
RECREATION DIRECTORS AND COMPETITIVE SWIMMING

hlie most public aquatics
programs focus on safety
and exercise, directors are
also aware of the benefits
of developing swimmers
with potential—both as a
benefit to the community

and as a way to highlight their programs
to help in recognition and funding.

Terri Stroupe. aquatic facilities and pro-
grams director in Raleigh. North Carolina,
says, "We have tremendous demand for
our teams, all competing for lane space. The
city's summertime and smaller team pro-
grams feed into USA Swimming competi-
tions. [USA Swimming is the governing body
for competitive swimming in the country.]

"We are exposing a large number of
kids from the ages of 3 to 18 to competitive
swimming," Stroupe says, "We have meets
between pools and in the summer kids go
from one side of town to the other to com-
pete. That's a positive because it exposes
kids to their peers in other neighborhoods.

"We try to get kids to experience a
competitive program," Stroupe continues.
"That might come from a coach or a par-
ent who expresses an interest. My focus
is exposing kids to competitive swimming,
but not to push them into it."

While her program is separate from the
school system program. Stroupe does take
on high school swimmers as coaches; in
fact most of her coaching staff is comprised

of high school and college age kids. Cost of
the program is nominal ($60 for the entire
summer of events) and is typical of other of
her public programs, she says.

And scholarships are always a goal for
aquatics directors. "Swimming is big at our
state universities and there are many op-
portunities for our kids," Stroup says.

In Austin. Texas. Donita Grinde-Hout-
man, aquatics program coordinator for
the city, helps oversee 14 teams in an am-
bitious program of neighborhood swim
teams. While the program "is in the spirit
of fitness and fun. we also introduce the
community to the option of competitive
swimming," Grinde-Houtman says.

There is open registration for the pro-
gram. Grinde-Houtman says, noting, "Kids
don't have to sign up for their neighbor-
hood team; their parents might want them
closer to their jobs."

While youngsters are not forced to
compete, "Coaches work with swimmers
and offer the option of competing," Grinde-
Houtman continues. "Although they are not
pushed, only a handful of the nearly 1.000
kids who participated in last year's summer
program did not compete." As a result, the
city took 65 swimmers to the state champi-
onship. During the summer meets are held
most Saturdays at multiple sites, so each

team gets included—with teams rotating
every Saturday at a particular site.

Austin's program operates under the
umbrella of the Texas Amateur Athletic
Foundation (TAAF). which administors
competitions.

"TAAF organizes a regional swim meet
and children who place first through third
in their races go to the state games, which
are like a mini-Olympics, complete with an
opening ceremony," according to Grinde-
Houtman. "It's a big deal, and cities actu-
ally bid on holding it."

Greg Gordon, a veteran aquatics di-
rector who manages two pools in Prince
George's County. Maryland, and a former
NRPA board member, puts it this way: "We
are the grassroots; kids can work their way
up from here."

As an aquatics coordinator in Wash-
ington, D.C., for 25 years, Gordon was a
founder of the annual Black History Invi-
tational Swim Meet, operated by the DC
Recreation Department and United Black
Fund; it was launched in 1986 and Muham-
mad competed there as a young swimmer.

"We started that because there were so
few minorities in swimming," Gordon says.
"The idea was to destroy the image that



African-Americans were not good swim-
mers-and Sabir helped to destroy that myth."

Ju5t last year, Prince Georges County
started a summer league especially for
kids who do have potential—and a signifi-
cant advertising push was made to attract
swimmers. The initiative was successful
enough that there will be a second facility
used for the program this summer.

"We really made a push to get compet-
itive events going in the past year." Gor-
don says. "It gets kids off the couch and
even if they don't get a scholarship, there
is great opportunity in lifeguard jobs. And
many lifeguards move on to be police of-
ficers or emergency medical technicians.
Through swimming, kids can learn at a
young age how to protect other people."

—Harvey Chipkin

"We started our program because
there were so few minorities in
swimming. The idea was to destroy
the image that African-Americans
were not good swimmers—and
Sabir helped to destroy that myth."

—Greg Gordon, Prince George's
County, Maryland, Aquatics Director

Muhammad excelled at both the self-disciplme and the
feist swimming. After his "first" swimming career ended,
and armed with an MBA from Emory University. Muham-
mad entered the corporate world. He also set up a program
in Atlanta called Swim For Life, along with theBoys ̂ d Girls
Clubs of Atlanta, to encourage kids to ieam how to swim.

Swim For Life was eventuaily merged into Make A
Splash, a USA Swimming initiative. Make A Splash Atlapta,
in a pilot program, secured a $500,000 grant from the At-
lanta Falcons Youth Organization and an additional $1 rhil-
lion from USA Swimming to operate ils programs.

In fact, Muhammad remains active through Make a*Splash
in advancing safety in swimming, noüngthat, "Between med-
ical costs, work absenteeism, and other expenses, drôviming
costs $5.7 billion a year—plus the tragic loss of life."

As a result, Muhammad, believes that, "Learnmg to
swim should be a fundamental part of education, because
it has a huge impact on the quality of life."

And talk about self discipline. Not only is Muhammad
looking to start his own business, he recently finished a
manuscript for a children's book chroniclirig his life as a
swimmer: working title; Bom To Swim.

"More than any other sport, swimming trains you men-
tally Muhammad says. "You have to adapt the way you think
about the world because the laws of gravity don't apply; it's
a truly unique environment for children.

"And," Muhammad says, "swimming is the only sport
that teaches you a lifesaving skill."

Muhammad retired from swimming in 2004—^but at 33
he's coming back—looking to swimmers like Dara Torres
(who competed and won sUver in the 2008 Olympics at the
age of 41). He swam in an exhibition in 2008 and went back
into training, with plans for the Olympic Trials in 2012 and
eventually the Games in London.

He qualified for the USA National Team last year and
broke an American record in the 50-meter freestyle (the 50
and 100-meter freestyles have always been his specialties.)

He continues to train in mimicipal pools and, says Jack-
son dr^y, "He still comes around to the pool and I help him
out. We were together all the years he was in school and
we'll always be together 1 consider him a son. He's a great
young man and always has been." #

HARVEY CHIPKIN is a freelance writerbased in Bhomñeld.
New Jersey.
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