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THE Virtue of Patience. Your child?s time in the programme is a long haul, 
with many peaks and troughs. Usually, a new parent and swimmer comes to 
the sport with litt le experience, so the first sign of a problem looks like 
Cheddar Gorge, difficult to get across, and the first sign of success looks like 
Mount Everest - being on top of the world. It?s best not to get too worked up 
as you will see this kind of thing over and over again.

TAKING the long term view. The training that will make an eight-year-old the 
area?s fastest 50m freestyler is not the training that will benefit that 
swimmer most in the long run. Making decisions now that will benefit the 
swimmer over the long haul of their swimming development calls for 
prudence, and it means sacrificing some speed now for huge gains later. 
Now, we make them beautiful in the water, now we make them fit, now we 
teach them to expect great things, and later, we make them superfast. Our 
destination is not two weeks down the road, but several years. 

MCDONALD'S vs Michelin Star. The fast food mentality, the attitude that ?I 
want it NOW!? (even if it tastes like cardboard) is repugnant. Think of the 
swimming programme, and your child?s development within the 
programme, as a fine meal in the very best French restaurant: more courses 
than you can count (training phases and seasons), served in a very 
particular order (determination of maturity), each patiently savoured (the 
cumulative effect of years? worth of daily training), completed by dessert 
and coffee (British Summer Championships). We are not searching for the 
quick fix (Big Mac), because we want the best, and should be willing to wait.

THE perils of getting older. Aging up is sometimes traumatic. Formerly very 
good ten-year-olds become mediocre 11 & 12's overnight. And often, the 
better they were in the younger age group, and the higher their 
expectations of success, the more traumatic the change is for them. Their 
'perceived competence' has suddenly nose-dived as they now race against 
bigger, stronger and faster competition. They are bonsais racing sequoia 
trees, and the standards of judgement have risen dramatically. The fastest 
children are much faster than they are, to the point that they think they 
cannot compete, so they figure, 'why try?' and 'working hard isn?t going to 
get me far, anyway. I may as well wait until my good year '. Often we see a 
tremendous jump upwards in training intensity as swimmers approach their 
last meet in an age group (they want to go out with a bang), then a 
tremendous plummeting in that intensity as they become just one of the 
pack. This is in despite of the coach?s discussing the matter with the 
swimmer. 

 

SUPPORT, NOT PRESSURE

THE Rock of Gibraltar. As they succeed, then fail, then succeed again, 
children will ride emotional roller-coasters. One of your most important 
functions as a swimming parent is to provide emotional support during the 
tough times, of which there will be many. Let them know that they are still 
loved, no matter how poorly they think they swam. And don?t let them get 
cocky when they win. 

DON?T coach your kids. If the swimmer is hearing one story from their 
coach and another from their parent, we have one very confused swimmer. 
A swimmer must have trust in their coach and in the programme, and they 
will not if parents are implicitly telling them that they know best. If you have 
concerns about the coaching or the coaching advice, talk to the coach 
directly. If in the end you feel that you cannot support the coach or the 
programme, your best course of action is to find a team whose coach you 
trust. Your swimmer has a coach; who needs you to be a parent. 

THE next Michael Phelps?? No matter how good your swimmer seems to be 
as a ten-year-old, don?t get your hopes too high. Don?t expect an Olympian 
(you are allowed to hope for an Olympian), and don?t judge their every move 
(or swim) by Olympian standards. In order to make it to the Olympics so 
many things over such a comparatively long time have to go right, so many 
decisions have to be made 'correctly' (and can only be seen to be correct 
with hindsight), and so much plain good luck is required, that the odds are 
heavy against it. Further, many kids are physically talented, but few have the 
mental talent: the poise, drive, and persistence to develop the gifts they are 
given. As psychologist Howard Gruber, who has made a life-work out of 
studying great achievers, has argued, 'the difference between the very good 
and the truly great isn?t talent but much harder and consistent work'. 

IN  praise of famous kids? Don?t puff up a 10-year-old, or we will end up with 
a monster on our hands. Don?t get too impressed, don?t praise too highly ? 
leave room for when they get a lot better. No matter how fast a child swims, 
it is still a child swimming, and the level of accomplishment is very low 
compared to how high they will reach five or ten years from now. Don?t treat 
them like a superstar, because the more you treat them like a superstar, the 
less likely they'll become one. 

PAMPERED kids aren?t tough. Similarly, be careful not to brag about your 
swimmer to other parents. No one likes to hear continuous talk about 
someone else?s kid, and if your swimmer is really good, it will be apparent to 
everyone without you having to tell them. Dale Carnegie said, 'Talk about 
them, not about me'. Translate this into: 'Talk about their swimmer, not 
about mine'.
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EVERY Soviet victory a victory for Soviet socialist ideology? How your child 
swam in the 50m butterfly ten minutes ago is no reflection of your value as 
a person or as a parent. A first place medal does not validate your parenting 
techniques, or the quality of your genes. Alternately, a slow swim should not 
bring into question a family?s commitment, financial and otherwise, to a 
child?s swimming. Swimming is hard enough for a child without having to 
carry around their parents self-esteem on their shoulders when they race. 
Also remember that what goes around comes around. The better you allow 
yourself to feel about a victory now, the worse a loss will feel next meet, or 
the next event. 

JEKYLL and Hyde. Coaches often undergo miraculous transformations. It is 
always interesting to watch parents changing attitudes and behaviour 
towards the coach when their children are 'succeeding' or 'failing'. When the 
child swims well, the coach is a wonderful person and everyone?s happy. 
When the child has a disastrous race, the coach is an awful human being 
that should not be looked in the eye. Sometimes this change occurs in the 
space of half an hour. Precious few parents treat the coach the same way no 
matter how their children perform. 

PROBLEMS, POTENTIAL AND KINETIC 

UNEQUAL Justice for all? Sometimes parents ask, 'Why don?t you treat the 
children equally, with one standard for all?' For the same reason that most 
parents don?t treat their own children exactly the same: because as we are 
all aware, children have different capabilit ies, personalities, and motivations, 
and what works for one child doesn?t work for all. Second, because with 
talent comes responsibility. When a very fast swimmer, whom the others 
look up to and follow, fools around in practice, they drag the whole group 
down with them. This will not be tolerated. Higher expectations 
accompanying talent should be taken as a compliment. 

THE wisdom of Solomon. Coaches make many decisions. You won?t agree 
with them all. For instance, relays. As a general rule, every parent thinks 
their child should be on the 'A' relay. But only four swimmers can be on the 
relay team. The coaches will choose the four swimmers whom they think 
will do the best job today. That is not always the four with the top four 'best 
times'. Sometimes it includes a swimmer who has been very impressive in 
training, or someone who is on fire at this competition, or someone who 
hasn?t swum the event in a competition for a while and so hasn?t officially 
achieved a fast time but who has let the coaches know by their training 
performance and otherwise that they deserve to be in the relay. Trust the 
coaches to act in what they consider the best interests of the TEAM as a 
whole, and understand that this sometimes conflicts with what you see as 
the best interests of your child in that moment. 

MEDDLING isn?t coaching. A lot of coaches, especially inexperienced 
coaches, will 'over coach' as a rule, especially at competitions. 'Over coaches' 
are in the child's face all the time, giving them twenty thousand instructions 
before they race, timing them incessantly during the warm-ups of a 
championship competition, controlling every litt le thing. Many parents are 
impressed by this show of active coaching. However, over coaching can be 
destructive in training and at competitions. In training, swimmers need 
instruction - that is agreed. But they also need to be allowed to try things, to 
find out what works and what doesn?t, to watch other swimmers, with 
perhaps a few leading questions from the coach. You don?t teach an infant 
how to walk; they watch you, they try it, they fall, they fall again and again, 
and in no time they end up charging around the house making mischief. 
And when you get to a competition, the general rule should be, the less said 
the better. In a stressful environment, the more information you try to force 
into a child?s head at the last minute, the more likely you are to jam their 
circuits entirely (similar to 'cramming' for an exam in school). They will 
consequently head to the blocks not knowing which way is up. 

TALK to the coach. Communicate any concerns about the programme or 
your child?s progress within it with the coach, not with your child. Never 
complain about a coach to a child. The last thing a ten-year-old needs is to 
be caught in the middle between two adult authority figures. Further, when 
you have a problem or concern, please do not head to other parents to 

complain, head to the coach to discuss. There is nothing guaranteed to 
destroy a programme faster, and to send good (even great) coaches running 
towards the exit door, than a group of parents sitting together every day on 
the balcony comparing notes about the things they don?t like. 

SEMPER FIDELIS. Don?t criticise the team to outsiders, don?t criticise the 
coach to outsiders, don?t criticise other parents to outsiders, don?t criticise 
your own swimmers to outsiders, don?t criticise other parents children to 
outsiders. If you can?t find anything good to say, don?t say anything at all. 

LEAVE this campsite cleaner than you found it. Before you complain about 
any component of the swimming programme, ask yourself: what am I doing, 
positively and actively, to help our TEAM function better? 

DON?T try to be a swimming expert. With the internet rage, the amount of 
really bad information available at the click of a mouse is overwhelming. 
And not being a coach, not being immersed in the sport twenty-four hours a 
day, not having much historical perspective on technique and training, and 
generally not knowing where the website you just stumbled onto fits in the 
jigsaw puzzle of the sport, you are in no position to judge what you find 
critically. 

THERE are no 'teaching programme parents', 'age group parents' or 'senior 
parents'. There are only swimming parents. Once a portion of the team?s 
parents begins to think of itself as having a different interest from that of 
the group as a whole, the TEAM has begun to tear itself apart. The rose bud 
is not distinct from the rose in full flowering; they are the same things at 
different stages of development, with a shared interest. 

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS 

SWIMMING is a mystery. Most of the time no-one really knows why a child 
swims well or swims poorly. Coaches can point to the easiest answers, 
superficial indices (stroke count, stroke rate, race splits, etc.). These are 
probably more often effects than they are causes. Sometimes hard work 
isn?t rewarded with good performances and sometimes, poor swimmers 
attitude is. This is difficult for coaches, swimmers and parents to accept. Not 
everything in life makes sense, and not everything in life is fair. It doesn?t 
take a reflective coach very long to figure out that he isn?t in total control 
here.

A work in progress. These recommendations/suggestions may sound set in 
stone. But my thinking on most of these subjects is evolving, since these 
subjects are complicated and since children are, too. These are topics that 
we should all consider as open to discussion. Being a good coach is just as 
difficult as being a good parent, and it involves thinking through and judging 
correctly about the same issues. Most parents are confused at least part of 
the time about whether or not they are doing the right things with their 
child. And most coaches are equally uncertain about whether the methods 
that worked for one swimmer will work with another. 
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