
 

 
The Best Online Education System in the World 

 

 

 
  
 

American Expression E1357 Teaching a fish to swim 

 

IOTS Publishing Team 
International Online Teachers Society 
 Since 2011 

 

The phrase "teaching a fish to swim" is a figurative expression that is often used to describe a futile or unnecessary effort . It suggests 
the absurdity of trying to instruct or train something or someone to do something they are inherently skilled or naturally predisposed to 
do. Just as fish are naturally adept swimmers, some tasks or abilities come naturally to individuals, rendering the act of te aching them 
redundant. 

 

This idiom highlights the importance of recognizing and leveraging inherent talents, skills, or instincts rather than attempting to teach or 
improve something that is already proficient. It serves as a reminder that not all situations require intervention or guidanc e, and 
sometimes the best approach is to acknowledge existing capabilities and let them flourish. 

 

In a broader sense, "teaching a fish to swim" can apply to various aspects of life and work. For example, in the workplace, i t's important 
for leaders and managers to recognize the strengths and expertise of their team members. Attem pting to micromanage or provide 
excessive guidance in areas where employees excel may hinder productivity and creativity.  

 

Additionally, in education, this phrase underscores the importance of tailoring instruction to individual learning styles and  strengths. 
Recognizing that each student has unique talents and abilities allows educators to provide a more effective and meaningful le arning 
experience. 

 

Furthermore, "teaching a fish to swim" can be relevant in interpersonal relationships. In personal interact ions, it's valuable to 
appreciate the unique qualities and abilities of friends, family members, and colleagues rather than trying to change or "tea ch" them to 
be someone they are not. Embracing and supporting each other's inherent strengths can lead to healthier and more positive 
relationships. 

 

In a humorous context, this expression can be used to defuse a situation where someone is providing unsolicited or unnecessar y advice 
or assistance. For example, if someone is offering detailed instructions on how to perform a basic task that is already well understood, 
another person might playfully respond with, "You're teaching a fish to swim!" 

 

However, it's important to note that while this phrase highlights the importance of recognizing natural abilities, it doesn't  discount the 
value of learning, improvement, or skill development. There are situations where individuals can benefit from instruc tion, guidance, and 
practice to enhance their abilities or acquire new skills. The key is to discern when such efforts are warranted and when it' s more 
appropriate to acknowledge and appreciate existing proficiency. 

 

In summary, "teaching a fish to swim" is a figurative expression that emphasizes the futility of trying to teach or improve something or 
someone that is already naturally skilled or proficient. It encourages individuals to recognize and appreciate inherent talen ts and 
abilities, whether in the workplace, education, or personal relationships. While it humorously highlights the absurdity of unnecessary 
instruction, it also underscores the importance of tailoring guidance to individual needs and circumstances.  

 
Questions for Discussion 
 

1. Can you share a personal or professional experience where you observed someone attempting to "teach a fish to swim," that is, trying to 
instruct or improve upon something or someone who was already proficient? What were the outcomes of that situation? 

2. In what areas of life or work do you believe it's most important to recognize and leverage existing strengths and abilities rather than 
trying to provide unnecessary instruction or guidance? Can you provide examples of how this approach has led to positive outcomes? 

3. How does the expression "teaching a fish to swim" relate to the concept of recognizing and nurturing natural talents and abilities in 
children, students, or employees? What strategies can educators or leaders use to support and amplify these innate skills? 

4. Can you think of situations where recognizing when not to intervene or provide instruction is a valuable skill, and conversely, situations 
where proactive guidance and teaching are essential? How can individuals develop the discernment to know when to step in and when to 
let natural abilities shine? 

5. How does the phrase "teaching a fish to swim" tie into the broader idea of appreciating diversity and recognizing the unique qualities and 
abilities of individuals in various social and professional contexts? How can a more inclusive approach that values diverse strengths lead to 
better outcomes and collaboration? 


