society of 

British Columbia and Yukon branch for their participant database. Although the names of 

participants (who were officially, or unplanned and informally in attendance) were recorded on 

the Swim to Survive roster, their names will not be used for the purposes of my thesis in order to 

protect their identities. A pseudonym or generic identifier (e.g. community member, Elder or 

swim participant) was assigned in place of participant names for Tier 1 & Tier 2. When I refer to 

a “participant” I am referring to the children and youth who participated in the prototype 

culturally modified Swim to Survive program, as offered in the summer of 2016. When I refer to 

a “community member” I am referring to the adults who reside in a Nuu-chah-nulth community, 

in either the community that is mentioned, or another Nuu-chah-nulth community from which 

they have travelled to participate. In places in the text I also reference “cultural leaders” and 

“Elders” who reside in Nuu-chah-nulth communities and because they hold a special place in my 
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research, I have given them distinct titles for the purposes of this thesis. In cases where the actual 

names of those involved in the Swim to Survive programs or other aspects of the study were used, 

they are included in this thesis only after receiving their direct permission(s). 

At both locations there were participants who were “officially involved” and had agreed 

in advance to participate in the thesis research and their guardians had signed Consent Forms. 

However, there were also other people who were simply present and swimming or observing as 

spectators at the lake or beach locations but who had never officially been signed up for the 

program or registered by their parents to participate. At times, some of the spectators joined in on 

our activities without any formal “registration”. My comments and observations in this chapter 

clearly focus on the planned program and the formally registered participants. I will also make 

some secondary observations about the other “informal” participants but I will clearly note that 

these participants had not formally agreed to participate in the swim program or instruction. In an 

activity held in a community or public space where there is a desire to be welcoming and 

inclusive it is difficult to exclude “visitors” and “spectators” and this is especially true in the 

cultural context of Indigenous communities which have a cultural tradition to welcome all.  

In person, in both the communities of Hotsprings Cove and Esowista, I explained to all 

the potential participants, Elders and community members (who were present) that I was 

proposing to conduct a research project for my university degree program. I described that the 

basis of my project was to determine what culturally appropriate watersafety practices were 

important to the Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations and might be included in the more conventional 

existing watersafety programs.   

In Tier 1, I collected data for this study by journaling in a field notebook during the Swim 

to Survive program (August 22, 23, & 25, 26, 2016). I recorded my experiences using a 
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combination of words, drawings and photographs (for the Photo Release Permission Form see 

Appendix # C). After each program I used my thesis journal to create a daily summary that was 

written by hand and included drawings. In addition, I also had access to photographs that were 

taken by the lifeguard team during the lessons. The thesis journal was essential to the accurate 

recall of events and helped when I was transitioning into the actual writing phase of this thesis.  

In Tier 2, each interview was audio recorded and saved for later transcription. Following 

each interview, the transcripts were then typed by myself into Microsoft Word and cross 

referenced by playing the audio recording multiple times to ensure accuracy. All three audio 

recordings were stored on a password-protected tape recorder, and the transcriptions were stored 

on a password protected computer. The recordings and transcripts will be deleted after the thesis 

is published in the Royal Roads University Library.   

Data Analysis  
 
 Tier 1. I analyzed the information that I had recorded in my thesis journal (August 22-

26th): the program summaries, and the drawings and I made further notes in the margins based on 

my own observations which I was able to apply to my research questions. In addition, I was able 

to use the photographs (for the Photo Release Permission Form see Appendix # C) of the event 

that were taken by the lifeguard team for further analysis of the program.  

Tier 2. In the weeks following the interviews the transcripts were reviewed for key 

words, and/or ideas (Creswell, 2008). The interview transcripts were read, and divided into 

segments and sorted into common themes that arose that were intended to capture the major 

ideas presented in the text. During this coding phase, it was important for me to be respectful of 

the meaning and intent of the participants’ words to ensure that the analysis was appropriate and 

balanced. 
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In summary, I used information that was collected from: my research journal, my own 

observations, interviewee data, co-instructors, and aquatic instruction experts. I analyzed how to 

create a culturally modified swim program and then I drafted a program manual on how to 

actively administer, and instruct a culturally modified swim program which I have included in 

the discussion section of Chapter 5. 

Intended Roles 
 
To provide further context, here is an outline of the various roles that comprised this 

research: (1) community members, cultural leaders, and Elders, (2) myself as a researcher and 

participant as a swimming instructor, (3) the Lifeguard Outreach Society instructors, and (4) the 

children, the participants who were officially involved in the instructional program. In the 

following paragraphs, I will respectively name the individuals who participated in my thesis 

project having been given their prior verbal consent, without their help this project would have 

been impossible to complete.  

Thesis sponsor. 

Wendy Schultenkamper is the national technical manager for Lifesaving Society Canada 

and my thesis sponsor. Wendy was the aquatic expert I could consult throughout the entire thesis 

process–from beginning to end. 

Hesquiaht First Nations. 

For Hesquiaht First Nations Program, Hotsprings Cove community, Jeannine Adams was 

the community contact who helped organize the participants, and insured that community 

members felt safe and secure with an outside group teaching within the community. A summer 

student employed by the Hesquiaht First Nations helped to oversee the participants in the 
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program while they swimming in the Hotsprings Cove lake and while they were learning first aid 

in the nearby recreation center. 

In the spring of 2016 I phoned the Hesquiaht Band Office in Hotsprings Cove, BC and 

explained my research project to the telephone contact person. I was then given contact 

information for Jeannine and was told she would be potentially able to help me. I followed up by 

contacting Jeannine via email and sent a letter (Appendix F) outlining my intentions for the 

research project, and to ask for permission to conduct research. Jeannine thought that the lessons 

would be welcomed by community members, and I said I would keep in touch as the spring 

turned into the summer months.   

In July of 2016 I received notification from Jeannine that my letter had been printed and 

placed on the Hotsprings Cove notice board – in remote communities, a notice board is an 

important way to inform community members of upcoming events. By using this form of 

communication, I intended to include all community members - especially the children, and 

youth - who were physically available for the date and time of the program. If community 

members did not see the notice that was left on the board I felt that they would still have the 

opportunity to attend because in small communities’ information is often spread by word of 

mouth. Subsequently, Jeannine notified me that approximately 10 participants would participate.  

Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations. 

In Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations Program, Esowista community, Carol Martin and Nora 

Martin were my initial community contacts who helped organize the participants, and insured 

that the community members felt safe and secure with an outside group teaching within their 

community. In addition, I also met with both Carol and Nora in person (on more than one 

occasion) to discuss lifesaving equipment that they would like to see resourced within their 
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communities. Carol and Nora introduced me to Gisele Martin, who later introduced me to her 

great-uncle, Elder Levi Martin, and her father Joe Martin. 

Levi Martin is a Nuu-chah-nulth (Tla-o-qui-aht) First Nations cultural leader and Elder, 

who helped me to name my research project: ʈiič-mɑɫ-ɴi. Levi agreed to beginning the opening 

ceremony with a culturally specific prayer, and watched over participants from the beach.  

Joe Martin is a Nuu-chah-nulth (Tla-o-qui-aht) First Nations cultural leader, story-teller, 

and master carver, and father to Gisele and Tsimka Martin. Joe transported Gisele’s canoes to the 

beach site and also provided additional culturally based watersafety knowledge.   

Gisele Martin is a Nuu-chah-nulth (Tla-o-qui-aht) First Nations cultural leader in the 

community. She permitted us to use her canoes for the purposes of the program in addition to 

sharing cultural watersafety knowledge with participants. Both Gisele and Levi met with me in 

the spring of 2016 to offer specific insights that would help me to build a swimming program 

culturally appropriate to the Nuu-chah-nulth community.  

Tsimka is a Nuu-chah-nulth (Tla-o-qui-aht) First Nations cultural leader. Tsimka and her 

partner Emre Botsu own and operate T’ashii Paddle School (www.tofinopaddle.com) and agreed 

that they would bring paddle boards, and paddles for the last day of the program on August 26th, 

2016.  

Julia Taffe from Aeriosa Dance Company supplied funds from internal grants that 

ensured that both Gisele Martin, and the T’ashii Paddle School members were paid in full for 

their services.  

Chris Seitcher, a Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations wellness worker for the communities is 

someone I referred to for information on watersafety in relation to Tribal Canoe Journeys.  
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In the spring of 2016, I contacted the Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations administration office by 

email to ask for the contact information of individuals who would be able to help me move my 

research project forward to the community. I received an email from both Carol, the interim 

Education Manager, and Nora the Health Care liaison. Carol and Nora Martin met with me in 

person in the spring of 2016 and met with me again in July of 2016 to plan the proposed Swim to 

Survive program. At the time of our second meeting, Carol, Nora, and I discussed how many 

community members could be in attendance. They estimated the number at 25. As it was in the 

summer months, some families might be away, or the parents of children who would be eligible 

to participate might be working and unable to bring their children to the sessions. Therefore, it 

was difficult to properly estimate the number of participants who would be attending.    

 

Figure 3.1 Colouring Contest 

Prior to the intended date of the program Nora gave me the idea to run a colouring 

contest to get children interested in the program. I asked community members to draw a poster 

for the event containing a watersafety message and I offered a reward of colouring pencils and 

colouring books for completed posters. A description of the colouring poster contest was placed 

on notice boards within Nuu-chah-nulth communities. Although I only received one entry, it 

wisely read, “Do not go in the deep end if you do not know how to swim”.  

Carol, and Nora printed my letter, and placed it on notice boards within the communities 

(Appendix E). In addition, Carol and Nora let their extended families’ know about the program 

by calling them by telephone and texting, and asking if they would be interested in participating.   
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In the days leading up to the swim program Gisele introduced me to her sister Tsimka 

Martin. In conversation with Gisele we both agreed to welcome Tsimka and her partner Emre to 

instruct paddle boarding, in addition to the canoeing and the swimming program that was already 

planned by Gisele and myself. Julia Taffe (Aeriosa Dance Company) donated $500.00 to cover 

the operational costs for the T’ashii Paddle School to bring paddle boarding gear and instruct 

community members at the event.  

Mark Francis, my husband transported the lifeguard team and myself to each swimming 

event by boat. 

Lifeguard team. 

Paul Wechselberger, the founder of the Lifeguard Outreach Society was my initial 

contact in planning and organizing the program’s lifeguard and instructor team and their 

transportation from the mainland. He also took photographs of the event(s), instructed, and 

completed a formal interview with me as described later in this chapter. Payton Vermey and 

Stephen McCaugherty, members of the Lifeguard Outreach Society also instructed the Swim to 

Survive program and provided First Aid programming. The Lifeguard Outreach Society 

instructors received $10.00 per participant from their own organization. All three instructors 

have agreed to individual photo consent and to the use of their actual names for this thesis.  

Participant Recruitment 
 

With the help of Hesquiaht and Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations advisors and community 

representatives, I recruited participants for the Swim to Survive program through the individual 

band governments departments of education, health-care and recreation. A notice (See Appendix 

D and E) was printed and placed on the bulletin board located within the communities. I will 

briefly note here that this turned out to be very effective in sharing news among members in the 
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Hotsprings community (Appendix D), but less effective in the Esowista community (Appendix E 

If community members had questions, they were given contacts within the community so that 

someone could answer their questions, and if not, they could contact myself: the researcher (as 

my contact information was also posted). Hesquiaht and Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations community 

members of all ages were welcome to attend, however, children who were 6 years and younger 

had to be accompanied by an adult (as per standard safety requirement).  

In Tier 1, the Swim to Survive participants were informed of the right to withdraw from 

the program in the recruitment phase. The Letter of Invitation, and the Informed Consent Form 

(See Appendix A) was an important element in the recruitment process. Participants were 

notified that they were allowed to withdraw from the Swim to Survive program at any point and 

the parents and/or caregivers (or the swim participants themselves) would then have to notify 

me. Based on conversations with Nuu-chah-nulth community members, for Tier 1 I planned on 

recruiting approximately 10 children from the Hesquiaht First Nations community in Hotsprings, 

and 15-20 children within the Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations communities of Esowista & Ty-

histanis, Tofino, and Opitsaht. 

Program Overview 
 
Table 3.1 Program Outlines for the Drowning Prevention 

Date Hotsprings Cove Date Esowista 
Day 1 
 
Aug. 
22, 
2016 

Time: 1:00-4:00 pm 
 
Location: Hotsprings Lake 
 
Program: Swim to Survive 
 
Participants: 10 

Day 1 
 
Aug. 
25, 
2016 

Time: 1:00-5:00 pm 
 
Location: Long Beach 
 
Program: Canoeing, first aid and  
Swim to Survive 
 
Participants 7 
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Day 2 
 
Aug. 
23, 
2016 

Time: 1:30-4:30 pm 
 
Location: Hotsprings Lake, and 
recreation center 
 
Program: Swim to Survive 
 
Participants: 10 

Day 2 
 
Aug. 
26, 
2016 

Time: 1:00-5:00 pm 
 
Location: Hotsprings Lake 
 
Program: Canoeing, Paddle- 
boarding, Swim to Survive, and 
First aid. 
Participants: 15 (25 additional 
community members present) 

Tier 1 Program. 

The Hesquiaht First Nations are comprised of approximately 700 members (Hesquiaht, 

2014), although many live in Port Alberni, Nanaimo, Victoria and Vancouver. Hesquiaht is the 

most northern and remote First Nation located within the central region. There is one family that 

lives on the Hesquiaht reserve site year round, while other families live there for the summer 

months (Hesquiaht, 2014). The Hesquiaht community of Hotsprings Cove is home to 

“approximately 55 people” and “located 30 nautical miles from Tofino, British Columbia” 

(Hesquiaht, 2014, para. 1).  

The Swim to Survive program for the Hesquiaht First Nations took place on August 22nd, 

& 23rd, 2016 at a nearby lake, which is located approximately 15 minutes by trail from the 

Hotsprings Cove community, and a recreation center located within the community. On Day 1 

there were: ten participants (children, and youth), one Hesquiaht First Nations summer student, 

two community members (one Elder, one adult), the lifeguard team, and me as a 

participant/researcher. All the same persons attended the program on Day 2. 

The Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations has a population of over 1200 members (Tla-o-qui-aht 

First Nations, 2016) and although many community members live within Tla-o-qui-aht territory, 

there are members of the population that live in cities such as Port Alberni, Nanaimo, Victoria, 

and Vancouver (West Coast N.E.S.T., 2017). The Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations who reside in 
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traditional territory live in the communities of Opitsaht on Meares Island, Esowista on Long 

Beach, and Ty-histanis (an extension of Esowista).  

The Swim to Survive program for the Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations took place on August 

25, and 26th, 2016 at Long Beach, which is located in front of the Esowista community. Esowista 

is located 15 km from Tofino by vehicle. On Day 1 there were seven participants (children, and 

youth), seven community members (five Elders, two adults), Julia Taffe (Aeriosa Dance 

company), the lifeguard team and me as participant/researcher. On Day 2 the program was 

attended by 15 participants (infants, children, and youth), 25 community members 

(approximately 5 Elders), Julia Taffe, two owner/guides of T’ashii Paddle School, the lifeguard 

team, and myself as a participant/researcher. 

Tier 2 Interviews.   

In the weeks that followed the offerings of the Swim to Survive programs, I 

communicated with and recruited two community members from the Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations 

community of Esowista & Ty-histanis who were over the age of 18 as interview subjects. I 

interviewed Participant 1 on October 21st, and Participant 2 on November 17th, 2016. I did not 

formally interview any community member from the Hesquiaht First Nations Hotsprings 

community–cost and weather restricted travel to the remote community for the purposes of 

interviewing participants for Tier 2.   

The interview participants in Tier 2 were informed of the right to withdraw from the 

interview in the recruitment phase (see Appendix C), but advised that past a certain point the 

data would be themed and analyzed and would become part of a larger data set making 

extrapolation impossible. As I have previously mentioned in Chapter One, I did not formally 

interview any of the swim participants directly. Instead, I chose to interview community 
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members with a direct relation to the swim participant(s) because of the vulnerable nature of 

children. I believed it was important to establish a relationship and build trust within the 

communities and I felt that the children and youth deserved to enjoy the program solely as 

learners rather than research subjects.  

I met with Participant 1, a female Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations community member, on 

October 21st, 2016 at the business offices of Tofino Sea Kayaking. Participant 1 had traveled 15 

km by car from Ty-histanis, a reserve neighbouring Esowista. Tofino Sea Kayaking is located on 

Main Street in Tofino, BC and the building overlooks the Tofino Harbour in Clayoquot Sound.  

The Tofino Sea Kayaking premises house an upstairs hostel and downstairs there is a shop full of 

purchasable art supplies, books, camping gear, including a small coffee bar, and a seating area. 

 Participant 1 and I found ourselves alone that morning in the seating area, so we were 

able to talk openly for the interview without interference or being overheard. I let Participant 1 

know that I was going to audio record her interview, and I asked if that was all right. Participant 

1 indicated that she had no problem with the recording process. I conducted a semi-structured 

interview by asking the 5 pre-determined interview questions that are listed in Chapter One. I 

allowed her to answer the questions by adding as much or as little detail as she felt comfortable 

sharing. Once the interview was completed, I thanked Participant 1 for taking the time to take 

part in the interview and I informed her that I was going to transcribe the interview and send a 

copy to her for her review. I explained that she would be welcome to make changes to the 

written transcript if she felt they were needed or would be useful.  

Next, I met with Participant 2, a male Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations Elder, in Esowista on 

November 17th, 2016 at his home. I travelled 15 km by car for the interview. Participant 2 and I 

sat at his kitchen table, and he had made a pot of coffee for us to share. I spent an hour with 
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Participant 2 before we began the actual interview. During that time, we shared a light breakfast 

that I had brought. I asked Participant 2 if it was acceptable for me to audio record our interview, 

and he had no problem with it, and actually encouraged it. As in the case with Participant 1, I 

conducted a semi-structured interview with Participant 2 by asking the same 5 pre-determined 

interview questions, and allowed the Participant to answer the questions by adding as much or as 

little detail as he wished and felt comfortable with sharing. Once the interview was completed I 

thanked him for taking the time for the interview. I informed him that I was going to transcribe 

the interview and that I would send him copy for review and that he had the opportunity to make 

any changes he felt were necessary.  

On last day of the Tier 1 swim program (August 26, 2016), I interviewed the Lifeguard 

Outreach Society founder and director Paul Wechselberger. Paul has direct experience teaching 

for the northern Nuu-chah-nulth First Nation community of Kyuquot as well as experience 

working in additional remote communities throughout British Columbia. The Interview with 

Participant 3 was conducted at the Tofino Municipal Hall. Because I was already preparing to 

travel to the Esowista community for the second Swim to Survive program, no extra travel was 

necessary to conduct this interview. Paul and I sat on the bench outside of the Tofino Municipal 

Hall, surrounded by a garden of rhododendron flowers. I asked Paul if it would be acceptable to 

audio record our interview, and he agreed with that approach. I conducted the interview in a 

semi-structured way allowing him to answer the questions as he saw fit. Due to Paul’s 

experience differing from that of Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations community members in 

interviews 1 and 2, I asked the additional interview questions listed in Chapter One as opposed to 

the five predetermined questions (meant specifically for Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations 

community members). As I transcribed the third interview, I went through every question and 
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wrote side notes about which section of the thesis this might directly apply to. I also summarized 

the contents of each question, noted whether they applied directly to my thesis, and/or to  

Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations people (and their communities) or to additional communities in 

which the LGOS has offered programs. 

During the course of the actual program I also had informal conversations with several 

Nuu-chah-nulth community members. These informal conversations greatly contributed to my 

own knowledge base of Nuu-chah-nulth history and cultural practices. However, these 

conversations were unplanned and informal and the participants are not identified nor were they 

asked to give formal consent. So while I will comment on my learning from these conversations 

I do not include direct quotes or passages from these informal exchanges.  

In the following Chapter 4 I will discuss the results of this thesis research. I have 

included my thesis journal notes from the Tla-o-qui-aht and Hesquiaht swim programs in Tier 1, 

and the transcribed interviews from Tier 2. 
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Chapter Four: Results 
The Programs in Action  
 

The following Tables outline the intended plans for each day of the culturally modified 

Swim to Survive Program. In the following section I will then briefly describe the events as 

recorded in my thesis journal in relation to the intended plans.  

Table 4.1 Hotsprings Cove: Day 1. August 22nd, 2016 

Activity Description Estimated Time Instructor/Leader Equipment 

Swim to Survive Treading water, 
swimming and 
entering into 
water. 

1:00-4:00 pm Payton, Paul, 
Stephen, Emily 

Lifejackets, 
throw rope, first 
aid kit 

 

The lifeguard team, my husband Mark, and I arrived in the Hesquiaht community at 

12:30 pm on August 22, 2016. We docked our boat and asked the first person we saw where the 

band office was. He said he knew about the swimming and said go straight ahead and turn left, 

and we would find the Health Office. Our community contact arrived just before 1:00 pm with a 

Summer Student who was working in the band office. As we waited for participants to arrive, the 

lifeguard team and myself confirmed that the 10 children who had signed up as participants were 

between the ages of 7-12.  

The water-based component of the program was to be conducted at a lake, a spot where 

community members swim recreationally near the Hotsprings community. Shortly past 1:00 pm 

the Summer Student, the lifeguard team, myself and the participants all walked to the lake by the 

trail. When we arrived, we were surrounded by salal forests, a cedar runoff lake, and lily pads. 

We later met with community members who were nearby picking berries.   
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A community member expressed that she had been hesitant when she heard that someone 

from ‘out of town/not from here’ was teaching the children in the community how to swim. She 

said she learned to swim from her Grandmother, as she recalled memories of them together in 

the water. I later learned from the children who were present that some of the older siblings had 

taught their younger siblings to swim in the lake and in the ocean in place of swimming lessons 

conducted at a pool. The eldest (taises) had attained the skill from their fathers and older 

relatives. and in this way, the participants demonstrated their own understanding of the 

importance of traditional roles and shared intergenerational learning experiences.  

I noted that laughter filled the air and smiles were present on every face. We observed 

very happy children feeling summer’s freedom and enjoying swimming together in the water.     

Before we started instruction, I noted that the children could all swim out to the dock 

(approximately 10 meters away). When taking a break, they used the dock, and an attached rope 

made of twine to float. There was no safety equipment apart from what we had brought with us 

to the lake which was: A First Aid Kit, lifejackets, flotation devices, and a phone.  

 

Figure 4.1 Participants in the Hesquiaht Program   
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The children swam for a total of 3 hours with 1.5 hours being designated for the Swim to 

Survive program. For that segment, the lifeguard team and I instructed the participants on how to 

enter the water safely, how to swim for 50 meters, and how to tread water for 1 minute. During 

the remaining 1.5 hours the participants played games in the water, and enjoyed the time they 

were given to swim in the lake, and to be with each other.  

The lifeguard team, my husband Mark and I left the site at 4:00 pm. That evening we 

camped at the Hesquiaht First Nations campground across the bay from the Hotsprings Cove 

community. We had a fire and chose a campsite on the open waterfront.  That evening wolves 

were calling. It seemed that one animal would sing, and it seemed like others were calling back 

from across the bay. The lifeguard team said it seemed like the wolves were right beside their 

tent! I believe there is much to be learned from the animals, and their cross species interaction 

with each other while on common ground.  

Table 4.2 Hotsprings Cove: Day 2. August 23nd, 2016 

Activity Description Estimated Time Instructor/Leader Equipment 

First aid Airway, 
breathing, 
circulation and 
recovery 
position 

1:30-2:30 pm Payton, Paul, 
Stephen, Emily 

First aid kit 

Swim to Survive Treading water, 
swimming and 
entering water 

2:30-4:30 Payton, Paul, 
Stephen, Emily 

Lifejackets, 
throw rope, first 
aid kit 

Free time  Swimming  4:30-5:00 pm Payton, Paul, 
Stephen, Emily 

First aid kit 

 
We made lunch, packed up and headed to the Hotsprings Cove community, which was 

directly across the bay from our campsite. We arrived at the Hotsprings community at 1:20 pm. 

The children and youth were already at the Health Care office waiting for our second session. 

The summer student joined us again, as we went into the community’s recreation building where 



ʈiič-mɑɫ-ɴi 

 

67 

we taught First Aid for an hour and acted out dry classroom scenarios concerning: watersafety, 

choking, rescue breathing, the recovery position. The participants shared how they phone 

Emergency Medical Services in their remote community and said, depending on the 

circumstances of the situation, a helicopter and/or a float plane would be used to reach the 

remote Hesquiaht community of Hotsprings Cove.   

We then walked again to the lake setting as in the description of activities for Day 1, and 

taught an in-water session starting at 2:30 pm, after which the children swam in the lake until 

4:30 – 5:00 pm. During this session, the lifeguard team and I taught rope throwing rescue skills 

and how to rescue a drowning victim, and return to safety. We also encouraged each participant 

to attempt longer swimming distances in order to further develop their endurance.  

I spent a lot of time with the youngest student. I recall a moment when she asked that I 

get in the water first with a smile, not because she could not swim herself, but she wanted to 

know how well I could swim! The formal in water instruction lasted approximately an hour and a 

half and once the formal lesson was over by 4:00 the children remained at the lake for another 

half-hour to an hour with the summer student, and the community members watching over the 

participants as their guardians. By 5:00 pm we said our goodbyes to the children and community 

members and thanked the summer student for her time and effort. The lifeguard team, my 

husband Mark and I left the lake by walking through the trail to our boat, which was tied up at 

the dock. We travelled for 1.5 hours from Hotsprings Cove in Hesquiaht to our home.  

Planning day. 

The lifeguard team, my husband Mark, and I used August 24th as a day for planning and 

rest between lessons and travel. As a group, we spent the day reflecting on the previous 

Hesquiaht First Nations swimming program, and planned for the Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations 
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swimming lessons for the following day. We discussed the role of culture, and the additional 

components that were involved in the next program such as: prayer, canoeing, and paddle-

boarding. 

Paul, Payton and Stephen discussed their individual goals as swimming instructors, such 

as reaching out to community across the province of British Columbia. We also discussed the 

type of resources it would require to teach survival swimming across the nation. The lifeguard 

team shared experiences with Mark and I about what it was like to teach in other remote 

communities. I will further discuss the comments made by the lifeguard team in the discussion in 

Chapter 5. 

Table 4.3 Esowista: Day 1. August 25nd, 2016 

Activity Description Estimated Time Instructor/Leader Equipment 
Cultural 
ceremony 

Prayer, and 
cultural 
teachings 

1:00-1:30 pm Levi, Gisele None 

Canoeing  1:00-5:00 pm Gisele Canoe and 
Paddles 

Swim to Survive  Treading water, 
swimming and 
entering into 
water safely 

3:00-5:00 pm Payton, Paul, 
Stephen, Emily 

Lifejackets, 
throw rope, first 
aid kit 

 
Esowista: Day One. 

The lifeguard team and I prepared for the lesson, and drove in Stephen’s car to the 

community of Esowista on Long Beach where we parked in-front of Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations 

Elder Levi Martin’s4 house. Levi was ready and outside his house awaiting our arrival. Levi 

grabbed a chair and I brought it to the beach for him to sit on. Esowista community member and 

cultural leader Gisele Martin (Levi’s great-niece), and her father Joe Martin (Levi’s nephew), 

                                                
4 Note: The names of cultural leaders formally involved in the program are their actual names and are used here with 
permission.  
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and Julia Taffe (Director of Aeriosa Dance Company) who works with Gisele to foster cultural 

revival projects, used Joe Martin’s boat to pull Gisele’s canoes to the beach where the program 

would be offered. The team brought the canoes to shore and the team and I helped where we 

could.  

First cultural ceremony. 

 “Prayer was a spiritual part implemented in everyday life; you didn’t have a church.  

Nature was your temple, your sacred place” (Cook as cited in Clark and Gilbert, 2002, p. 27). 

To proceed, the program Elder Levi called everyone over to the beach near the water to say a 

prayer and start a ceremony. A prayer was offered to protect the safety and well-being of 

participants Elder Levi first spoke in his traditional Nuu-chah-nulth language, giving thanks to 

the Creator. He spoke of the water and of how his people (Tla-o-qui-aht) viewed the land and the 

sea. Elder Levi was appreciative that everyone could come together in sharing drowning 

prevention education with the children and youth. He welcomed us into the community, and said 

thanks to the guests who were present, including the lifeguard team for coming to the community 

of Esowista. Following Levi’s prayer, the group listened to Joe, Gisele, Levi, Nora and Carol 

explain the Tla-o-qui-aht history as a whaling community. Elder Levi explained that when 

anything was to be done (e. g. whaling, fishing, hunting, etc.) the Nuu-chah-nulth would conduct 

a ceremony for four days or longer. At times, this entailed fasting and at other times it involved 

bathing in the forest using pine needles to create a soapy lather. This reinforced my cultural 

learnings about ceremony practices from the literature review.      
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The traditional canoe.  

 

Figure 4.1 The West Coast Canoe (By Emily Carswell) 

 When Joe Martin began he explained to participants that his father, the late chief Robert 

Martin Sr. could tell the weather by the elements. For example, he might ask, “What were the 

waves doing? What was the wind doing?” (J. Martin, personal communication, 2016). Joe then 

turned to Gisele to speak. Gisele shared her own knowledge about Nuu-chah-nulth whalers, and 

showcased her traditional dug-out canoe that her father Joe had carved for her. 

Gisele described four types of Nuu-chah-nulth canoes and the differences in their uses for 

whaling, warning and/or transport, once measuring up to 120 feet in length (Martin, 2016). 

Gisele explained that there the two white stripes on her canoe’s prow symbolized peace–when 

people arrived to visit another tribe, the two stripes meant that you did not want war. Inside, the 

canoe was painted red ochre which symbolized life–. She added that originally ochre was traded 

from the inland Navaho tribes of the Southwest. The ten lines on the top inside of the bow 

indicated the whale quota that was needed to sustain life for a year.  

Gisele explained that Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations traditionally lived off the land and the 

sea with food from fish, crabs, oysters, and seaweed and other sea life, as they sustained life and 

that they lived in harmony with the land, forest, and sea for thousands of years. There were four 

rocks which were used as a boundary marker for hunting, and fishing. 

Gisele then took 11 of us including: three Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations female community 

members, Julia, Julia’s partner, the lifeguard team and myself out onto the sea in her canoe. 

Gisele and the women who were present sang a traditional song and encouraged the others to 
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join. On the journey she spoke about the Nuu-chah-nulth culture, and fishing practices and 

further described the abundance of food that the coastal Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations would 

have had from the sea even 50 years ago (e.g. prawns, crabs, fish, seaweed, etc.). We all took 

turns sharing paddles in the canoe. After 30 minutes or so we paddled back to the Long Beach 

shoreline. The lifeguard team and myself got ready to teach the swim program starting around 

3:00 pm. The community members who were not participating in the Swim to Survive lesson 

were welcomed by Gisele and joined her on a paddle in the canoe.  

Only one child was present when we started the program and had a guardian who was 

able to sign a consent form. Two other swimming participants joined us a few minutes later from 

the Tla-o-qui-aht community of Esowista, drawn by curiosity having witnessed the canoes. We 

were later joined by three other children who happened to be on the beach. Six participants were 

unplanned (i.e. Consent Forms were not signed) but nonetheless welcomed to join. I recorded the 

names of all seven participants for my Swim to Survive roster.  

 

Figure 4.2 Tla-o-qui-aht Program 

Esowista: Day Two.  

At 12:30 pm the lifeguard team, and I drove to Esowista and again parked in front of 

elder Levi’s house. We then helped Tsimka and Emre, the owners of the T’ashii Paddle School, 
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unload their trailer and bring the paddle boards to the beach. Levi, Nora, Carol, and Gisele were 

already on the beach. At the beach I saw a woman setting up a table so I went to see if she 

needed any additional help. By 1:00 pm families began to arrive one by one for a total of 

approximately 35 people including infants, children, youth, teenagers, adults, and elders.    

Table 4.4 Esowista: Day 2. August 25nd, 2016 

Activity Description Estimated Time Instructor/Leader Equipment  

Cultural 
ceremony 

Prayer, and 
cultural teachings 

1:00-1:30 pm Levi, Gisele None 

Meal Salmon, 
sandwiches, 
chuumus, water 

1:30-2:00 pm Emily, Martin and 
Frank families 

Tables and a fire 

Paddle-boarding  2:00-5:00 pm Tsimka, Emre Paddle boards 
Canoeing  2:30-5:00 pm  Gisele Canoe, paddles 
Swim to Survive Treading water, 

swimming, 
entering into the 
water safely, first 
aid instruction 

3:30-5:00 pm Payton, Paul, 
Stephen, Emily 

Lifejackets, 
throw rope, first 
aid kit 

  

Second cultural ceremony.  

On this day, Elder Levi again spoke to the group and began to say a cultural prayer to 

start the ceremony. Levi offered the opening prayer as a way of protecting the safety and well-

being of participants. Elder Levi spoke of the water and of how his people (Tla-o-qui-aht) 

viewed the land and the sea. He first spoke in his traditional Nuu-chah-nulth language and also 

encouraged the group to have fun and enjoy the watersafety activities. I noted that the difference 

on this day was that the majority of participants were already there and able to witness the 

ceremony.      
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Figure 4.3 Tla-o-qui-aht: A Shared Meal 

A shared meal.  

Frank and Martin, members of Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations families served salmon, and a 

bowl of chuumus which is a sweet dessert made of a variety of fruit such as apples, grapes, 

peach, etc. I provided sandwiches and water for the community members. Gisele told me that 

traditionally the Elders are fed first and I helped her pass along the sandwiches and the food. 

Following the meal there was a short period of rest. There were some Elders, and community 

members who remained on the beach around a fire, enjoying the warmth of the summer sun. 

Paddle boarding.  

Tsimka and Emre (owners and operators) of T’ashii Paddle School welcomed paddle-

boarding participants to the water’s edge. T’ashii Paddle School is a paddle board and cultural 

canoe guiding company located in Tofino, and Emre told the group that T’ashii translates to, 

“path on land or water” (E. Botsu, personal communication, 2016).  

Tsimka and Emre shared instruction on how to paddle board with a sweeping motion, and 

other varying strokes and included skills such as how to get back on the board safely. Equipment 

provided by the Paddle School included approximately ten paddle boards, tour boards, and one 
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paddle for each board. Boards were shared among families and people were excited to spend 

time on the boards. The lifeguard team and I gave lifejackets to the smaller children and infants. 

Community members who did not take part in the Swim to Survive program (e.g. Elders, etc.) 

were welcomed to use the paddle boards at their leisure from 2:30 - 5:00 pm. 

 Canoeing.  

 Following the paddle-boarding, participants (those formally registered who signed 

Consent Forms, and non-registered who did not sign Consent Forms) got ready for the canoeing 

safety lessons first provided on the beach by Gisele, and later in the canoe. Ten participants 

(again a mix of both formally registered, and non-registered) joined cultural leader Gisele and 

Outreach Instructor Stephen and I in the canoe for a canoe trip that lasted for about half an hour. 

Gisele paddled her canoe while she told us a story of the Nuu-chah-nulth people. Gisele stated 

that Nuu-chah-nulth whalers of the past were strong swimmers and observed that whalers could 

hold their breath for up to four minutes underwater (G. Martin, personal communication, 2016).  

 

Figure 4.4 Tla-o-qui-aht: Canoeing 

In close proximity to the beach Gisele, the lifeguard team and I encouraged the 

participants to jump out of the canoe and swim to shore a distance of approximately 10-15 

meters. The youngest participants wore lifejackets, whereas the participants who felt confident in 
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their swimming ability did not. Stephen and I accompanied participants from inside the canoe 

while Payton paddle boarded alongside the canoe and Paul observed from onshore. Each 

participant was able to safely swim to shore and Stephen and I also jumped out of the canoe and 

swam to shore with the youngest participants in the end. 

 

Figure 4.5 Tla-o-qui-aht Swim to Survive Program 

Once we completed the activity, Gisele then took community members (who were not 

“formally” signed up for the Swim to Survive program but were present for the event as a whole) 

out for a paddle while we began to instruct the Swim to Survive program for participants. Later, 

the community members expressed to me that they enjoyed the opportunity to spend time with 

Gisele in the canoe.  

 

Figure 4.6 Tla-o-qui-aht Drowning Prevention Program 
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By 3:30 pm the lifeguard team and myself began to instruct the three survival skills that 

the Swim to Survive program is comprised of, and focused on teaching additional First Aid 

instruction including skills such as CPR and application of the recovery position to participants.  

Once the formal Swim to Survive program instruction was over at 5:00 pm, the 

participants who were involved in the program were given the opportunity to play games in the 

water under the supervision of their parents and or guardians. Following the Swim to Survive 

program, the Lifeguard Outreach Society instructors, and I got back into Stephen’s car and drove 

to meet my husband Mark. At my house we spent the final evening discussing the Hesquiaht, and 

Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations Swim to Survive program experiences, and what they meant to us 

individually. I made journal notes following each day’s experiences and wrote a summary 

following the completion of the program on August 26th, 2016 for discussion in Chapter Five.  

Interview Results  
 

In the following section I will discuss the interviews that took place in Tier 2. As can be 

seen from the description in Chapter Three, these semi structured interviews were framed around 

five questions. The following segments are formed from a combination of the comments made 

by the three interview participants although specific comments are attributed to particular 

persons at points in the description. For the benefit of the reader I will italicize each participant’s 

comments.   

Interview question (a). 

How do you see the children, and youth benefitting from drowning prevention education? 

Participant 1 felt that such programs can have positive side-effects and help to address 

community issues: 
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I think there are lots of things that benefit our community; the social aspect, 

people coming together, learning about each other and getting to know one 

another and, not being so judgemental about each other too. What I saw in 

August was the children and adults coming together. I could see that the children 

were interested and that they didn’t fight or give resistance to something.  

Participant 1 also noted the importance of the informal “warm up” game prior to 

the start of the instruction, “The way the instruction went was really important, how they 

(the instructors) built up a rapport with the kids”.  

Participant 2 clearly stated: 

It prevents the children from drowning. We need to educate our children, so they are 

aware of some things that could possibly happen. Our children are very precious to the 

communities. 

Participant 3 made an important comment about the fact that in the two program offerings 

described in this thesis, the instructors, myself included, traveled to the communities.  

It’s really difficult for a remote community to bus kids to an urban area for meaningful 

swimming lessons, because it is a skill that requires a lot of practice, so having 

instructors come to those communities opens doors for those children to learn about 

swimming safety and swimming skills. 

In terms of benefits derived from the drowning prevention program Participant 3 noted 

the importance of the instructors coming to the isolated communities because of the difficulty of 

the children and youth travelling to a central recreation center or larger community in order to 

gain instruction. Here again, willingness of the instructors to come to these communities can be 

seen as having the potential to build trust between non-Indigenous instructors and the community 
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members, and perhaps to encourage the community to become involved in additional 

recreational programming for children and youth. Participant 3 also noted that communities are 

inspired to think of other ways that they can get swimming lessons available for those kids who 

are already swimming in the oceans, lakes, and rivers. 

Interview question (b).  

 What are the implications of drowning prevention education delivered to the  

Nuu-chah-nulth community members within the traditional Nuu-chah-nulth territory?  

Participant 1 communicated that it was important that the drowning prevention education 

be delivered within Nuu-chah-nulth territory because, “They know the environment”. Especially 

since community members do not have the “standard” drowning prevention training, they will 

benefit from the comfort of familiarity.  

Learning new watersafety skills, and knowledge was important to Participant 1 because 

the swim participants can learn about the conditions when it is not safe to go into the water. She 

said, “This last storm we had is a perfect example”. She also expressed the view that the kids 

needed to be taught that they are taking a big risk going into the water after a storm when the 

surge is high and that because of their location it would take a long time for search and rescue to 

get to their location.  

Participant 1 further explained,  

I think there is a lot of things such as their own community, their own environment, and 

the travel that brought our communities together—if the program is brought into the 

community the program will be more successful overall.  

Participant 2 remarked on the program as offered at Long Beach on August 25-26:  
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The participants really enjoyed their time in the program…. There were things they were 

able to experience, swimming with the canoe—that’s a big part, or that was a big part of 

our culture with canoes, travelling by canoes. They experienced the canoes, and you 

know that I could experience that with them and enjoy that. 

Unique to this program, community members were invited to stay for the entire 

event. This meant that there was a need to ensure beforehand that there was proper seating 

for the elderly and anyone requiring extra support (e.g. injured, or disabled, etc.).   

Participant 3 indicated: 

When you have someone from the outside come into the community, it really challenges 

any type of status quo that is set in the community on what watersafety actually looks 

like.  

He specified the importance of parents and/or guardians participating in swim 

programming as it allows them to see first-hand where their children’s skill level is at. 

These comments suggest that community members can learn about swim programming, 

and first aid from instructors. In turn, instructors can learn about traditional watersafety 

practices, and shared cultural teachings through community members, and cultural 

leaders.  

Interview question (c).  

 Do you wish to see an increase of drowning prevention education within the central  

Nuu-chah-nulth region? 

The watersafety event on August 25, and 26th, 2016 brought about a calm and relaxed 

feeling amongst community members. I was interested in the paddle-boarding, and we 
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were all excited to be a part of it. I was really grateful for whoever thought about those, 

because they really pulled it together. 

The culturally adapted Swim to Survive program was successful in bringing together 

different components such as community members swimming alongside canoes, and adding 

aquatic activities that community members are already taking part in such as paddle boarding, 

and canoeing. Both proved to be successful and worthwhile additions to the Swim to Survive 

program. However, this approach did take a certain degree of planning and cooperation from a 

variety of groups and organizations. These modifications should be determined based on location 

and community need and what is available in terms of resources and equipment. 

Participant 1 reinforced my previous observation that Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations 

children regularly go swimming, especially in the summer months, travelling to different lakes 

and in areas along the coast. In response to this topic Participant 1 shared: 

More of our kids are now getting involved with surfing, so that’s another reason, because 

they are going to learn how to surf, but they don’t know about drowning prevention, and 

we don’t have any equipment to help people if they are drowning.   

Participant 1 added that the Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations, and other Nuu-chah-nulth First 

Nations communities are located away (15 km, or a 5-minute boat ride) from immediately 

accessible emergency personnel in the event of a drowning. This means that if a drowning 

accident were to occur, a victim’s life will depend on how quickly they are rescued out of the 

water, and how quickly CPR is performed as Participant 1 explained, “If we had all the 

equipment close by it would make a world of difference”.  

Participant 1 shared that as community members are getting more involved with the sport 

of surfing, it would be beneficial for surfers to have culturally applicable drowning prevention 
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education too. In addition, it would be helpful for community members to have accessible 

lifesaving equipment that is located within Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations communities—which 

are located near bodies of water where children are prone to swim, and take part in aquatic 

activities such as canoeing, and paddle boarding. 

Participant 2 commented about whether the Swim to Survive program had been perceived 

as having value. “…I think that’s a good thing, from what I hear, that you are going into all of 

these communities. If it wasn’t, you wouldn’t be invited back”. It is important for instructors to 

understand that being welcomed into a remote community as a visitor is a great honour and 

should be reciprocated by showing the communities and their members respectful and caring 

behaviour at all times. Participant 2 felt that the cultural adapted Swim to Survive program that 

was created for the purposes of this thesis research, and taught by instructors from outside the 

community, ran successfully and that the program would be welcomed back into his  

Nuu-chah-nulth community, and the other central Nuu-chah-nulth communities.   

Participant 3 wished to promote sustainability as a long-term goal, raise awareness for 

watersafety, and teach survival swimming in the communities and went on to say,  

By revisiting communities, and building relationships with communities, you can get to a 

point where you have taught 20 children how to swim, and one of the participants in turn 

wants to become a lifeguard and teach others to swim.  

Interview question (d). 

 Do children swim unsupervised within coastal areas such as lakes, rivers, and the ocean 

coastline? 

On this question Participant 1 reported:  
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Yes, I have noticed that for many years, and that when I myself was a child, we didn’t 

have any supervision, we were left to our own devices, and during this last storm that 

happened last week, somebody posted pictures of children out in the ocean swimming. A 

lot of people thought that was funny and cute, but I thought that was dangerous. They 

could have easily got swept up into the ocean. Yeah, it’s been quite noticeable over the 

years. And, sometimes, some people swim off the dock here. Wherever we go. With the 

boats to the lakes, it’s always unsupervised.  

When I asked if the children wear lifejackets, Participant 1 stated that they do not. In 

answer to this question Participant 2 explained: 

Yeah, it’s been pretty much something that has happened throughout my lifetime, ever 

since I was a kid when nobody was around to supervise us, we kind of looked after each 

other and of course we practiced some of the teachings - look after yourself.  

In both cases, it was apparent that each older participant demonstrated a sense of great 

responsibility over younger community members. While this is admirable, it does not constitute 

a reliable system for drowning prevention and presents opportunity for improvement. In 

reference to the communities he has previously taught in, Participant 3 described:  

The 10-year-old, the 12-year-old, is definitely watching out for the 6, 7, or 8-year-old. 

Very few communities that are on the ocean have any type of life ring, really any 

meaningful safety equipment around the areas that the children are swimming. 

Community members do not have any lifesaving equipment within arm’s reach of the 

areas designated as their recreational swimming areas. Each community could increase safety on 

their waterfronts by marking off boundaries where and when it is safe to swim, ensuring rescue 
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equipment is easily accessible, and monitoring that equipment has not expired, been tampered 

with or maliciously damaged.   

Interview question (e). 

Do you see potential value in drowning prevention education, such as the Swim to 

Survive program, being taught within Nuu-chah-nulth traditional territory? 

In regard to this question Participant 1 remarked:  

Yeah, I was quite amazed at the turn out of the lessons that were taught, I was really 

happy and excited to watch, and be a part of it, and see the different tools that were used.  

The Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations communities that were involved in this research were 

all located directly on, or very close to open bodies of water therefore it follows that most 

community members can benefit from drowning prevention education, regardless of age.  

Participant 2 emphasized: 

I think that it is good that it is happening, and I see that things change all the time, that’s 

not to say it is the way it used to be when I was a kid, you know? So, I think, when 

somebody is there watching, then the kids know they are free and safe, someone is 

watching and looking after them. 

As Participant 2 had previously explained, children, and youth are very precious to the 

Nuu-chah-nulth communities, and he felt that sharing drowning prevention education with 

community members (especially children, and youth) was valuable, because it could prevent 

aquatic emergencies, and in turn prevent tragedies from happening in the future. 

Participant 3 stated,  



ʈiič-mɑɫ-ɴi 

 

84 

Swimming skills, and survival skills are still not easily accessible to many Canadians. 

That’s still something we need to focus on locally before we can make it a global 

initiative. 

Research Themes 
 

In order to synthesize and summarize the meaning of the interviews, the following 

themes were identified although it should be noted that given the limited number of interviews 

some of the meanings that I have drawn from them are based on the comments of an individual 

rather than reflecting a view common to all or even more than one speaker.  

Theme 1: Cultural teachings (practices) are important and should be implemented 

in all programming taught within Nuu-chah-nulth territory. 

A traditional prayer was incorporated into the Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations program, 

because of the willingness of Elder Levi Martin to be present and share words of protection over 

the participants of the program. Further ceremonial practices that are appropriate for the 

circumstances of each individual swim program may be incorporated into future program if the 

resources are available: e.g. Elders are present and willing to contribute.   

Theme 2: An increase of traditional water safety lessons taught by cultural leaders 

and instructors would be welcomed by community members. 

 Participant 1, and 2 appreciated the quality of instruction and the facilitation of the 

program, therefore additional the development of future drowning prevention education would 

be welcomed. Participant 2 clearly stated: “I think that’s a good thing, from what I hear, that you 

are going into all of these communities. If it wasn’t, you wouldn’t be invited back”. I was 

fortunate that Participant 2 shared his perspective, because being welcomed back into a remote 

community to teach swimming is an honor, and a direct reflection of the quality of instruction 
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that was given. Participant 1 and 2 explained that when they were growing up (in the absence of 

supervision) it was essential to practice the teaching, “Look after yourself”. In reference to the 

swim program that took place in August 2016, Participant 2 stated:  

I think that it is good that it is happening, and I see that things change all the time, that’s 

not to say it is the way it used to be when I was a kid, you know? So, I think, when 

somebody is there watching, then the kids know they are free and safe, someone is 

watching and looking after them. 

It is apparent from the reflections of Participant 1 and 2 that changes that increase 

waterfront supervision (e.g. drowning prevention programming) would be welcomed. 

Theme 3: There is a lack of safety equipment in close proximity to the waterfront 

areas, combined with a lack of supervision.  

It would be disrespectful and inappropriate for a non-community member to go into  

Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations communities and demand that immediate changes be made to 

waterfront areas (e.g. installation of water-safety equipment), and/or comment on an apparent 

lack of supervision. In consultation with Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations band administrations, and 

community members, watersafety organizations such as the Canadian Red Cross and the 

Lifesaving Society may make suggestions, and provide practical drowning prevention 

resources/material. Further qualitative research will need to be conducted to determine individual 

Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations’ community needs. 

Theme 4: Water-safety applies to more than just swimming such as activities: 

paddle-boarding, surfing and canoeing. 

Additional water-safety activities should be encouraged and implemented in future 

programming, based on the location of each individual Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations community, 
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and what is accessible in terms of equipment and available resources. Further collaboration will 

be necessary between lifeguarding (instructor) teams, organizations, and Nuu-chah-nulth groups. 

Interview Summary 
 

After conducting the three formal interviews, I now understand the further need for 

swimming program(s) that reflect Nuu-chah-nulth traditional practices, comprised of cultural 

knowledge, and taught by cultural teachers and instructors in Nuu-chah-nulth territory, and that 

this would be welcomed and supported by community members. Further, I believe that it is 

possible to culturally modify a standard swimming program, while being able to fulfill the 

standard swimming program requirements. In the following Chapter Five, I will conclude by 

providing some recommendations for future programming and research development while 

discussing the limitations of this study.  
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Chapter Five: Recommendations & Final Reflections 
 
Findings and Recommendations 
 

Based on my data collection and findings, in the following section I revisit the original 

research questions outlined in Chapter One to synthesize my findings and recommendations as 

follows: 

(1) What modifications (if any) should be made to current Swimming and Water 

Safety programs (e.g. Swim to Survive) in order to make them more accessible to children 

and adults in the Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations communities and more compatible with the 

cultural values of the Nuu-chah-nulth?   

In the months [weeks, and days] leading up to the 2016 swim program, it was essential to 

connect with people in the First Nation community (such as community leaders) to discuss 

logistics and program details.  The following nine steps are fundamental and essential lessons 

learned in delivering a successful, culturally compatible swim safety program in remote 

communities. Of course, as this type of learning is and always will be unique, ongoing, and 

emergent, I offer a partial list:  

(1) Instructor qualifications. A qualified swimming instructor will have basic 

certification(s) which include: (A) Standard First Aid and CPR C, (B) Lifesaving Society 

National Lifeguard (NL), (C) Lifesaving Society Swim Instructor (LSI), and (D) Red 

Cross Watersafety Instructor (WSI) certifications. Lifeguards(s) and swim instructor(s) 

must send a copy (by mail, email or fax) of their current qualifications (certifications) to 

the band administration office and/or community contacts, and an indication of a 

completed, mandatory police criminal records check.  
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I highly recommend that instructors who are planning on working in remote communities 

take out individual instructor insurance available through applicable Lifesaving Society 

branches. In remote communities where there are no aquatic recreation facilities, 

lifeguards and swimming instructors must also travel to the specific locations proposed 

for the program with appropriate lifesaving equipment; lifejackets, first aid kits, whistles, 

etc.  

(2) Personal attributes of Instructors. Instructors who possess the professional 

qualifications listed above must also be willing to travel to remote locations on the 

territory of the First Nations Reserve. In addition to the four certifications listed above, an 

instructor must be willing to educate themselves in the cultural knowledge of particular 

Indigenous community. The instructor should travel to the community and network in-

person with community leaders such as cultural teachers, recreational department 

workers, education departments personnel, health and social work department staff 

members in preparation. The initial meetings between the instructor(s) and community 

leaders are critical to the success of the program, because it sets a strong foundation of 

personal connections with key community members and will have a greater chance to 

flourish. 

(3) Location. The preferred location of the lessons, including identification of a 

swimming boundary should be discussed and deemed suitable based on community 

inputs from Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations band staff member(s), parents and/or 

guardians, and/or the children themselves.   

(4) Liaison with community members. Prior to the start of the program, the instructor and 

community leaders should review and discuss the swim curriculum and the name, 
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background, and credentials of the sponsoring organization (e.g. Canadian Red Cross, 

Lifesaving Society) with the community members. The instructor(s) and community 

representatives should also review background information about the particular 

swimming level that is expected to be reached by the children/participants in the 

program, including any pre-requisite swim levels that would be expected of them. It is 

essential to assess a participant’s level of swimming experience before a program starts, 

either by asking the individual directly (and respectfully), or asking community leaders, 

and or their parents/guardians. Occasionally, there is a discrepancy between a 

participant’s perceived level of swimming experience and their actual level of swimming 

experience. This could pose a risk if the participant was placed in a situation that was 

beyond their personal swimming ability.   The Lifesaving Society’s Swim to Survive 

program was chosen for this thesis, because it required participants to have basic 

swimming ability. If a participant did not even have that level of experience, and/or they 

were under six years of age, then a Personal Flotation Device (PFD) would be mandatory 

to ensure that they would not be put in any danger.  

(5) Cultural considerations. Any additional information such as cultural context for an 

individual First Nation, and whether or not food, and water will be supplied for 

participants should also be considered. Working in community is an opportunity for 

visitors to learn from community members about traditional practices, i.e. the Potlatch 

ceremony, ceremonial prayer, and appropriate use of cultural equipment, etc. In certain 

situations, cultural knowledge may be a sensitive topic for Elders, and community 

members to speak about with outsiders, therefore instructors should be aware that they 

may face some reticence and should be careful about asking questions vs. seeking advice. 
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It is important to not assume that what is culturally appropriate for one community is the 

same for another, therefore, it is always good practice to seek advice about protocols. It is 

advisable to set aside more time than you think you need when seeking advice in respect 

of the ways of life and priorities of life for others. 

(6) Promotion and Advertising. It is important for the program organizers and instructors 

to consider how to advertise the program and highlight its cultural components in order to 

attract potential participants and to consider how participants and the community as a 

whole might benefit from a swim program. Notices about the program should be clear 

about costs and program details. They should also indicate whether participants will 

receive a badge, or any other form of acknowledgement following the successful 

completion of the program. Further, instructors and program developers should consider 

what will be done if a participant is not successful in completing the program. 

Communications about the program should indicate whether there will be a follow up 

with parents and/or guardians for all participants about future programming and whether 

there be an opportunity for participants who did not successfully complete the program to 

try again. Contact information such as a phone number or an email address should be 

provided to describe how participants or parent/guardians can submit comments, ask 

questions and/or raise concerns they may have. Information may also be provided 

concerning the possibility of having a conference call among participants and program 

instructors or managers. This suggestion will depend on the sort of Internet or phone 

connections that are available within the community. Some remote communities do have 

effective Internet and phone connections, but in other cases the connection is lacking, or 

very unstable. In such cases communities might depend on paper notices on community 
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bulletin boards and as we saw in the Esowista case, the paper communications about the 

program were not very effective.  

(7) Registration and enrolment. It is important to consider how participants will formally 

register for the program. Will there be a sign-up list in an accessible place, (e.g. 

community center, health building), or will it be done in –person through cultural 

leaders? Clearly, program information at registration should indicate whether there will 

be a cost to the participants and if so, whether there are grants or other supports available. 

The Swim to Survive program described in this thesis was offered at no cost to the 

communities of the Hesquiaht, and Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations ensuring it was accessible 

to all community members but if that is not the case, investigating possible funding or 

grants to offset the costs would be advisable.  

(8) Audience and spectators. All community contacts, parents and/or guardians and all 

other community members, in addition to the lifeguards and swimming instructors, 

should feel welcome and be invited to stay during the entire swim program. Even though 

many people at both locations were not officially part of this study, it went a long way for 

community members to be welcomed to the event in order to build a sense of trust and a 

longer-term relationship through learning together. This approach will help build a bridge 

between the programming staff, sponsoring organizations and the community. 

(9) Sustaining the program. Program staff should also network within the community 

where the program is being offered, and ask if community members are interested in 

future programming and follow up. It will also be very useful to consult with community 

members and leaders to create a plan to move forward by preparing some people who are 
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interested in becoming qualified lifeguards and instructors so that their own people can 

continue on with water safety and drowning prevention.  

Through the process and experiences described in this thesis I learned that there are many 

components involved in ensuring that a program runs smoothly and while this is what lessons I 

could glean from my own experience, this list is not by any means the last word on best 

practices. I now realize that thorough administrative planning takes a fair amount of time, and 

requires both financial and human resources. As programs are created in the future , it would be 

beneficial for a new group of instructors to have some knowledge of a community’s current 

watersafety practices, the availability of programming for community members, and in turn their 

levels of participation in these programs.  

Development of Urban vs. Remote Programs 
 

In the left hand column of 5.1 table, I have described the steps typically involved for a 

participant in a standard Lifesaving Society program as often offered at an urban recreational 

center. In the right hand column of table 5.1 I have described some of the steps involved for a 

remote Indigenous community where the program will often involve not only those directly 

involved as students, but other community members, perhaps (and most hopefully), the entire 

community. Design implications of urban vs. remote programs. 

Table 5.1 Stages of Development of Urban vs. Remote Programs 

Urban Program Remote Program  
Participant(s) learn about program through 
local recreation magazine, website, etc. 

Community leader(s) finds a qualified 
lifeguard, and instructor willing to travel, 
obtains insurance and police records check. 

Participant(s) or their parents/guardians 
register and pay for program in person or 
online. 

The instructor networks within the community, 
and introduces themselves to community 
members prior to facilitating program. 

Participant(s) attend program at recreation 
center for the duration of the course/program. 

Determine a safe location for lessons 
(waterfront: lake, river, ocean) that all parties 
agree upon. 
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Upon successfully completing program the 
participant(s) receive a certificate, badge, and 
or award, etc. 

Determine program curriculum: discuss if the 
participant(s) need prior swimming experience, 
or has passed a certain swimming level. 

Network and enroll into next program. Differentiate culturally specific components  
important to that community through 
conversations with cultural leaders and Elders  

N/A Advertise for program through local resources, 
and actively invite community members to 
participate. 

N/A Register participant(s) for program, and agree 
upon necessary payments/supplementation for 
all parties. 

N/A Participant(s) attend program at the safe 
location, all community members welcome. 

N/A Host opening and closing ceremonies led by 
Elders. Upon successful completion of a 
program, participants receive a certificate, 
badge and or award, etc. 

 Instructors stay in connection to help 
community members continue to network and 
enroll into next program. 

 

In a standard urban program, the instructional style is mandated by the instructor 

qualifications created by the Lifesaving Society: Lifesaving Society Instructors (LSI), and the 

Red Cross: Watersafety Instructor (WSI). A swimming program’s schedule is fixed by the 

particular facility (staff) with predetermined and non-negotiable start and end times. A 

swimming program’s sequence is fixed within the given time frame, without room for 

modifications (e.g. additional activities). 

Elements of Design of Urban vs. Remote Programs 
 

Table 5.2 Elements of Design of Urban vs. Remote Programs 

Topic Urban Program Remote Program 

Instructional Style LSI, WSI Certified LSI, WSI Certified, influenced by 
cultural knowledge 

Timing Fixed Schedule. Fluid Schedule; based on 
location, tides, and season. 
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In a remote community program, the instructional style is mandated by the instructor 

qualifications created by the Lifesaving Society: Lifesaving Society Instructors (LSI), and the 

Red Cross: Watersafety Instructor (WSI), however, it must be critically influenced by cultural 

knowledge. Cultural leaders may have their own specific traditional trainings to offer which are 

not necessarily “certified” by organizations such as the Lifesaving Society, or Red Cross but 

certainly deserve the same amount of respect and acknowledgement. The schedule must be more 

fluid and is based on location, tides, season, and water temperature. The programming is also 

fluid, with room for additional activities to be added in at the last minute. Community members 

must be welcome to take part in the program, cultural leader(s) may actively teach in program, 

there may be additional spiritual and traditional practices such as: ceremony, prayer, story-

telling, a shared meal, etc. as determined by the various groups involved (cultural leaders, 

community members, and instructors). 

In answering question (2) (a) What were the attitudes towards recreational swimming 

and water safety among Indigenous Peoples involved in this study? Participant 1 observed, 

“A lot of our children (Nuu-chah-nulth) go swimming every summer, they travel to a lot of 

different lakes, and down the coast”. As the water reaches warmer temperatures in the summer 

months, Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations community members spend longer periods of time 

Sequences Fixed Programming. Fluid Programming, with room 
for additional cultural activities 
such as: canoeing, etc. 

Learning Experiences: 
Cultural Modifications 

N/A Community members are 
welcome to take part in program, 
cultural leaders may actively 
teach in program, there may be 
additional spiritual practices such 
as: ceremony, prayer, sharing of a 
meal, etc. 
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swimming recreationally along waterfronts such as beaches, docks, and floats. In both 

communities we visited, the members explained where their favourite swimming spots were. 

Occasionally these “favorites” differed depending on age -- with younger children swimming in 

shallow areas whereas teenagers were more prone to jump off docks, play on rope swings, etc. 

where the water was deeper.  

Participant 3 expressed that the Lifeguard Outreach Society has taught for remote First 

Nations communities in lakes, rivers, oceans and in swimming pools and claimed:    

They (the participants in remote communities) can withstand water temperatures that the 

city children couldn’t even conceive, or wouldn’t even want to get in the water. The 

swimming skills generally consist of some type of breaststroke or front crawl with a 

varied kick–most of the time it’s based on how strong their arms are.  

Participants indicated that recreational swimming was a common experience in the lives 

of most community members and particularly among children. Swimming activities were 

generally conducted in natural settings—the ocean, local ponds and lakes, and sometimes 

streams. However, children generally learned only informal swim strokes or replicated those 

strokes learned by the Elders or older relatives. I recognized that First Nations community 

members are participating in recreational swimming, and aquatic activities such as boating, 

canoeing, paddle-boarding, etc. regardless of the protocol that I grew up following in an urban 

aquatic setting such as attending a recreational center, swimming when a lifeguard was present, 

and recalling safety equipment near-by. 

 In question (2) (b) What data exists about the participation of First Nations children 

and adults in formal programs of instruction in swimming and water safety? I found that 

since 2014 less than 5% of the participants that I have had the experience of teaching swimming 



ʈiič-mɑɫ-ɴi 

 

96 

and lifesaving to for the Parks and Recreation Departments of the District of Tofino and the 

District of Ucluelet were of First Nations descent. In teaching swimming for Tofino’s 

Wickaninnish Community School (a BC public school in School District 70), the number of First 

Nations participants increased to approximately 50%.  

First Nations Watersafety Community Resource (2010) claimed that Indigenous peoples 

– First Nations, Metis, and Inuit – have limited access to swimming and lifesaving programming 

because of a lack of localized recreation centers and therefore available programming. Findlay 

and Kohen (2007) add that there could be a lack of qualified instructors, and/or programming 

that is deemed to be not culturally relevant. Also, financial barriers may exist which include 

transportation, non-ability to pay associated recreation fees and/or for equipment. Findlay and 

Kohen (2007) have also reported that children who live in a household with two parents were 

found to be more likely to participate in sports activities. In addition, children of parents who 

were educated, and had higher income levels were more likely to participate in sports, as well as 

those who had fewer siblings. Parents who are educated may better understand the benefits of 

sporting activity for their children’s growth and development and may have extra financial 

means available to provide resources for athletic fees, transportation costs and the purchase of 

the sporting equipment necessary for participation in most sports. A child with fewer siblings 

may not be required to spend time providing child care and performing household chores, time 

that might otherwise be spent on recreational activities such as sports (Findlay and Kohen, 2007).  

Ethnicity is not tracked for participant registration in the Lifesaving Society’s, nor the 

Canadian Red Cross’ programs, therefore to estimate the measure of the rate of participation of 

First Nations children and adults in formal programs of instruction in swimming and water 

safety, one must look into associated factors: proximity of recreation center in relation to remote 



ʈiič-mɑɫ-ɴi 

 

97 

community, availability of localized programming, and cost of transportation, registration fees, 

and equipment. The literature that is available regarding Indigenous participation in sport is 

either outdated, and/or cannot be generalized to all Indigenous populations. Further qualitative 

research would be essential in determining Indigenous rates of participation. 

The next question, explores what happened in response to the program offered through 

the feedback from children when it asks: 2 (c) How did the children involved in the modified 

Swim to Survive program respond and react to the proposed culturally adapted program? 

Are there measures that would indicate that the children have become better swimmers, 

are more comfortable in the water, and more aware of safe practices? In the Swim to Survive 

program the standard criteria are: [the student will be able to] (1) roll into deep water, (2) tread 

for 1 minute, and (3) swim 50 meters. A participant may compete the program by demonstrating 

three possible outcomes: (1) the participant is able to achieve the Swim to Survive standard 

without wearing a Personal Flotation Device; (2) the participant is able to achieve the Swim to 

Survive standard while wearing a PFD; or (3) the participant was unable to complete the program 

by outcome (1) or (2) and therefore is tracked on the program roster as having practiced the 

Swim to Survive standard. There are no written components required in order to complete the 

Swim to Survive program.   

Additional optional skills are listed in the Swim to Survive roster, such as demonstrating: 

stride entry, shallow and deep water dive, treading water for 2 minutes, a 50-meter timed swim, 

swim front crawl for 50-meters, back crawl and breast-stroke for 50-meters, treading water for 2 

minutes. Space is also provided for optional ‘other’ activities (see Swim to Survive Roster 

Appendix K). Participants who complete the Swim to Survive program receive a certificate, along 

with recommendations of what swimming level and further programs to enroll in.  
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In the culturally adapted version of the Swim to Survive program as applied in the 2016 

sessions described in Chapter Four of this thesis, all of the participants in the Hesquiaht First 

Nations, and Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations were able to complete the program by either (1) 

achieving the regular Swim to Survive standards, and/or (2) achieving the Swim to Survive 

standard while wearing a PFD. The Lifeguard Outreach Society members and I did not use the 

listed additional (and optional) skills, instead we chose to add additional skills under the ‘Other’ 

category as follows:  

1) For the Hesquiaht First Nations program we added: (1) an underwater swimming 

challenge that consisted of the participants swimming in the lake underwater as long as they 

could or for approximately 5-10 meters, (2) learning how to use rescue equipment, and (3) an 

hour of first aid training. While teaching the Hesquiaht First Nations program, the team of 

Lifeguard Outreach Society instructors and I had accessibility to a recreation center. The 

program ran on a hot day, and it was a great opportunity to get out of the sun while learning first 

aid skills.  

2) For the Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations program we added as optional skills: (1) canoeing 

training which consisted of Gisele Martin teaching the participants about canoeing and 

watersafety, how to paddle, and taking part in singing traditional songs, (2) stand-up paddle 

training by the T’ashii Paddle School instructors, (3) learning how to use rescue equipment and, 

(4) an hour of first aid training. While teaching the Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations program, we did 

not have accessibility to a local recreation facility, therefore we taught the First Aid skills on the 

beachfront, although we did have access to equipment such as canoes, paddleboards, and paddles 

provided by cultural leaders and community members.    
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What is notable here is that the physical contexts and the available community resources 

shaped how I structured the programs in the two different locations. Further, the culturally 

adapted Swim to Survive program for the Hesquiaht and the Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations still met 

the basic prescribed criteria. The quality of instruction did not change based on location. As a 

consideration for long term planning the availability of a recreation center allows for teaching 

First Aid in all kinds of weather, e.g. west coast rain, extreme heat, etc.   

Further Recommendations for Water Safety and Drowning Prevention 
 

1. Changes may be made to waterfronts to increase safety using better signage and the 

installation of accessible lifeguarding equipment such as rescue tubes, First Aid kits, and barriers 

to mark swimming area(s). With proper training an Indigenous group would be able to certify 

their waterfront areas by developing marked swimming areas with boundaries, ensuring rescue 

equipment is available, and monitoring that equipment has not expired, been tampered with or 

maliciously damaged. Safety equipment invaluable in every Nuu-chah-nulth coastal community 

would include: An Automated External Defibrillator (AED), First-Aid kit(s), rescue tubes, 

lifejackets, whistles, pocket masks, an oxygen tank and a spinal (injury) board. Communities 

may need financial support to purchase equipment, and the necessary training.  

2. The Lifesaving Society has “released boating safety tips in 33 languages including 

First Nations languages” (Lifesaving Society, 2010, p. 2). With the support of Nuu-chah-nulth 

speakers to translate into Nuu-chah-nulth languages, the Lifesaving Society could develop 

culturally supportive material such as: watersafety and boating manuals for in the home, and 

water safety signage that is located within communities, and on the waterfront. 
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3. With the agreement of the Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations, the Nuu-chah-nulth Tribal 

Council (NTC) Education and Training departments could extend the high-school credit program 

to high-schools (and educational facilities) on reservations located in Nuu-chah-nulth territory. 

4. Aboriginal Sports and Recreation Association of BC (1993) asked survey respondents 

how they thought community members would become interested in traditional sport, and 

recreation activities in First Nations homelands– answers included (A) sharing knowledge of 

elders, (B) demonstrating traditional games, (C) offering instructive seminars to educate all 

members of the community, and (D) to instruct at all school levels. Before creating future 

culturally modified Swim to Survive programs, or other swimming and/or lifesaving 

programming, I realize that the four components listed above would have to be considered 

essential for every program. If Indigenous peoples wish to share their cultural activities and 

ceremonies, then they should be welcomed in each phase: beginning with the design and the 

implementation of localized drowning prevention education programs. How can Indigenous 

knowledge and values be incorporated authentically into well-developed and established 

approaches to teaching swimming such as those offered by the Lifesaving Society?  

Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations community input is crucial in creating culturally appropriate, 

sensitive and innovative swim programming.  

Living my learning. 

It is my personal goal to share drowning prevention education to all 14 Nuu-chah-nulth 

First Nations communities. To make this goal feasible, I have decided to reach out to one 

community at a time, building on my own experiences from my thesis research. Each program 

will be unique, and the relationship between the instructor (or lifeguard team), community 

contact, and the contributing administrative departments: e.g. education, health care, recreation 
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varies and relationship building will take time. The resources that are available will change based 

on: the location (recreational facility, waterfront), the season (water temperature), the tide, and 

availability of cultural leader(s) and community member(s). I will note here that the quality of 

instruction should not change, and remain consistent throughout all programming. 

Ucluelet First Nations. In the fall of 2016, I was put in contact (via email) with a 

member of the recreational staff for the Ucluelet First Nations. The recreational staff members, 

and I met in person and began to discuss the possibility of teaching the Swim to Survive program 

to the community of Hitacu. Because of the harsh winter ocean conditions, the program needed 

to be facilitated inside at the West Coast Motel Pool in the village of Ucluelet. The recreational 

staff for the Ucluelet First Nations agreed to facilitate the program, and transport participants to 

and from the community of Hitacu. The recreational staff was in the water during the lesson(s) 

and I was the only certified lifeguard and swimming instructor present. The program ran for an 

hour each week for 4 weeks between the months of January and February. There were 

approximately 6-8 participants at each lesson. As the primary instructor/lifeguard I sent a copy of 

my own personal insurance, and up to date qualifications to the recreational staff. 

Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations. Then in the spring of 2017, I was put in contact (via both 

email and telephone) with a social worker for the Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations, and together we 

began to discuss the possibility of the Lifeguard team (Lifeguard Outreach Society), and myself 

teaching the Swim to Survive program for the community of Opitsaht. The social worker agreed 

to facilitate the program with our group, and we discussed the logistics such as the date and 

location of the lessons. The community contact (social worker) said it would be beneficial for us 

to bring our own safety equipment (whistles, lifejackets, and a first aid kit). We discussed that I 

would provide a meal for after the program. 
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The original three Lifeguard Outreach Society instructors who were involved in the 

programs described: Payton, Paul, and Stephen returned for the lesson, bringing an additional 

member Adnan Bhatti to lifeguard and teach. Seven participants were present on May 26th, 2017 

for the three-hour program. Following the end of the program, I electronically sent in the names 

on a Swim to Survive roster of the swimming participants to the Lifesaving Society of British 

Columbia and Yukon office. After the program, my husband Mark joined the lifeguard team and 

myself, and we headed to our house and discussed future aquatic plans and priorities that 

evening.   

These two initiatives were a form of follow-up to the exploratory experiences gained in 

August 2016. They were small steps but demonstrated to the local communities a commitment to 

continue programming in water-safety. Of course, there is further work to be done but it will be 

important to sustain these initiatives and to develop instructional capacity within the 

communities themselves, with the support of organizations such as the Canadian Red Cross, and 

the Lifesaving Society of Canada.  

 

Figure 5.1 Tla-o-qui-aht Program (May 26, 2017) 
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Limitations of This Study 
 

The experiences certainly yielded information and insights that can inform future 

program development but the most important result from the study was the development of 

relationships and trust between non-Indigenous program providers and instructors and the 

communities involved. The number of participants was small and the programs were deeply 

situated in particular community settings, settings that are unique culturally and geographically. 

It would be unwise to generalize even other coastal First Nations communities within the general 

region, or any other Indigenous group. The main generalization to be made as advice to future 

program development would be to focus first and foremost on developing personal 

communications and trust with key members and to explore community realities and styles by 

offering trial programs and/or by making observations about current situations and expectations 

before proposing program structures. The sequence and timing of regular programs and 

certificate schemes may very well have to be modified.  

I aim to strengthen my community connections, and actively pursue other  

Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations communities to share culturally adapted drowning prevention 

education. If I was to repeat the research reported here I would seek out additional funding for 

operational costs. Financial sponsorship would alleviate the personal burden of covering 

transportation costs (fuel, etc.) to remote communities. Since I wish to incorporate traditional 

equipment, e.g. canoes, paddles, stand-up paddle boards when accessible, this will mean that 

future grants will need to be secured, and contributing parties will have to be compensated for 

the use of their equipment, their travel, and time, etc.     
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Final Reflections 
 

During this research, I was profoundly influenced by the teachings I discovered. I found 

myself connecting with these watery practices on a deeper personal level, and I have made a 

morning ritual around submerging myself in the Pacific water and reconnecting to Mother 

Nature–thanking the warm sun, the ocean breeze, and the water for sustaining my life. In some 

potent but elusive way, this practice has informed and helped shape the writing of this thesis too.  

In Chapter 2, and some of Chapter 3, I describe in detail the structure of the standard 

Lifesaving Society programs. Like many modern, Western, non-Indigenous programs they are 

structured by timetables, include formal evaluations of performance, and offer certifications at 

different levels as students’ progress. Indigenous peoples often have ideas about teaching and 

learning that are quite different from western curricular structures. Indigenous programs and 

processes also have structures and intended goals and purposes but they may be subtler and less 

time-clock driven. What is taught and learned is often deeply embedded in the overall life of the 

community and core activities such as learning to swim are not just recreational but are also 

connected to ceremonies, food gathering, and other community needs. Instruction often is done 

through mentoring by Elders, adults, or older siblings.  

When the Lifeguard team were greeted with some amount of reticence or precaution by 

some of the adults at the Hotsprings Lake, this likely reflected their history of non-Indigenous 

“experts” taking over teaching and learning (e.g. the Residential Schools are such clear 

examples). It is no wonder that it will take time and careful relationship-building to build up trust 

after overt acts of colonialism disregarded all that was traditional and sacred for their peoples.  

In Tier 1, when a little girl wanted to know whether or not I could swim she was 

expressing a view shaped by her experience that “teachers” namely, Elders will actually 
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demonstrate their skills and be able to put them into practice. In this way, her notions of 

authority derive not from an official title or certificate, but from people who clearly embody their 

own expertise and experience and “walk the talk”.   

To close, I will return to my specific research question—that is, how might a program 

such as Swim to Survive, be adapted to be more culturally compatible with the Nuu-chah-nulth 

First Nations that were the hosts to the program offerings described and with whom I worked in 

this study? The a priori question was whether or not these First Nations communities would even 

be prepared to accept and support the introduction of the Swim to Survive programs at all?   

The experiences described in this thesis indicate that in these coastal BC communities 

there is a deep cultural tradition and grounding for activities conducted on and near the ocean or 

other water bodies. That said, programs like the typical Royal Lifesaving Society Swim to 

Survive can introduce some modern skills and tools while leaving room to respect and include 

the Indigenous knowledge and traditions that exist in these communities. However, those 

designing and offering the programs must work closely with the Indigenous communities to plan, 

organize and present the programs. It is crucial to recognize that the styles of teaching and 

learning that are common in the programs as typically offered to non-Indigenous groups in urban 

settings will not be effective with these communities. However, as some of my experiences 

indicate, when there is an effective, cooperative relationship the Indigenous First Nations 

community can also benefit from the program in a number of ways that may have more to do 

with community development and enrichment than solely with the core curriculum of swim 

instruction and water safety.  

As a community member who lives within Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations territory, and as 

a graduate student, I put a lot of thought and time into program planning and into meetings with 
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Nuu-chah-nulth community members. I considered myself to be fortunate because I had already 

made contact with certain community members in different contexts, which meant that I was not 

a complete stranger to Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations culture and traditional practices when we 

met to discuss this project. I was welcomed, listened to, and well respected by each and every 

community member with whom I crossed paths with on this journey. Had I lived elsewhere, or I 

had never been to Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations territory, I would have had to do additional 

research into every aspect of my project and to reach out and develop community contacts.  

Building relationships takes a significant amount of time. I would also have incurred additional 

costs that were not included in my thesis proposal, such as travel expenses to and from  

Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations territory including flights, hotels, and transportation.  

Due to the previous negative experiences of Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations and other 

Indigenous groups, depending on the particular rationale and goals of the research, it is possible 

that certain individuals, and/or groups might not be welcomed within the communities. This is 

especially true if the proposed research is not seen as beneficial to the communities, or may be 

seen as potentially causing harm to community members.  

Ethically, if photographs are to be taken during programming it is essential that the 

consent of participants is sought beforehand and the intended use of photos (and other 

documentation) is communicated to community members in an upfront and honest manner with 

assurances that photographs will not be used in other contexts without further, specific 

permissions.              

With the input of the communities, and using my past experiences as a local swimming 

instructor and as a student, one of my original goals was to learn how to create culturally relevant 

recreational opportunities for Nuu-chah-nulth community members. During this process I 
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listened to community members and learned about their past experiences, a process that caused 

me to change the way that I looked at the world, and for that I will be forever thankful. Learning 

is an ongoing process and so is this research. In meeting new community members through 

completing this project, I have developed a deeper respect for Nuu-chah-nulth culture that has 

been shared with me formally, and informally. I felt immense value in my experiences sharing 

drowning prevention education with community members, and when they shared their own 

watersafety knowledge. I feel responsible to continue foster the relationships that developed 

throughout my research and I vow to continue my work sharing drowning prevention education 

with Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations, and their communities.  
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Epilogue 
 
Royal Life Saving Society 125th Anniversary Service Certificate 
 

On March 18, 2017, while working on this thesis, I was awarded the Royal Life Saving 

Society’s, 125th Anniversary Service Certificate by the Lifesaving Society of British Columbia 

and Yukon branch in Vancouver, Canada for my work in the field of drowning prevention and 

water safety.  

I was fortunate to have my photo taken with her Honour, Judith Guichon, the Lieutenant 

Governor of BC. The letter I received from the Society said, 

The Royal Life Saving Society 125th Anniversary Certificate pays tribute to those 

who have made or are making a significant contribution to the mission of the 

Society in Canada.  

 

Figure 5.2 The Lieutenant Governor of British Columbia, Honorable Judith Guichon 
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World Conference on Drowning Prevention 2017 
 

On October 19, 2017, while finishing this research, I presented a research poster of my 

thesis project at the International Lifesaving Federation’s, World Conference on Drowning 

Prevention (WCDP 2017) in Vancouver, Canada. The WCDP (2017) was co-sponsored by the 

World Health Organization, hosted by the Lifesaving Society and supported by Bloomberg 

Philanthropies and The Princess Charlene of Monaco Foundation.  

At the WCDP (2017) I had the opportunity to learn more about the growing global 

drowning problem, water-safety practices (for both Indigenous, and non-Indigenous groups), and 

water competency measures around the world.  

I have attached my research poster as Appendix J. 

 

Figure 5.3 World Conference on Drowning Prevention (2017) Research Poster 
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Appendix A: Letter of Invitation and Consent to Parents/Participants 

Dear Swim to Survive Participants and Parents, 
 
My name is Emily Carswell, and I am the local swimming instructor for Tofino District; Parks 
and Recreation, and Wickaninnish Community School. I am currently enrolled as a student in the 
Masters of Environmental Education and Communication program at Royal Roads University. 
As a community member of the Tofino region, I am invested in sharing environmental education, 
swimming instruction and water safety with others.  I am a certified swimming instructor with 
the Lifesaving Society, and the Canadian Red Cross.  

I have witnessed a desire in coastal children to learn sustainable skills in both the water, and the 
surrounding environment. I wish to grow through experiences as a swimming instructor, and as a 
student. I am interested in conducting my thesis project with Tla-o-qui-aht community members.  
My first goal is to deliver Lifesaving Society’s Swim to Survive program to children in a location 
that was pre-determined by the Education and Health Departments on behalf of the Tla-o-qui-aht 
First Nations Band.  My second goal is to determine the effectiveness of the Swim to Survive 
program by interviewing local community members on how they felt gaining these skills 
impacted their lives.  

To develop an effective research project, I am partnering with Levi Martin, Gisele Martin and 
the Lifeguard Outreach Society to deliver the Swim to Survive program. The Swim to Survive 
program is different than regular swimming lessons, because it focuses on survival skills that are 
essential for children who live in coastal communities. The program consists of 2 in water 
lessons of 1.5 hours each, where the children will develop the following skills: (1) learning to 
enter the water safely, (2) treading water for 1 minute, and (3) swimming up to 50 meters. There 
will also be water safety, canoeing safety, and lifejacket safety lessons provided.  
 
I will run the program on August 25 & 26th, 2016. All ages are welcome, children who are 6 and 
younger must be accompanied by an adult.  The Lifeguard Outreach Society will provide 
lifejackets, and a team of certified swimming instructors, myself included, at no cost to Tla-o-
qui-aht community members. The Royal Canadian Life Saving Society is the Institutional 
Sponsor for my research project. My thesis supervisor is Dr. Milton McClaren, and my thesis 
committee member is Dr. Hilary Leighton. I am pleased to provide you with local references, 
and educational contacts.  

Lifeguard Outreach Society     
Director: Paul Wechselberger    
Email: (Removed for publication)   
Phone: (Removed for publication)     
Website: http://www.lgos.ca     

Royal Roads University     
Thesis Supervisor: Dr. Milton McClaren   
Email: (Removed for publication) 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In order to move forward in this research, I need your parental consent to allow your child to 
participate, as well as the consent of the participant.  Participants have the right to withdraw from 
the Swim to Survive program at any time with no negative consequences. 
 
I, _______________________(participant print name), am willing to participate in the Swim to 
Survive case study. 
 
_______________________________________  ____________________  
Participant Signature      Date 
 
 
I, _______________________(parent/guardian print name), am willing to participate in the 
Swim to Survive study.  I have reviewed this letter and I am fully aware and understand the 
conditions listed above. 

_______________________________________  ____________________  
Parent/Guardian Signature     Date 
 
 
_______________________________________  ____________________  
Instructor Signature      Date 
 

Thank you for your time and consideration, I am available by phone or email at any point in 
time.     

 

Kind regards,   
Emily Carswell   
Graduate Student, Royal Roads University     
Phone: (Removed for publication)     
Email: (Removed for publication) 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Appendix B: Photo Release for Minors 

PROJECT NAME: SHARING DROWNING PREVENTION WITH NUU-CHAH-NULTH 
FIRST NATIONS. 

 
I am the legal guardian of ___________________________________________________, and I 

hereby  
 

AUTHORIZE  DO NOT AUTHORIZE 
 
EMILY CARSWELL to use the image of the child named above for any lawful purposes – this 
includes but is not limited to: her final thesis project, her thesis presentation, and conference 
presentations. 
 

_______________________________________  ____________________  
Parent/Guardian Signature     Date 
 
 
CONTACT INFORMATION  
 
Email Address:_______________________________________________________ 
 
 
Phone Number:_______________________________________________________ 
 
 
Address:_____________________________________________________________ 
 
 
_______________________________________  ____________________  
Instructor Signature      Date 
 

Thank you for your time and consideration, I am available by phone or email at any point in 
time.     

Kind regards,   
Emily Carswell   
Graduate Student, Royal Roads University     
Phone: (Removed for publication)     
Email: (Removed for publication) 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Appendix C: Informed Consent and Research Invitation 

Dear Swim to Survive Participants and Parents, 
 
My name is Emily Carswell, and I am the local swimming instructor for Tofino District; Parks 
and Recreation, and Wickaninnish Community School. I am currently enrolled as a student in the 
Masters of Environmental Education and Communication program at Royal Roads University. 
As a community member of the Tofino region, I am deeply interested in sharing environmental 
education, swimming instruction and watersafety with others.  I am a certified swimming 
instructor with the Lifesaving Society, and the Canadian Red Cross.  

I have witnessed a desire in coastal children to learn sustainable skills in both the water, and the 
surrounding environment. I wish to grow through experiences as a swimming instructor, and as a 
student.  My goal is to interview Tla-o-qui-aht community members on the implications of 
Lifesaving Society’s Swim to Survive program that was held in Tla-o-qui-aht territory on August 
25th, and 26th, 2016.  I aim to determine the effectiveness of the Swim to Survive program by 
interviewing local community members on how they felt gaining these skills impacted their lives 
by asking 5 questions: 
 
(1) Do children swim unsupervised within coastal areas such as lakes, rivers, and coastline?  
 
(2) Do you see value in drowning prevention education such as the Swim to Survive program 
taught within Tla-o-qui-aht territory?  
 
(3) How do the children, and youth benefit from drowning prevention education?  
 
(4) What are the implications of drowning prevention education delivered to the  
Tla-o-qui-aht community members within Tla-o-qui-aht territory? 
 
(5) Do you wish to see an increase of drowning prevention education in the region? 

To develop an effective research project, I partnered with Levi Martin, Gisele Martin and the 
Lifeguard Outreach Society to deliver the Swim to Survive program. The Swim to Survive 
program is different than regular swimming lessons, because it focuses on survival skills that are 
essential for children who live in coastal communities. The program consists of two in water 
lessons of 1.5 hours each, where the children will develop the following skills (1) learning to 
enter the water safely, (2) treading water for 1 minute, and (3) swimming up to 50 meters. There 
will also be watersafety, canoeing safety, and lifejacket safety lessons provided.  The Royal 
Canadian Life Saving Society is the Institutional Sponsor for my research project. My thesis 
supervisor is Dr. Milton McClaren, and my thesis committee member is Dr. Hilary Leighton.  
 
I am pleased to provide you with local references, and educational contacts.  
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References  
 
Lifeguard Outreach Society     
Director: Paul Wechselberger    
Email: (Removed for publication)     
Phone: (Removed for publication)     
Website: http://www.lgos.ca     
 
Royal Roads University     
Thesis Supervisor: Dr. Milton McClaren   
Email: (Removed for publication)       
 

_______________________________________  ____________________  
Interview Participant Signature    Date 
 
 
_______________________________________  ____________________  
Interviewee  Signature     Date 
 

Thank you for your time and consideration, I am available by phone or email at any point in 
time.     

Kind regards,   
Emily Carswell   
Graduate Student, Royal Roads University     
Phone: (Removed for publication)     
Email: (Removed for publication) 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Appendix D: Letter to Hesquiaht First Nation 

My name is Emily Carswell, and I am the local swimming instructor for Tofino District; Parks 
and Recreation, and most recently Wickaninnish Community School. I am currently enrolled as a 
student in the Masters of Environmental Education and Communication program at Royal Roads 
University. As a community member of the Tofino region, I am invested in sharing 
environmental education, swimming instruction and watersafety with others. I am a certified 
lifeguard and swimming instructor with the Lifesaving Society, and the Canadian Red Cross. 
 
I have witnessed a desire in coastal children to learn sustainable skills in both the water, and the 
surrounding environment. I wish to grow through experiences as a swimming instructor, and as a 
student. I am interested in conducting my thesis project with children who live in the community 
of Hotsprings Cove. My first goal is to deliver Lifesaving Society’s Swim to Survive program to 
children in a pre-determined location by the Hesquiaht First Nation band. My second goal is to 
determine the effectiveness of the Swim to Survive program by interviewing local community 
members (children, their parents & caregivers, elders) on how they felt gaining these skills 
impacted their lives. 
 
To develop an effective research project, I am partnering with the Lifeguard Outreach Society to 
deliver the Swim to Survive program. The Swim to Survive program is different than regular 
swimming lessons, because it focuses on survival skills that are essential for children who live in 
coastal communities. The program consists of 2 in water lessons of 1.5 hours each, where the 
children will develop skills (1) learning to enter the water safely, (2) treading water for 1 minute, 
and (3) swimming up to 50 meters. There will also be watersafety, boating safety, and lifejacket 
safety lessons provided. With agreement from the Hesquiaht First Nation, we wish to run the 
program on August 22 & 23, 2016. All ages are welcome, and children who are 6 and younger 
need to be accompanied by an adult. 
 
The Lifeguard Outreach Society will provide lifejackets, and a team of certified swimming 
instructors with myself included, at no cost to the Hesquiaht First Nation. The Royal Canadian 
Lifesaving Society of Canada is the Institutional Sponsor for my research project. My thesis 
supervisor is Dr. Milton McClaren, and my thesis committee member is Dr. Hilary Leighton, and 
the program head of Masters of Environmental Education and Communication Program at Royal 
Roads University is Dr. Rick Kool. I am pleased to provide you with local references, and 
educational contacts. 
 
Thank you for your time and consideration, I am available by phone or email. 
 
Kind regards, 
 
Emily Carswell 
Graduate Student 
Royal Roads University 
Phone: (Removed for publication)  
Email: (Removed for publication) 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Appendix E: Letter to Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations  

My name is Emily Carswell, and I am the local swimming instructor for Tofino District; Parks 
and Recreation, and most recently Wickaninnish Community School. I am currently enrolled as a 
student in the Masters of Environmental Education and Communication program at Royal Roads 
University. As a community member of the Tofino region, I am invested in sharing 
environmental education, swimming instruction and watersafety with others. I am a certified 
lifeguard and swimming instructor with the Lifesaving Society, and the Canadian Red Cross.  

 
I have witnessed a desire in coastal children to learn sustainable skills in both the water, and the 
surrounding environment. I wish to grow through experiences as a swimming instructor, and as a 
student. I am interested in conducting my thesis project with children who live in the 
communities of Tofino, Opitsaht, and Esowista. My first goal is to deliver Lifesaving Society’s 
Swim to Survive program to children in a pre-determined location by the Tla-o-qui-aht First 
Nation band. My second goal is to determine the effectiveness of the Swim to Survive program 
by interviewing local community members (children, their parents & caregivers, elders) on how 
they felt gaining these skills impacted their lives. 
 
To develop an effective research project, I am partnering with the Lifeguard Outreach Society to 
deliver the Swim to Survive program. The Swim to Survive program is different than regular 
swimming lessons, because it focuses on survival skills that are essential for children who live in 
coastal communities. The program consists of 2 in water lessons of 1.5 hours each, where the 
children will develop skills (1) learning to enter the water safely, (2) treading water for 1 minute, 
and (3) swimming up to 50 meters. There will also be watersafety, boating safety, and lifejacket 
safety lessons provided. With agreement from the Tla-o-qui-aht First Nation, we wish to run the 
program on August 25 & 26, 2016. All ages are welcome, and children who are 6 and younger 
need to be accompanied by an adult. 
 
The Lifeguard Outreach Society will provide lifejackets, and a team of certified swimming 
instructors with myself included, at no cost to the Tla-o-qui-aht First Nation. The Royal 
Canadian Lifesaving Society of Canada is the Institutional Sponsor for my research project. My 
thesis supervisor is Dr. Milton McClaren, and my thesis committee member is Dr. Hilary 
Leighton, and the program head of Masters of Environmental Education and Communication 
Program at Royal Roads University is Dr. Rick Kool. I am pleased to provide you with local 
references, and educational contacts. 
 
Thank you for your time and consideration, I am available by phone or email. 
 
Kind regards, 
 
Emily Carswell 
Graduate Student 
Royal Roads University 
Phone: (Removed for publication)  
Email: (Removed for publication)  



ʈiič-mɑɫ-ɴi 

 

121 

Appendix F: Tla-o-qui-aht Letter of Permission 
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Appendix G: Lifeguard and Instructor Qualifications 

 

 

  

 Date: 2016-07-31

 Re: Individual Record Verification

 The following are the awards earned by Emily Carswell as of July 31, 2016.

 

Certification Date  Award

2016-07-10  National Lifeguard - Pool Recertification

2014-11-20  Bridges Assignment

2014-10-10  Instructor - Lifesaving Recertification

2008-11-16  Standard First Aid Certification - Other

2008-11-09  Emergency First Aid/CPR-B (valid 3 yrs)

2008-09-01  Instructor - Lifesaving

2008-03-15  Swim Instructor

2006-12-17  National Lifeguard - Pool

2006-08-13  Bronze Cross/CPR-C

2006-06-11  Bronze Medallion/CPR-A

2003-06-14  Bronze Star

 Verification Code: X6TV1C-Z5US2B-487F6B
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Appendix H: Lifeguard Team Permission Form
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Appendix I: Thesis Budget 

 

 
 
 

 
  

Thesis Budget Cost Paid By 

Human Resources $1500  
(Cultural Leaders) 

Emily Carswell 

Equipment $350  
(Camping, First Aid) 

Emily Carswell 

Food $1300  
(Instructors, and Program) 

Emily Carswell 

Travel $300  
(Boat Gas) 

Emily Carswell 

Thesis Budget Cost Paid By 
Human Resources $500  

(Initial visit to Tofino) 
Lifeguard Outreach 

Society 
Equipment $300 

 (First Aid, Lifejackets) 
Lifeguard Outreach 

Society 
Food $300  

(Instructors) 
Lifeguard Outreach 

Society 
Travel $240  

(Gas, Ferry) 
Lifeguard Outreach 

Society 
Thesis Grants Cost Paid By 

T’ashii Paddle School $500 
(Rental & Instructional fee) 

Julia Taffe 
(Aeriosa Dance Company) 

Gisele Martin $1000 
(Cultural Leader) 

Julia Taffe 
(Aeriosa Dance Company) 
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Appendix J: World Conference on Drowning Prevention 2017: Research Poster 

 

 
 
 

ʈiic%̌mɑɫ%ɴi:+SHARING+DROWNING+PREVENTION+EDUCATION+WITH+NUU%CHAH%NULTH+FIRST+NATIONS
EMILY&CARSWELL,&B.A.&

Sponsor,(Wendy&Schultenkamper(
Supervisor,(Dr.&Milton&McClaren
Committee,&Dr.&Hilary&Leighton

M.&A.&Environmental&Education&and&Communication,&2015&cohort
School&of&Environment&and&Sustainability,&Royal&Roads&University

Emily&Carswell
Graduate&Student&Researcher,&RRU

Director,&Tofino&Pool&Society
(250)266R1402

PO&Box&953.&Tofino,&B.C.&V0R2Z0
watersafety.bc@gmail.com

tofinopoolsociety.org

Figure+3.+
Nuu%chah%nulth+(Tla%o%qui%aht)+First+Nations+cultural+leader+Gisele+Martin+paddling+
participants+in+her+canoe,+in+front+the+Tla%o%qui%aht+community+of+Esowista,+Aug+26,+2016.

Thesis+Abstract:+
The&NuuRchahRnulth&First&Nations&traditional&territory&borders&the&west&coast&of&Vancouver&Island&in&British&Columbia,&Canada.&Taking&an&ethnographic&approach,&the&case&study&that&is&the&base&for&this&thesis&describes&how&the&knowledge&
and&wisdom&of&NuuRchahRnulth&First&Nations&community&members&regarding&the&cultural&context&and&traditional&practices&of&water&safety&and&canoeing&safety&informed&an&offering&of&the&Swim(to(Survive program&to&the&children&of&two&
NuuRchahRnulth&communities&of&the&Hesquiaht,&and&TlaRoRquiRaht&First&Nations.&The&iteration&of&the&Swim(to(Survive program&described&here&was&designed&with&community&input&by&cultural&teachers&who&shared&their&ancestral&teachings&and&
equipment&and&with&the&support&of&local&NuuRchahRnulth&Departments&of&Education,&Recreation&and&Healthcare.&The&community&members&were&supported&by&certified&lifeguards,&and&swimming&instructors&qualified&by&the&Lifesaving&Society.

Literature+Review:+
Examples&include–Aboriginal&Sports&and&Recreation&Association&of&BC (1993),&Dr.&Richard&Atleo&(2004,&2011),&Canadian&Drowning&Report&(2016),&Canadian&Red&Cross&(2010,&2013),&Clayoquot&Biosphere&Vital&Signs&Report&(2016),&
Clutesi&(1969,&1973,&1990),&Findlay&and&Kohen&(2007),&Giles&and&Rich&(2013),&Ha3Shilth3Sa,&Lifesaving&Society&(2012,&2016),&Vogel&(2010),&World&Health&Organization’s&Global&Report&on&Drowning&(2014).

Methods+Approach:+Case&Study&&&Feasibility&Study&– Tier&1:&Swim&Program&1&&&2,&Tier&2:&Interviews. Results:+Figure&1,&Figure&2,&Figure&3,&Figure&4.

Standard+City Program Remote Community+Program
Program advertisement:
online&local&recreation&&guide.

Community leader&finds&instructor&who&is&willing&to&travel,&obtains&
insurance,&and&completes&a&police&records&check&for&vulnerable&
sector.

Participants&Register&for&program. Instructor&networks&within&community.

Participants&attend&program. A&safe&location&is&determined&for&the&program–everyone agrees.

Participants&receive&badge. Determine program&curriculum;&&decipher&if&prior&experience&is&
necessary.

Network,&enroll&in&next&program. Differentiate culturally&specific&components&of&culturally&modified&
program&with&community&members,&and&cultural&leaders.
Advertise&program through&local&resources.

Register participants,&determine&payment&for&all&parties.

Participants attend&program.
Host a&closing&ceremony,&participants&receive&badge.

Network,&and&enroll&in&next&program.

Standard+City+Program Remote+Community+Program

Instructional+
Certification

LSI, or&WSI&Certified. LSI, or&WSI&Certified&influenced&by&cultural&knowledge.

Timing Fixed&Schedule. Fluid&Schedule: based&on&location,&tides,&season.
Sequences Fixed&Programming. Fluid programming:&Room&for&additional&activities.

Cultural Modifications N/A Community members&are&welcome&to&attend&program,&
cultural&leaders&may&actively&teach,&additional&cultural&
practices&may&be&added.

Figure+1.+How+to+Administer– Standard+City+Program+vs+Remote+Community+Program?+ Figure+2.+How+to+Instruct+a+Standard+City+Program+vs.+Remote+Community+Program?

Discussion+&+Conclusion:
After&conducting&the&two&swimming&programs,&and&three&formal&interviews&and&later&summarizing&the&results,&I&now
understand&the&further&need&for&swimming&program(s)&that&reflect&NuuRchahRnulth&traditional&practices,&comprised&of
cultural&knowledge,&and&taught&by&cultural&teachers&and&instructors&in&NuuRchahRnulth&territory,&and&that&it&would&be
welcomed&and&supported&by&community&members.&Further,&I&believe&that&it&is&possible&to&culturally&modify&a&standard
swimming&program,&while&being&able&to&fulfill&the&standard&swimming&program&requirements.&

Figure&4.&NuuRchahRnulth&First&Nations,&Vancouver&Island,&B.C.,&Canada

Community&members&seek&programming&that&is&comprised&of&sharing&the&knowledge&of&elders,
demonstrating&traditional&games,&offering&instructive&seminars&to&educate&all&members&of&the&community,
and&to&instruct&at&all&school&levels&(Aboriginal&Sports&and&Recreation,&1993).&

Indigenous&peoples&– First&Nations,&Metis,&and&Inuit&– have&limited&access&to&swimming&and
lifesaving&programming&(First&Nations&Watersafety&Community&Resource,&2010).&Access&is&limited&due&to&a
number&of&factors&such&as&a&lack&of&localized&recreation&centers&and&therefore&of&available&programming,&lack&of
qualified&instructors,&programming&that&is&not&deemed&to&be&culturally&relevant,&and&financial&barriers&which
may&include&transportation,&nonRability&to&pay&associated&recreation&fees&and/or&for&equipment&
(Findlay&and&Kohen,&2007).&
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Appendix K: Swim to Survive Roster
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Age Standard Select One Optional Skill Challenges

 Name

 Name

 Name

 Name

 Name

 Name

 Name

 Name

 Name

 Name

 Name

 Name

 Name

 Name

 Name

Instructor Information S2S Information
Completion date

Instructor's name  ID # Course location Phone

Course type

□ Rec Swim □ Camp Swim □ School Program
□ Special Event □ Other:__________________________

     

For statistical purposes, please return the roster to the Branch Office promptly after the S2S event or campaign. There are NO fees for S2S. Retain copies for your records.

E-mail address

Signature

This roster is page ____of ____ pages.

Year Month Day

9Satisfactory Performance   
   Total                        
   Participants               

6

11

Swim to Survive 

1

2

3

4

5

7

8

9

10

12

13

14

15


