With January New Years resolutions

ubigquitous, aqua classcs tend Lo enjoy [ull
pools with new taces. When preparing to
teach our group fitness classcs, we sometimes
overlook these newer participants who most
need our help: the new attendees who invari-
ably stake our a place in the back row. Some-
times we lorget how uncomlortable thesc
participants can be in light of a new class.
They arc wearing almost no clothing, stand-
ing near other unknown people, and adjust-
ing to what is most likely unfamiliar territory.
Whether new to exercise or just fresh faces in
our own classes, these students tend to gravi-
tate to the far recesses of the pool where they
are unable to see and hear efficiently. Tt is a
Catch-22 situation when these newcomers
who probably moest need our help often get
the least amount ol attenton. As aqua pro-
fessionals, our job includes finding ways to
rcach out to these back-row participants while
still giving our seasoned students the class and
attention they have come to expect. 1lere are
some proven practical strategies that can help
you extend a hand to even the most timid

partici pants.

By Lawrence Biscontini, MA

Before Class

As aquatic [itness professionals, we know
that it is standard practice to arrive early to
class. Doing so ensurcs that you reach those
new participants before they get into the pool.
Newcomers really may feel more comfortable

-in the more remote areas of the pool, and we

need to respect that. When possible, ey to:

L. Welcome newcomers to class by introducing
yourselt when students approach the pool.
Ask them their name! (One way to
remember a newcomer’s name is o repeat
it three times immediately in your reply;
this can also personalize the experience for
the student.)

2. Use an interactive personal technigue to help
break the ice. This technique requires that
you find out, and remember, one personal
picce of information about a newcomer
and then incorporate it later during class.
'T'his not only shows that you have remem-
bered this client’s name, but can also make
her feel part of the group. Make sure, how-
ever, that you ask nonthreatening, open-
ended probing questions, such as “What
types ol aquatic classes have you been
taking?” or " What is your experience with
aquatic [itness?”

3. Recommend key satety issues pertinent to
thac particular class. For example, in a class
with noodles, advise a new client about
proper grip and placement, including the
reasons why these issues are so important.

4. Offer suggestzons about where the new-
comer might position himself/herself dur-
ing class. If the class is choreography-based,
suggest a place up front where he can see
you — and vou can see him or her — to
expedite class integration. It a new exerciser
is not familiar with the equipment being
used 1n class, suggest taking a place some-
where on the side of the pool toward the
[ront to allow visual access of you at all
times without distracting the die-hard
members front and center. Nonctheless, be
sensitive to the fact that some extremely
shy and nervous individuals may prefer to
remain in the rear of the class. Respecr their
wishes, and remember to take extra care to
observe them conanuously throughout
class.
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5. Encourage personal interactions by posing
nonthreatening personal questions of the
class at large. For example, ask a few sea-
soned participants if they like the new
music you are debuting that day and see
how the newcomers rcact. If onc of them
smiles or shakes her head, it may be appro-

priate to ask the same question of her.

6. Share empathetic personal anecdotes with
newcomers. Whenever you learn a piece of
personal informarion about a new client,
share something about yourself so the
client {eels there was a sincere reciprocal
exchange of information. This ice-breaker
makes you scem more human and helps
decrease the boundaries between teacher
and student. |

7. Start a mentoring system by introducing
each new member with a scasoned student
whose permission you have previously
secured. They may exchange phone num-
bers or email addresses, valuable informa-
tion from a student’s perspective, and
ocncrally come o look out for each other.
This also makes seasoned parricipants feel
important with an cxpanded role and
allows you to be able to say you have insti-
tuted a mentoring system when you tcach!

During Class
Here are some suggestions to try during
class:

1. Use the sandwiching technique. When giv-
ing appropriate, positive feedback and
motivational cues, mention the newcomer’s
name in-between, saying the names of
two regular participants. For example,
“Deborah (veteran member), your form is
always great in class! Jell (new member),
excellent posture. Connie (veteran mem-
ber), you are working so hard!” This tech-
nique ensures that everyone, whether
seasoned or new, gets rccognition and
motivational atrention in a nonthreatening
manner. Instantly, the newcomer feels
integrated into class because of the teacher’s
comments.

2. Vary everyones posidon and  space
throughout the class. The “front of the
pool” docsii’t always have (o be the frons of
the pool! For example, in a class with
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