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Aquatic Therapy Essentials:  

Buoyancy Lab 

Here is a plug-and-play in-pool lab prompter sheet designed to 
enable instructors to demonstrate key properties of buoyancy to 
students. Works well as a stand-alone afternoon lab or as an 
asynchronous class.  

This lab focuses on the property buoyancy only. It may be combined with other labs as 
desired.  

 

In-Pool Lab Prompter Sheet: Understanding Buoyancy in Aquatic Therapy 

Instructor Introduction: "Welcome! Today, we're exploring buoyancy, a fundamental force 
in water that acts against gravity. Understanding how our bodies interact with buoyancy is 
crucial for aquatic therapy, as it can both assist movement and create unique challenges. 
We'll demonstrate three key properties today." 

 

Demonstration 1: Buoyancy as a Weight-Reducer (Joint Offloading) 

• Property to Demonstrate: Buoyancy counteracts gravity, significantly reducing 
effective body weight and compressive forces on joints. This allows for earlier and 
safer movement for patients experiencing pain or limited weight-bearing on land. 

• Why it's useful for Aquatic Therapists: This property enables patients with 
conditions like osteoarthritis, spinal pain, or post-operative pain to move with less 
discomfort, initiating exercises like gait or squats much sooner than on land. It helps 
reduce pain by offloading body weight. 

• Equipment: None. 

• Water Depth: Variable immersion (start shallow, move deeper). 

• Participant Position & Action: 

1. Start at waist depth. Have students stand and gently bounce or lift one foot, 
noticing how much effort it takes. 
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2. Move to chest-deep water (xiphoid process). Have students repeat the 
gentle bouncing or foot lift. Prompt them to notice how much lighter their 
body feels. Explain that at this depth, approximately 25-30% of their body 
weight is being supported by the water. 

3. Move to neck-deep water (C7 vertebra). Have students try the same gentle 
movements. Highlight the dramatic reduction in effort. Explain that at this 
depth, only about 6-10% of their body weight remains weight-bearing. 

4. Instructor Note: Emphasize that this perceived "lightness" is due to 
buoyancy, which is an upward thrust equal to the weight of the water 
displaced. This offloading is a core benefit for patients with painful joints or 
weakness. 

 

Demonstration 2: Buoyancy as Built-in Resistance & Assistance 

• Property to Demonstrate: Buoyancy is not just assistive; it also offers "built-in 
resistance." It opposes movement in one direction while assisting in the opposite, 
making exercises inherently progressive. 

• Why it's useful for Aquatic Therapists: This allows therapists to easily scale 
exercise difficulty without external equipment. Pushing against buoyancy increases 
difficulty, while moving with it provides assistance, adapting to a patient's strength 
and goals in real-time. 

• Equipment: A foam kickboard or a buoyant cuff (like an ankle float). 

• Water Depth: Chest-deep. 

• Participant Position & Action: 

1. Demonstrating Resistance:  

▪ Have a student hold a kickboard flat on the surface of the water with 
both hands. 

▪ Cue them to push the kickboard straight down into the water, 
fighting the upward force. (Like Buoyancy Lab #6). 

▪ Instructor Note: Explain that the water is pushing the kickboard up 
(buoyancy), so pushing it down requires effort, providing resistance 
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for muscles. The deeper or faster they push, the more resistance 
they'll feel. 

2. Demonstrating Assistance:  

▪ Have the student release the kickboard and allow it to float back up to 
the surface. 

▪ Now, have them try to lift their arm slowly out of the water, then 
slowly lower it back into the water, letting buoyancy assist the 
upward motion. (Like Buoyancy Lab #1). 

▪ Instructor Note: Point out that buoyancy naturally helps lift objects 
and limbs in the water. This assists weaker movements, making them 
achievable. The ability to switch between resistance and assistance 
by changing movement direction is a unique feature of water therapy. 

 

Demonstration 3: Relative Density and Floating/Sinking Factors 

• Property to Demonstrate: A person's "relative density" (comparison of their body 
density to water's density of 1.0 g/cm³) determines if they float, sink, or hover. 
Various physiological factors, like muscle mass, fat tissue, and lung volume, 
significantly influence this. 

• Why it's useful for Aquatic Therapists: Understanding why a patient floats or sinks 
helps therapists anticipate movement patterns, manage instability, and provide 
appropriate support or challenge. For example, patients with more muscle tend to 
sink, while those with more fat tend to float. 

• Equipment: None. 

• Water Depth: Deep enough for full immersion (neck-deep or deeper). 

• Participant Position & Action: 

1. Individual Buoyancy Observation:  

▪ Have students stand in neck-deep water. 

▪ Ask them to relax their bodies and notice their natural tendency to 
float or sink. 
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▪ Instructor Note: Explain that muscle tissue is denser than water 
(around 1.08 g/cm³), while fat tissue is lighter (about 0.9 g/cm³). 
Therefore, individuals with higher muscle mass (e.g., athletes) may 
tend to sink, especially their lower extremities, while those with higher 
body fat may float more easily. 

2. The Impact of Breath (Lung Volume):  

▪ Have students take a deep breath and hold it. Ask them to notice 
how they feel slightly more buoyant. 

▪ Then, have them exhale completely. Ask them to observe how they 
feel heavier or tend to sink more. 

▪ Instructor Note: Emphasize that lung volume is often the deciding 
factor in buoyancy; full lungs increase flotation, while less air reduces 
buoyant lift. Anxious patients who take shallow breaths might sink 
more. This demonstrates how even subtle physiological changes can 
impact buoyancy. 

 

Instructor Conclusion: "As you've seen, buoyancy is a powerful and dynamic force. It's not 
just about floating; it's about how water interacts with our bodies to lighten the load, 
provide adjustable resistance, and influence how we move. By understanding these 
principles, aquatic therapists can strategically use water to help patients achieve 
movements and progress that might be impossible on land." 
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Looking for a more advanced lab option? 
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BUOYANCY LAB 1: Let Buoyancy Help a Limp Limb Move Station: Pool Bottom (Standing) 

How It Works: On land, gravity gets the last word. Weak shoulders, stiff rotator cuffs, post-
op deltoids — they all lose the argument when asked to lift against a full 10-pound limb. 
But in the water, the rules change. That arm? It suddenly weighs closer to nothing. 
Buoyancy supports the weight while muscles still get to show up and contribute — just at a 
more reasonable entry level.  

Setup:  

Water Depth: Neck- to shoulder-deep  

Equipment: None (skip the floaties — seriously)  

Instructions:  

• Stand upright in neck- to shoulder-depth water. 

 • Slowly raise the arm into flexion or abduction. 

 • Move deliberately; fast movement turns into drag, not magic. 

 • Avoid flotation devices — they hijack the mechanics. 

Teaching Tip: Floatation seems like it helps, but it cheats. Instead of recruiting the right 
movers (shoulder flexors, abductors), your patient winds up using their extensors just to 
fight the float. Let the water assist — not override — natural motion. 

Details: Water takes the load off. This makes it easier for weak muscles to initiate 
movement. But too much buoyancy (from devices) flips the script and breaks the pattern. 
We want a gentle nudge from nature — not a tricked-out assist 

 

BUOYANCY LAB 2: Mock a Weight-Bearing Surface Using a Float Station: Pool Bottom 
(Standing) 

How It Works: Who says you need solid ground to get weight-bearing input? In water, the 
rules change. When you push down on a buoyant object — like a foam ball or kickboard — 
it pushes back. That’s Newton. And that’s also muscle activation, joint compression, and 
proprioception... all happening in a pool. 

Setup:  

Water Depth: Chest-deep  

Equipment: Foam ball or kickboard  
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Instructions:  

• Have the patient submerge the ball or board. 

 • Cue them to press it down to specific positions (clock faces or elevator floors). 

 • Progress by increasing speed, reps, or depth. 

Teaching Tip: This is kinesthetic gold. It builds strength, control, and body awareness — 
with zero risk of hard impact. Plus, it adapts to any ability level. 

Details: On land, weight-bearing means pressing into an immovable object. In water, we 
flip the formula: pressing into something that wants to move (upward). The result? 
Responsive, low-impact loading that mimics functional pressure while preserving joints. 
Add directional movement, and you also get movement-based feedback. Smart, simple, 
and surprisingly effective. 

 

BUOYANCY LAB 3: Use Buoyancy to Practice Sit-to-Stand Station: Pool Steps or Bench 
(Seated) 

How It Works: Standing up from a chair might be a dealbreaker on land — especially for 
folks with weak quads, bad knees, or a lingering fear of faceplants. But in water, buoyancy 
lightens the load, making that same transfer feel doable (and less scary). 

Setup:  

Water Depth: Mid-chest while seated 

Equipment: Pool-safe bench, step, or anchored chair 

Instructions: 

• Position the patient on the bench, submerged to mid-chest. 

 • Cue a slow rise to standing, then return to sitting. 

 • Use minimal hand support. Encourage upright alignment. 

 • Progress by removing support or shortening rest time. 

Teaching Tip: This is more than a workaround — it’s a bridge. Depth equals control. Less 
depth? More demand. More depth? More lift. That means every session can meet the 
patient where they are and gently raise the bar. 



© 2025 Andrea Salzman, MS, PT. All rights reserved. Aquatic Therapy Essentials is a publication of Aquatic Therapy University Press. Visit 
www.atuseminars.com/textbook for supplemental materials and instructor resources 

 

Details: Buoyancy is the original bodyweight modifier. The deeper the immersion, the 
lighter the patient feels. That makes it easy to scale up or down without switching stations 
or hauling out new gear. Confidence grows as perceived effort decreases — and that, more 
than anything, changes outcomes. 

 

BUOYANCY LAB 4: Use Buoyancy to Reduce Friction for ROM Station: Supported by 
Equipment (Supine Float) 

How It Works: Ever tried to do a snow angel on a yoga mat? It’s all drag and resistance. In 
water, though, buoyancy lifts the body just off the surface — reducing friction and opening 
up range. The patient gets to float through the frontal plane without their limbs fighting the 
floor. 

Setup:  

Water Depth: Neck- to shoulder-deep  

Equipment: None (skip the floaties — seriously)  

Instructions:  

• Stand upright in neck- to shoulder-depth water. 

 • Slowly raise the arm into flexion or abduction. 

 • Move deliberately; fast movement turns into drag, not magic. 

 • Avoid flotation devices — they hijack the mechanics. 

Teaching Tip: Floatation seems like it helps, but it cheats. Instead of recruiting the right 
movers (shoulder flexors, abductors), your patient winds up using their extensors just to 
fight the float. Let the water assist — not override — natural motion 

Details: Water cancels out the cling of gravity and friction. With floatation in the right 
places, patients are freed up to move smoothly across planes that would otherwise be 
blocked. Perfect for sensory integration or patients who need to trust their bodies again 

 

BUOYANCY LAB 5: Use Buoyancy as a Treatment Table Upgrade Station: Supported by 
Equipment (Supine Float) 



© 2025 Andrea Salzman, MS, PT. All rights reserved. Aquatic Therapy Essentials is a publication of Aquatic Therapy University Press. Visit 
www.atuseminars.com/textbook for supplemental materials and instructor resources 

 

How It Works: Tables are great... until they get in your way. Try mobilizing a thoracic spine 
on land and you’re either twisting into circus poses or propping on pillows. In water? It’s 
easy. The patient floats in neutral, and you get full access — front, back, even underneath.  

Setup: 

 Water Depth: Deep enough for full float Equipment: Floatation at head, pelvis, knees 

Instructions: 

 • Float patient supine in neutral alignment. 

 • Perform hands-on work (joint mob, myofascial release, oscillation). 

 • Use gentle water movement to enhance feedback.  

Teaching Tip: The water is your table — and you can reach through it. That means no 
straining, no flipping the patient, and no one gets stuck face down. 

Details: Land-based tables restrict what you can reach. Water doesn’t. Use this platform 
for spinal mobility, rib cage work, or pelvic resets. It’s safe, suspended, and therapist-
friendly 

 

BUOYANCY LAB 6: Flip the Script — Use Buoyancy for Resistance Station: Pool Bottom 
(Standing) 

How It Works: Most people think of buoyancy as assistive. But flip the direction, and it 
resists. Attach a float to the ankle, and ask the patient to push it down. Now they’re 
activating glutes and hamstrings against upward force — a clever way to load specific 
muscle groups. 

 Setup:  

Water Depth: Chest-deep 

 Equipment: Buoyant cuff or float strapped to ankle 

Instructions:  

• Stand tall. Attach float to ankle. 

 • Cue the patient to extend the hip (push the float downward). 

 • Control the return as the float rises. 

 • Progress by reducing support or increasing reps. 
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Teaching Tip: This isolates one direction of movement — great for targeted strengthening. 
Use when you want to bias concentric/eccentric control of a single muscle group. 

 

Details: Submerged float = upward force. Any effort to depress it means targeted, water-
based resistance. It’s especially useful for post-op glutes, hesitant movers, or patients who 
need joint-safe loading with clear intent. 


