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CHILDREN  are inconsistent. There is nothing that any coach or 
parent can do to change that. A ten-year-old swimmer who knows 
better will in the pressure of a meet do a flip-turn on breaststroke. 
Another young swimmer will take twenty seconds off their best 
time in a race this week, and then next week, add it all back. One 
week it will seem that the butterfly is mastered, and the following 
week that they?ve never even been introduced to the stroke. A 
senior swimmer will take ten seconds off their best time one race, 
then an hour later add ten seconds in their next race. It?s enough to 
make your hair turn grey. Learn to expect it and even to enjoy it.

SO you thought they were a backstroker? Age groupers change 
favourite or ?best? strokes approximately every other day. A stroke 
will ?click? suddenly, and then later just as suddenly unclick. There is 
no explanation for this phenomenon. A stroke the child hated 
becomes their favourite by virtue of them having done well at 
yesterday?s competition. These are good arguments for having 
children swim all four strokes in training and competitions, and for 
not allowing early specialisation.

NO ?one-size-fits-all? swimmer. Children learn at different rates and 
in different ways. If you pay close attention, you could probably 
write an essay on motor learning after watching just one session of 
novice swimmers. Be careful of comparing your child to others, and 
be especially careful of comparing your child to others with them in 
hearing distance. Never, never measure the continuing success of 
your child by their performance against a particular competitor, 
who is likely to be on a completely different biological timetable 
from your child. Doing so will make you sound either despairing or 
arrogant.

WHY don?t they look like Michael Phelps or Rebecca Adlington? 
Young children are not strong or coordinated enough for their 
strokes to look like those senior swimmers, no matter how many 
drills or repeats they do. Parents shouldn?t stress about a litt le thing 
that a swimmer struggles with for a time, such as an effective 
breaststroke kick. Children seem to grasp these things when they 
are ready, and not until. We are winning the game if they steadily 
improve their motor control, steadily improve their aerobic 
conditioning, and steadily improve their attitudes. They will look like 
their swimming idols soon enough. 

HOW they do versus what they do. Especially at younger ages, how 
fast a child swims and how well they place in a competition has 
litt le significance on how that swimmer will do as a senior. Many 
national calibre athletes were not noteworthy as ten-year-olds. 
Competition times and places often tell you not about the amount 
of swimming talent a child has, but about how early a developer 
they are. What is truly important in determining their future 

swimming success is what happens every day in their training 
sessions: are they developing skills and technique? Are they 
internalising the attitudes of a champion? Are they gradually 
building an aerobic base and building for the future? The work 
done is cumulative as with ?mighty oaks from little acorns grow?.

TIMES are the least of our worries. Many young swimmers ?freak 
out? when they swim, especially at competitions. However, it is 
imperative that they learn technique and control at slow speeds, 
without rushing, and taking it slow so they get to perfect the stroke 
before they attempt to go fast. Even at competitions, for the 
younger swimmers, we should be much more interested in how 
they get down the pool than in how fast they get down the pool. 
Technique and tactics are more important than the numbers on the 
stopwatch; if the technique and tactics are improving steadily, the 
time on the stopwatch will improve automatically, and eliminate the 
obsession with it. 

BUT they swim faster in training!? Younger children are routinely 
swimming as fast in practice as they do in competition. From one 
perspective, this makes no sense. Why should a swimmer do better 
on the last repeat of 10 x 400 on short rest, after having completed 
3600 metres at descending pace, than they do when all they have 
to do is get up and race one rested 400 metre swim? They swim 
faster when they?re tired? Sometimes, yes. After all, in training they 
are really warmed up, they?re body has run faster and faster 
through the spectrum, so their aerobic systems are working at full 
steam and their stroke rhythm is perfect and grooved, in addition 
to being energised from racing teammates and shooting after 
concrete goals without the pressure often felt in competition. 
Training sessions are so much less threatening than meets. 

No one improves every time they swim. Don?t expect best times 
(PB?s) every swim; if you do, you will frustrate yourself to death in 
less than a season, and you will put so much pressure on your child 
that they will leave the sport early and never have the opportunity 
of reaching their full potential. You would think that if a swimmer 
goes to training, works hard, has good coaching and a good 
programme, then constant improvement would be inevitable? 
WRONG. So much more goes into swimming than just swimming.

THE rubber band effect. It would be easier for the swimmer, the 
parents and the coach, if improvements were made slowly and 
gradually, if all involved could count on hard work in practice   
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producing corresponding improvements in competition every 
month. This ?ideal?, however, is so rare, as to be nonexistent. Often 
improvements are made in huge jumps and not smaller steps. 
Improvement happens by fits and starts, mostly because 
improvement results as much from psychology as from physiology. 
It is harder this way, because it is less predictable. Furthermore, 
swimmers and their parents tend to become a litt le discouraged 
during the short ?plateaus? where the improvements that the child 
makes are not obvious; then, when the rubber band snaps and the 
swimmer makes a long awaited breakthrough, the assumption that 
this sudden improvement will continue, is an unrealistic 
expectation. It just doesn?t happen like this. 

THERE is a lot more to swimming than just swimming. This will 
become especially apparent as the swimmer gets older, normally 
around puberty. But even for young children, inconsistency is the 
norm. What?s going on in a swimmer?s head can either dovetail with 
the training or completely counteract the hours and hours spent in 
the pool. Again, if a swimmer has been staying up late, not allowing 
their body to recover from training, or if they?ve been forsaking 
their parents? nutritious meals for Big Macs, fries, and shakes? Your 
child?s ?hidden training? and ?bad habits? will counteract what they've 
been doing in the pool. Again, if a swimmer is upset and can?t focus 
after breaking up with a boy/girlfriend, the best coach and the best 
programme in the world will not save today?s race. 

TERMINAL strokes and ?coach ability?. Often young swimmers, 
especially ?successful? younger swimmers who are very strong for 
their age, have terminal strokes ? i.e., strokes that are inefficient, do 
not allow for much, if any improvement, strokes that consist of 
erratic movements through the water that results in a huge amount 
of energy expenditure. For children with terminal strokes, it is time 
to throw away the stopwatch, slow down, and re-learn. Often this 
adjustment period is characterised by slower times, which is 
difficult for the swimmer and for the parents. Difficult, but 
necessary, because this one step backwards will allow for ten steps 
forward.

IF stroke improvements are to be made, the swimmer (and parent, 
supporting the coach?s decision) must be coachable: they must 
trust that the coach is knowledgeable and thinking of the 
swimmer?s best interests, and they must be willing to trust that the 
changes that feel like a setback at first (because the swimmer?s 
body is used to doing things a certain way, that way feels 
comfortable, and any other way will be resisted) will help them be a 
better swimmer. This coach ability, this trust, is unfortunately rare 
but necessary.

BIGGER is better?? The subject of early and late developers is a 
sensitive one, but nonetheless very important for parents to 
understand. Early and late developers each have ?virtues? and 
?challenges?. Early developers get bigger and stronger earlier than 
their peers, which means they are more likely to win their races. 
That early success is the virtue. However, because they can often 
win without having to work on their technique or train very hard, 
they sometimes fail to develop a solid work ethic, and their 
technique can be sometimes flawed. Note that from the child?s 
immediate perspective, NOT working hard and NOT working on 
technique is a rational choice. After all, ?if it isn?t broken, don?t fix it?: 
what they have done has obviously been working, since they have 
been highly successful, so why should they listen to the coach tell 
him that they need to work harder or alter their stroke? They clearly 

beat all the other children who listen to the coach, work harder, and 
alter their strokes! 

SO our pragmatist reaches the ages of fourteen to sixteen and 
suddenly the other children whom they used to beat in competition 
are catching up and challenging them. The size and strength 
advantage that they had relied on has deserted them, and they 
have no technique or work ethic to fall back on. They are not long 
for the sport: many early developers leave when their easy 
successes dry up. We avoid this future problem by not allowing the 
early developers to bask in the temporary limelight, but train them 
for their long term benefit, and educate them about how they 
should judge their own performances both in competition and in 
training sessions.

LATE developers are smaller and weaker than the others, so they 
get crushed in swimming competition. If the swimmer and parent 
places emphasis on placing and winning, then there is litt le chance 
that this late developer will remain in the sport. This, too, is rational: 
?Why should I keep swimming? I?m obviously lousy, even though I?m 
working my guts out and doing everything the coach asks. I?m still 
getting beaten! Coach doesn?t know what they?re talking about and 
I?m just not destined to be a swimmer?. That is the obvious 
downside. However, if the coach and parents can help the swimmer 
find enough rewards from swimming, for instance improvement, 
meeting personal challenges, friendships, etc. to stick it out, keep 
working on technique with good work ethic in order to overcome 
the temporary physical deficit, then they are in the driver?s seat a 
few years down the road. It is usually the case that the late 
developers end up bigger and stronger than the others - it just 
takes them longer to get there but the valuable experience gained 
in the water and their mindset ultimately serves them well in senior 
swimming. It is almost impossible to tell how talented your child is, 
or how much potential your child has for swimming by looking at 
11 & under competition results. Races will often tell you who is 
bigger and stronger which is always short lived. 

PUBERTY complicates everything. You would think that because 
they are getting bigger and presumably stronger, your child would 
be getting faster. Yes, and no. Whether fair or not, in the end 
puberty is highly beneficial to almost all boys, but with girls can be 
more ambiguous. Boys lose fat and gain muscle, getting bigger and 
stronger; girls, too, gain in height and strength, but they also add fat 
deposits. With proper nutrition (that does not mean starvation diets 
or eating disorders) and effective training (lots and lots of aerobic 
work, consistently), these questionable changes can be kept to a 
minimum, with no long-term harmful effects. In the short term, 
during puberty children are growing, but they are growing unevenly. 
Arms and legs and torsos don?t have the same proportions as they 
did last week, nor strength or length which results in coordination 
issues. Strokes may fall apart or come and then go. Additionally, 
various psychological changes are affecting swimming and 
everything else. Interests change and priorities are re-ordered. All 
these changes can cause the child?s athletic performances to 
stagnate. It can be a highly frustrating time for everyone involved. 
Fortunately, with the right support, it doesn?t last long. 
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