
Games to Play on the Water While 
Learning to Kayak 
Enhancing Paddle Strokes and Kayaking Skills Through Play 

Learning to kayak is as much about technique and safety as it is about fun and 
enjoyment on the water. Games provide an energetic and enjoyable way for both 
beginners and young paddlers to develop kayaking skills. Participants develop 
confidence and technique by practicing essential paddle strokes, balance, maneuvering, 
and overall comfort in the kayak through play-based learning activities. Life jackets must 
be worn at all times. 

Below are several games intended for fun on the water, each structured to support the 
development of kayaking skills, teamwork, and participant confidence. 

1. Kayak Tag 
Kayak Tag is a classic game adapted for the water that achieves two things: it gets 
everyone moving and it sharpens directional control. Appoint one paddler as "it," who 
must use only forward and reverse strokes to chase and tag others with their paddle (or 
a soft object like a sponge or ball). The other players evade using a mix of sweep 
strokes, edging, and speed. Variations include limiting taggers to certain strokes, such 
as only using draw strokes to move sideways, or requiring all paddlers to perform a 
specific maneuver before they can be tagged. 

Skills Practiced: Forward and reverse paddling, sweep strokes for turning, draw strokes 
for moving sideways, quick changes in direction. 

2. Paddle Relay Races 
Divide the group into teams and set up a course using buoys, floating markers, or even 
pool noodles. Each team member must paddle around the course, perform a skill at 
each station (such as a 360-degree turn, a controlled stop, or a figure-eight pattern), 
then return to tag the next paddler. Incorporate tasks like picking up floating objects to 
practice bracing and reaching or require a proper edge turn at a designated marker. 

Skills Practiced: Efficient paddle strokes, turning, edging, stopping, teamwork, and 
sequencing skills. 



3. Simon Says (Kayak Edition) 
A leader calls out commands such as “forward stroke!” “draw stroke!” “back paddle!” or 
“lean left!” Paddlers should only follow instructions that start with "Simon says."  This 
game not only reinforces the names and mechanics of strokes but also encourages 
quick reaction times and awareness of kayak stability. Add complexity by including 
safety drills like “show your paddle signal” or “raft up!” 

Skills Practiced: Paddle stroke identification and execution, balance, safety signals, 
attention, and group coordination. 

4. Kayak Ball Toss 
This game uses a floating ball (like a beach ball or water polo ball). Paddlers pass the 
ball using their paddle blades or hands while maneuvering their kayaks. The trick is to 
keep the ball moving without dropping it into the water, which requires precise control of 
speed and direction. Set goals at either end of the play area for a competitive edge or 
challenge the group to keep the ball aloft for as long as possible. 

Skills Practiced: Fine control of paddling, teamwork, quick and subtle adjustments to 
kayaking position, bracing, forward and sweep strokes. 

5. Kayak Basketball or Polo 
Set up floating goals or use the side of a dock. Teams compete to maneuver the ball 
into their goal, using paddles to pass and block. The game teaches spatial awareness, 
anticipation, and rapid direction changes. Players must defend, attack, and recover their 
position—all great for building comfort and skill in handling the kayak. 

Skills Practiced: Advanced paddling, quick turning, draw strokes, defensive maneuvers, 
and ball handling from a kayak. 

6. Follow the Leader 
One paddler leads the group through a dynamic series of maneuvers across the 
water—tight turns, slowing down, accelerating, stopping, edging, or even “dancing” 
around obstacles. The rest must mimic every move as closely as possible. Swap 
leaders frequently and challenge the group by adding tricky moves or combining 
strokes. 

Skills Practiced: Observation, stroke variety, turning, edging, stopping, and adaptability. 



7. Kayak Limbo 
Stretch a floating pool noodle or rope across the water at a low height. Paddlers must 
approach and lean back or edge their kayaks to glide under without touching the limbo 
bar or capsizing. Gradually lower the bar to increase difficulty. This game is excellent for 
practicing low bracing, balance, and boat control. 

Skills Practiced: Low brace, edging, balance, confidence in boat maneuvering. 

8. Treasure Hunt 
Scatter floating “treasures” (colored balls, foam shapes, or waterproof tokens) around 
the play area. Each paddler receives a list of items to collect, which may require careful 
maneuvering, edging, and reaching. Set conditions where only specific strokes can be 
used to approach certain treasures or require a skill demonstration before collecting 
each item. 

Skills Practiced: Targeted paddle strokes, edge control, reaching, stopping, and 
planning routes. 

9. Raft Up Challenges 
Everyone gathers in a tight raft formation, then attempts group challenges without 
breaking apart—such as passing an object around the circle, performing synchronized 
paddle strokes, or swapping places without tipping. This builds trust, communication, 
and teamwork, while also letting paddlers feel the stability of a group formation. 

Skills Practiced: Rafting up, teamwork, balance, group paddling coordination. 

10. Kayak Tug-of-War 
Two teams face off with a rope tied between kayaks, each group paddling backward or 
forward to pull the other over a set line or marker. The game requires powerful strokes, 
boat control, and awareness of both personal and team strength. 

Skills Practiced: Forward and reverse strokes, team coordination, stamina, strategic 
paddling. 



11. Obstacle Course Challenge 
Set up a series of floating obstacles, gates, and turns. Paddlers must navigate through 
using a specified set of strokes (for example, draw strokes to move sideways through a 
gate, sweep strokes for turning around buoys, or reverse strokes to back out of a 
“parking space”). Add time challenges for extra excitement or require a skill 
demonstration at each station. 

Skills Practiced: Comprehensive stroke practice, precise maneuvering, problem-solving 
under pressure. 

12. Capsize and Recovery Games 
While safety must always come first, supervised games that encourage voluntary 
capsizing and recovery can build resilience and confidence. For example, paddlers can 
race to see who can re-enter their kayak fastest, or work in pairs to assist each other. 
These games are essential for building trust in one's equipment and ability. 

Skills Practiced: Wet exit, self-rescue, assisted rescue, confidence in water, safety 
awareness. 

13. Mystery Stroke Challenge 
Write the names of different paddle strokes on slips of waterproof paper and place them 
in a floating container. Paddlers randomly draw a slip and must perform that stroke to 
navigate to a designated spot or complete a task. This game is great for reinforcing 
stroke knowledge and technique under pressure. 

Skills Practiced: Stroke recognition, technique refinement, adaptability. 

14. Musical Kayaks 
Much like musical chairs, set up floating markers as “seats.” When the music plays, 
paddlers must move around the area using designated strokes. When the music stops, 
everyone races to touch a marker. Remove one marker each round until only one 
paddler remains. This game builds speed, awareness, and competitive spirit. 

Skills Practiced: Quick direction changes, stroke control, spatial awareness. 



15. Kayak Freeze Dance 
Play music and have all paddlers dance with their kayaks—twisting, spinning, and 
moving to the beat using a variety of strokes. When the music stops, everyone must 
freeze in their position, demonstrating stability and control. This playful activity helps 
build comfort on the water and encourages creative movement. 

Skills Practiced: Balance, paddle variety, creative maneuvering. 

Conclusion 
Games conducted on the water can help participants develop skills necessary for 
kayaking, including paddle control, balance, rescue techniques, and teamwork.  By 
integrating these activities into lessons or group outings, instructors help paddlers gain 
confidence, refine their technique, and foster a lifelong love of kayaking. Whether you 
are a beginner or leading a group of new enthusiasts, these games will turn practice into 
play while building strong, capable kayakers. 
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