Swimming
as a Way
of Life
For More Than 50 Years,
International Swimming
Hall of Fame Coach
JIM ELLIS has Transformed
Swimmers into Champions
by Strengthening Their
Pride and Conditioning
Their Community Spirit
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In the beginning… At the age of 7, something remarkable
happened to a youngster named Jim Ellis. He went to the
YMCA for his first swim lesson, and on that very same
day he learned how to swim! “It was something I took to
immediately,” said Ellis, now in his 70s. “I just loved being
in the water. Floating around in the deep end of the pool
is where I found freedom.”
Ellis grew to enjoy swimming so much that he dreamed
of introducing others to the sport. At the age of 16 he
became an instructor and continued his own education
at a local community center in Pittsburgh near where he
grew up. “I wanted something more, so I took certification
courses, lifeguard classes, and water safety instructions.
I later learned that if you could earn an American Red
Cross certification, it was honored anywhere in the
country, and if you were certified when you went off to
college, you had a great chance of getting a paid position
lifeguarding. Earning money for something I love made
perfect sense, so I got my certification, and ultimately
that led to me getting a job as a lifeguard.”
In 1971, Jim Ellis formed the Philadelphia Department
of Recreation (PDR) Swim Team, and fielded his first
competitive team in 1972. Originally located in West
Philadelphia at the Sayre Recreation Center, the team
later moved to the Marcus Foster Recreation Center in
the Nicetown neighborhood of Philadelphia. Since its
inception, PDR has provided youth and young adults,
ages 5 and older, with access to competitive swimming
to foster self-confidence, team-building, sportsmanship,
responsibility, leadership and academic achievement.
Ellis has coached swimming for over 50 years and his
program has been instrumental in qualifying swimmers
for the U.S. Olympic Trials since the early 1990s. Today,
PDR is nationally recognized and considered to be the
nation’s best African American swim team.
Jim’s passion for swimming and his achievements
both in and out of the pool have earned him honors
and accolades, from an induction into the International
Swimming Hall of Fame to a Hollywood feature film
(Pride, starring Terrence Howard) based on his
illustrious life and career as the head coach of PDR.
For Jim Ellis, swimming is a way of life. Victoria Prizzia
sat down with Coach Ellis for an exclusive interview for
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POOL magazine to discuss his philosophical approach
and most memorable moments in swimming. When
asked what he was most proud of throughout his Hall
of Fame career, we were surprised to learn his greatest
inspiration was to champion young individuals into
becoming great citizens in their community, in addition
to becoming great swimmers. Here is how he pursued
that goal and continues to succeed today.
THREE KEY COMPONENTS TO SUCCESS
Building a strong foundation. “When teaching children
how to swim, you must begin with a solid foundation
by providing students and their families with a healthy,
inspirational environment where you can build
confidence for competitive swimming and, equally
important, cultivate self-confidence in a youngster’s
academic studies. Our goal from the start is to develop
a well-rounded person: a great swimmer, a great student
and a great individual. Essentially, our swimming
program is as much about swimming as it is about
community development.”
Over the years, Ellis has learned the best way to
impact youth and their parents is with a philosophy that
involves the entire family with swimming.
“The parents of our swimmers never just sit in the
stands and watch. They must actively get involved if
we are to achieve team success. So you’ll see family
members on the pool deck helping out, traveling with our
team to competitions, attending meetings and ensuring
that their kids are keeping up with school. We learned to
utilize swimming as a vehicle to broaden opportunities
for youngsters outside of competition.
“Everybody’s not going to be a national level swimmer,
so it became important for us to build a complete program
for our young swimmers. We have always offered our
students lifesaving, first aid and a certification program
for lifeguarding. We open their minds to good jobs in
good environments, and instruct them on the things they
could do moving forward. Our goals are to grow more
than an aquatics program. Our intention is to cultivate
and grow a swimming community, and at the end of the
day, that type of success is all-encompassing. It includes
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a strong foundation of programming, instructors,
dedicated family members and well-rounded youth.”
Diversity, Inclusion and Representation. We asked
Coach Ellis about the importance of diversity and
inclusion as a key component to success. Decades ago
his point of view may have seemed progressive, but with
current day standards, society is starting to catch up.
“We started out as a one hundred percent African
American team, but the appearance of our team
gradually changed and changed and changed. Ultimately,
we became a reflection of the demographics that make
up the city of Philadelphia. Philadelphia is not all Black.
It’s not all white. It’s not all Hispanic or Asian. We are a
bit of everything. That is the beauty of our city, and we
are a true representation of Philadelphia. Our program
became diverse before many others. We had white
families from upscale neighborhoods, we had Black
families from upscale neighborhoods, we had all mixes,

all socio-economic groups coming together for one idea,
one concept, one dream.
“Everybody wants the same things, to swim as fast
as you can, to have a good time and to get the best
education that you can get. These are the fundamentals
and it’s something that I’m very proud of. When we
travel, we look like the neighborhoods we are from. We
are a blended community of beautiful people. The color
of your skin doesn’t mean you cannot do something. The
color of your skin does not make you less than anybody
else. Unfortunately, though, when it comes to the color
of one’s skin, swimming, like everything else in society
has a place in the civil rights movement. I tell kids today,
the color of your skin does not make you a second-class
citizen, nor does it mean you shouldn’t have access or
opportunity to things. You must speak-up when you see
inequity. Municipalities must provide communities with
the things needed to live as healthy and equitable a life
as possible, but safe access to clean household water and
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public access to safe swimming water is still not the same
in every community. There is still a need for equality in so
many communities, especially those across the country
with large populations of Black and brown people. My
hope, like my expectation, is that we will get there.”
Finally, Victoria spoke to Ellis about living life and
achieving success with a strong sense of pride.
“The members of our program have always gone into
every situation with a deep sense of pride. Even in the
program’s earliest days, we never went into a situation
or a competition like we were less than anyone else. We
went into a meet like we owned it. That was the mentality,
a psychological approach to swimming and to living life
that I promote. And that approach has taken us to the
highest level of competition, including Olympic Trials
and national championships, where we come in ready
to compete in the top three in any competition. In the
beginning years, there were never teams like ours,
coming from where we came from with a pool that looked
like the pools that we swam in. We didn’t have the very
best facilities, but we swam like we did. We walked in like
we did. We competed like we belonged at the top—and
yes, we are qualified to contend for a place at the top.
“Our athletes have always been proud to be members
of PDR swimming because they know the level of work
it takes, both in the classroom and in the swimming
pool. Our swimmers have always been fiercely driven
and dedicated. They have done the things that Michael
Phelps, Janet Evans and all of the other great swimmers
have done. And like anyone else, they expect to achieve
great success. This kind of pride has led to a lot of our kids
being recruited by a number of the top swimming schools
in the country. Elite coaches and athletic directors
recognize our swimmers for their strong foundation, their
relentless work ethic and that clearly visible way they
all swim, with unwavering pride—pride in ourselves,
our team, our families and pride in our community.”
For Coach Jim Ellis, personal pride comes from
everything he has done and hopes to do in the future.
“I’m very proud of the fact that I had a 50-year career
doing what I love to do most in life. I’m proud of the fact
that so many families have opened their minds and their
hearts to the philosophies we teach, and have trusted
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Come Swim With Us!
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me and my staff with helping to shape the lives of their
children. As I look back on so many of the youngsters that
have come through our program, I see all of the success
they are having today as adults, and the contributions
they’re making to society, and now their young children
are swimming because of the foundation we helped to
instill in them. This is my greatest sense of pride.”
Victoria left her conversation with Jim Ellis thinking
an inspiring thought: In order for change to happen, you
have to have people who are brave enough to do things
as they have not been done before, without asking for
permission to do it. And with this type of courage comes
a tidal wave of pride!

Founded in 2013, We Can Swim! is a student-run program offering free
swimming lessons to underserved youth of almost any age, and specifically
for those of the African American and Hispanic communities. This program
was developed to directly combat the drowning rates in these populations,
provide access to safe learning environments, and increase representation
in the sport of swimming. We believe it is crucial that children learn these
skills at a young age to stop preventable drownings and for everyone to
take full advantage of the city pools every summer.
Where are lessons?

When are lessons?

How do I sign up?

Pottruck Gym in
the Sheerr Pool
3701 Walnut Street
on the University of
Pennsylvania’s campus.

Lessons are generally
held every Saturday
morning from mid-March
to the end of April and
are 40 minutes.

Registration begins
in February. Enroll at
www.wecanswim.org/
registration.

Email us at wecanswimupenn@gmail.com and
follow us on social media @wecanswimphilly.

