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Summer’s Comin’—
Water Fun & Safety, too

Library Lessons •
Grades 
PK–2

by | Aileen Kirkham

The month of May tends to be a countdown to 
summer, with the whole school excited about 
the prospect of the upcoming season’s outdoor 
activities. Use this energy as a springboard to 
explore summer fun around water while teaching 
safety, too.

Lesson I

Safe Swimmers: A Cork or a Penny? 
Introduction: It is critically important to teach 
children basic water safety concepts. Giving 
children the opportunity to discuss and practice 
these safety concepts gives them one more tool 
for successful living. As an example of how 
safety lessons can be important in real life, I’m 
reminded of one story about a kindergartner 
who was accidently left on a daycare bus at the 
end of a scorching-hot day. The child related 
how she had fallen asleep during the ride and 
woken up to find herself alone on the empty 
bus. Instead of panicking, she remembered how 
she’d been “forced” to watch a movie at school 
about using the emergency door to escape from 
a bus. She did, and the outcome was a lifesaver! 
Similarly, children will have many opportunities 
this summer to remember their water safety 
instruction.

Grade Level: PK–2

Objective: 
The students will:
•	 Use	the	scientific	observation	process	to	view	

and discuss flotation characteristics.

•	 Explore	the	need	for	swimming	lessons.

•	 Discuss	and	demonstrate	swimming	safety.	

Materials:
•	 A	clear,	shoebox-sized	plastic	container,	filled	

two-thirds of the way with water 

•	 A	bottle	cork

•	 A	penny

•	 A	small	kiddie	pool,	with	a	selection	of	books	
about swimming arranged in it. Recommended 
titles include Cork and Fuzz: The Swimming 
Lesson,	by	Dori	Chaconas,	or	Swimming Sal, by 
Carol	Molski.

Procedure:

•	 Hold	up	the	clear	plastic	container	of	water	
and drop a cork into it. Then drop in a penny. 
Ask students why they think the cork did not 
sink.	Discuss	their	responses,	and	make	the	
analogy that the cork is made of something 
that makes it float like the flotation vests and 
“water wings” kids wear in a pool. Tell them 
cork has air in it, does not have to be blown 
up, and is able to float. Ask them why the 
penny did not float. 

•	 Explain	that	people	have	to	learn	how	to	float	
and swim around like a cork, not like a penny 
that sinks to the bottom.
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•	 Repeat	singing	the	rhyme	to	review	the	
importance of safety.

•	 Sing	this	rhyme	to	the	tune	of	“Mary	Had	a	
Little Lamb”:

•	 Read	aloud	and	discuss	a	book	that	
demonstrates the importance of learning 
how to swim. (If you use the Cork book, 
speculate that the author gave the muskrat 
that name because muskrats are born with 
the ability to swim.)

•	 Define	the	role	of	the	lifeguard	at	the	pool	as	
being the safety guard for everyone.

•	 Enrich	the	lesson	with	the	dramatization	of	
swimming pool scenarios, where the kids 
in the audience get to be the “lifeguards.” 
Remind them to watch what is happening 
and do one of two things to signal: whistle (or 
make a whistling sound if they do not know 
how to whistle) if something dangerous is 
happening, or make the “thumbs-up” sign if 
it	looks	safe.	Choose	students	to	act	out	the	
following scenarios:

-	 Chasing	each	other	around	the	pool.	
(Lifeguard kids should whistle.)

- Acting like a brother and a sister who go 
ask their mom if she will go in the water 
and play with them in the shallow end. 
(Lifeguards should give a thumbs-up.)

- Pretending to try to push each other into 
the pool. (whistle)

- Pick two kids and ask one to get in the 
kiddie pool and pretend to swim using 
strokes. Ask the other kid to call out to the 
swimmer, “Will you teach me how to swim 
like you can?” (thumbs-up)

•	 Review	the	lesson’s	objectives	by	asking	
kids to use lifeguard signals of whistling for 
danger or thumbs-up for a safe activity to 
respond to the questions about who is the 
safest swimmer. 

- Should you be a kid who wants to be like a 
penny? (whistle)

- Should you be a kid who wants to be like a 
cork? (thumbs-up)

When I learn to safely swim,  
safely swim, safely swim,

When I learn to safely swim,  
the water will be my friend.

Lesson II

Don’t Rock the Boat—Preserve Yourself 
Introduction:	With	the	advent	of	jet	skis	and	the	
soaring popularity of canoeing, kayaking, boating, 
and other watercraft activities, kids’ participation 
in leisure-driven water sports has dramatically 
increased. Reminding kids that along with the 
fun comes a need to review safety precautions will 
provide a lifelong benefit. 

Grade Level: PK–2

Objectives: 
The students will
•	 Explore	types	of	personal	flotation	devices.
•	 Discuss	and	demonstrate	boating	safety.	

Materials: 
•	 Two	child-size	life	preservers	(personal	

flotation devices) 

•	 A	package	of	individually	wrapped,	white	Life	
Savers candy

•	 Two	large	plastic	tubs	or	laundry	baskets	

•	 Internet	access

•	 A	variety	of	books	to	display	featuring	boats,	
such as One-Dog Canoe, by	Mary	Casanova, 
and Three Days on a River in a Red Canoe, by 
Vera B. Williams

Procedure:
•	 Show	the	Life	Savers	candy	and	tell	them	that	

Clarence	Crane,	a	candy	maker,	was	trying	
to invent a candy that would not melt in hot 
weather.	He	made	a	round	peppermint	and	
punched a hole in it. Since it looked like a 
swim ring that could be used to save people’s 
lives,	he	called	it	a	Life	Saver.	His	goal	was	to	
“save” the candy from melting. (Life Savers 
celebrated their 100th year in 2012.) 
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•	 Go	to	www.uscg.mil/history/kidsindex.asp, click 
Coloring	Books,	click	The Adventures of Captain 
Clearwater, then click the third page, Activity 
2, which shows a seal in a boat with a swim 
ring	buoy	and	life	jacket.	Explain	that	this	
swim ring is not supposed to be worn around 
your body but is something to hold onto to 
keep you afloat. Therefore, it can save a life. 
Life	jackets	(personal	flotation	devices)	are,	
too. They allow people to float like a cork 
until someone can get close enough to help. 
Together, answer the questions on the page.

•	 Together,	say	this	rhyme:	

•	 Read	aloud	one	of	the	books	you	have	
displayed.

•	 Discuss	the	story	in	the	book	and	how	the	
character demonstrated boating safety. If 
reading One-Dog Canoe, challenge kids to tell 
you the dangerous thing that happened even 
though	the	girl	was	wearing	her	life	jacket.	
(The boat was overcrowded, and as a result 
the passengers were thrown out of it.)

•	 Play	the	Life	Saver	Relay	game.	

-	 Demonstrate	putting	on	a	life	jacket	and	
how you put the strap around your back. (If 
possible, get another adult/older kid to help 
kids buckle the back strap.)

-	Divide	the	kids	into	four	equal	lines,	with		
two lines facing the other two lines (have 
one kid go twice if numbers are unequal).

- Tell the kids they will take turns putting on 
the	life	jacket	(skip	the	back	strap	if	no	extra	
help is available), getting in the boat (the 
plastic tub or laundry basket), and “motoring” 
over to their neighbors (the line of kids facing 
them). When you say “start your engines,” the 
race will begin, with the two strongest kids in 
the class (preferably older kids from an upper 
grade) pushing the “boats” from one side to 
the other. 

- Select kids and demonstrate how to do this.

•	 When	the	game	is	over,	ask	the	kids	who	won;	
they will say the team that finished first. Say 
that they are all winners because they wore 
their	life	jackets	in	the	boat.

•	 Review	the	day’s	lesson	by	repeating	the	rhyme.

Lesson III

Fishing for a Good Book 

Grade Level: PK–2 

Objective: 
The students will

•	 Learn	to	cast	a	fishing	line	safely.

•	 Review	the	rules	and	equipment	needed	when	
fishing from a small boat.

•	 Receive	recommended	titles	for	summer	
reading to take home to their parents. 

Materials:
•	 12-inch	dowels,	rulers,	or	pencils

•	 String

•	 A	strong	magnet

•	 Metal	paper	clips

•	 Colored	cardstock

•	 Kiddie	pool

Procedure:
•	 Make	enough	“fishing	poles”	for	kids	to	take	

turns catching fish from the kiddie pool. Use 
dowels, rulers, or pencils with string for the 
line and attach a strong magnet to the end. 

•	 Use	the	fish	pattern	on	page	6	to	write	the	
titles of the books you wish to recommend for 
summer	reading	with	parents;	select	from	the	
titles listed in the bibliography. Make copies of 
the fish using a variety of colors of cardstock. 
Cut	them	out	and	place	a	metal	paper	clip	on	
each fish. Place all the fish in the kiddie pool 
for the kids to “catch” during the lesson.

•	 Sing	this	song	to	the	tune	of	“Where	is	
Thumbkin?”

Put your life jacket on, get in 
the boat

Just like a cork, it’ll make you 
float … and save your life!

Fishin’ for favorites, fishin’ for favorites, 

I can catch one, I can catch one.

I’m careful with my fishin’ pole,  
I’m careful with my fishin’ pole 

When I drop it in the pool,  
when I drop it in the pool.
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•	 Demonstrate	“casting”	the	line	into	the	kiddie	
pool by checking behind you to make sure no 
one will be hit by the hook (magnet), and drop 
it in.

•	 Catch	a	fish	to	demonstrate	using	the	magnet	
as a hook and select one book from the list of 
titles on the fish to read aloud to the students. 
Recommended titles include A Fishing Surprise, 
Eli Goes Fishing, Fishing—A Mr. and Mrs. Green 
Adventure, A Good Day’s Fishing, How to Catch a 
Fish, Let’s Go Fishing, Gus!, and Piggy and Dad 
Go Fishing.

•	 Read	and	discuss	the	fishing	action	and	
equipment in the story. Ask the kids to tell you 
what important safety equipment is needed if 
you	are	fishing	from	a	boat	(life	jackets).	

•	 Review	rules	when	fishing	from	a	small	boat:

- Remember to stay seated in a boat.

- Speak in whisper voices.

- Just a few people can fit in the boat.

•	 Tell	kids	they	will	be	fishing	from	the	pool,	
and they get to keep their fish bookmarks to 
take home to share with their parents. Share 
that this special fish has the names of some of 
the best kids’ books about fishing.

•	 Assist	the	kids	as	they	take	turns	fishing	for	
their fish-shaped bookmark.

•	 Complete	the	lesson	by	asking	kids	what	 
they should do before casting their line  
into the pool (look behind them so no one  
gets “hooked”).

•	 Review	by	repeating	the	song.

❖ ❖ ❖ 

Aileen Kirkham is the author of Library Lessons for 
Little Ones (UpstartBooks) and a regular contributor 
to LibrarySparks. After thirty years as a school 
librarian and classroom teacher, she’s now a full-time 
professional storyteller and freelance writer. She is 
also the program chair for the Houston chapter of the 
Society for Children’s Book Writers and Illustrators. 
Visit Aileen at www.aileenkirkham.com or e-mail 
akirkham4u@hotmail.com with the subject heading 
“LibrarySparks Reader.”
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Web Resouces
•	 BoatSafeKids 

www.boatsafekids.com – includes a broad 
spectrum of information regarding boating 
from safety to classes of boats and the 
opportunity for kids to submit questions for 
clarifications.

•	 Discover Boating 
www.discoverboating.com/kids.aspx – includes 
a “PLAY the Fishing Game!” where kids use 
fine motor skills by tapping arrow keys on the 
computer to catch the swimming fish.

•	 Pool	Safety	
www.poolsafety.gov/parents-families/for-kids/ – 
includes kid-friendly videos, activities, coloring 
sheets, and information for parents and 
educators.

•	 United	States	Coast	Guard	
www.uscg.mil/history/kidsindex.asp	–	Coloring	
Books link has a variety of instructional 
materials for boating safety and explains the 
role	of	the	Coast	Guard.

•	 Wrigley	
www.wrigley.com/global/brands/life-savers.
aspx – provides a timeline from the invention 
of lifesavers to current day and tells how 
more types of lifesavers have been developed 
through the years such as the Gummy 
Lifesavers.




