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Swim Clinic ebook
Welcome to the Endurance Nation Swimming eBook.

Listen to the Introduction Podcast

You will learn:

     •  The Three Keys of swimming within Endurance 
         Nation 

     •  Technique keys and drills to develop better body 
         position in the water.
 
     •  Technique keys and drills to then grab more water 
         and begin to go faster. 

     •  View videos and listen to our analysis of both 
         world class swimmers and age group triathletes
          just like you. 

     •  Learn how to structure your own effective swim 
         workouts.
 
     •  Learn tips for wetsuit, open water, and race day 
         swimming

Whenever possible we have relied on video 
and audio tools to present the information to 
you more e�ectively.
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Section Two: Swim Technique
Let’s set the stage and tone for the remainder of this 
ebook by giving to you our broad ideas on swim 
technique:

Swim Training Keys 

1. The 70/30 rule. Swimming is 70% technique. The 
remaining 30% is the �tness required to maintain 
that form for the race distance. 

2. Technique gains and diminishing returns: our              
unscienti�c observation is that there is a “good” 
technique required for an athlete to swim speci�c 
race distances within a certain time. Or rather, a time 
of X for Y distance is usually an indication of “good” 
form. As the athlete moves forward with his swim 
training, the gains will be more a function of 
improved �tness and less a result of improved 
technique. This implies a larger and larger invest-
ment in volume and intensity for smaller and smaller 
absolute time savings. Our unof�cial observations 
are: 

When an athlete has reached this point in their 
�tness, they have hit a point of diminishing returns 
and should invest training time and resources into 
the bike and run. For example, if your Ironman swim 
is a 1:45 the majority of "stu�" between you and a 
1:15 is technique. You just need to temporarily 
change the focus of your workouts from �tness to 
form. If you do this consistently, you can easily get 
your swim down to a “good” time. And this drop 
doesn’t take additional blood, sweat, or tears, just a 
di�erent �avor of time investment. However, if your 
Olympic swim is :23 and your Olympic 10k is :55, the 
answer is clear: maintain your swim and work on 
your run. You will see a better rate of return. In fact, 
when you reach or get close to these lines above, 
that is the time to make your own decision regard-
ing how much, if any, additional time and energy 
you will invest in trying to swim faster. At some point 
the busy age-grouper becomes "fast enough," with 

the di�culty and time required to make very small 
future gains not enough to justify the continued time 
investment. 

3.   Structure workouts to yield focused, well-swum 
laps. Every lap you swim is an opportunity to form 
the muscle memory of good, ef�cient swimming. 
Slogging through the water with poor form is an 
excellent method to reinforce poor form. In the 
beginning of the season you should only swim as far 
and as fast as you can maintain good form. As the 
season progresses you eventually shift to “working 
with what you’ve got,” putting some �tness behind 
that stroke. 

Swim Training Investment
Within Endurance Nation we focus completely on the 
return on investment (ROI) for every hour of training 
time. We are all busy age group athletes and it's only 
fair to ourselves, our families, and our sanity that we 
focus on activities that yield the greatest bene�t on 
race day. Probably nowhere in our program is this 
more apparent than in our approach to the swim 
within the triathlon season. We strongly encourage 
our athletes to assess their position within the "good 
swimming" table listed above, and make their own 
individual decisions regarding how to invest their 
time in the pool. We've learned that while three 
athletes may each be training with one of our Inter-
mediate Ironman training plans, their swim splits 
could range from 1:05 to 1:35. These splits indicate 
dramatically di�erent swimming abilities and there-
fore di�erent time investment decisions.

The strongest expression of this ROI focus was our 
O�-Season training program in late 2007, early 2008. 
We worked with over 80 athletes through a low 
volume, high intensity, ROI-focused group training 
program. Each week's training volume was only 
6-8hrs per week but included no swimming. Yep, 
zero swimming. Why? 

•  Swimming during the winter comes at a huge                        
logistics cost: pool hours are often reduced. Cold 
weather and limited daylight adds several layers of 
crappiness to jumping into a cold car at oh-dark-
thirty to drive in the dark to a pool to dive into cold 
water. Do you really need to incur that mental and 
motivational cost six to nine months out from your 
goal race? 

“Good” Swimming

Distance Time
1000m/yd ~17:30 - 18:00
1500m ~24:00
Half IM ~34:00 - 35:00
Full IM ~1:10:00 - 1:15:00
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At �rst, it was tough sell to the athletes in this 
training group. Many people admitted to sneaking 
swim workouts on the side. However, after the initial 
concerns about lost swimming �tness, they began to 
see the bene�ts of not swimming at 5:30am MWF, 
playing the game of planes, trains, and automobiles 
to attend masters sessions. More importantly they 
began to see huge gains on the bike and run, made 
without the additional mental cost of swim training 
through the winter.  When they �nally did get in the 
water at the completion of the program, there was 
some initial awkwardness in the water that disap-
peared after a couple weeks. In fact, many of the OS 
group participants returned to the pool and got 
faster -- even faster than their friends who had been 
swimming consistently from November to February! 
Add that new speed to some killer bike and run 
�tness and you can see why our athletes love the 
program!

Swim Technique Keys 

1. Horizontal Body Position:

We swim by slipping our body through the water. 
Reducing frontal area and drag are critical to faster 
swimming. A horizontal body position, with your  

body moving smoothly across the top of the water, is 
e�ectively swimming through a relatively narrow 
tube: the tube is the same diameter from your head 
to your feet. However, if you have poor horizontal 
body position, if you drag your hips, legs and feet, 
the diameter of this body tube becomes much 
bigger and creates more drag. This requirement for 
horizontal body position is absolutely fundamental 
to e�ective swimming and is a “Do Not Pass Go” 
issue. You must �x this if you have hopes of hitting 
our “good” table above.  

2. Lungs as Fulcrum:

We have several balancing tools to help us achieve a 
horizontal body position: arms, head, lungs, and an 
e�ective kick. I’ll talk about each in due time. But 
everything happens around the fulcrum of your 
lungs. Imagine your body is a teeter-totter, with your 
lungs as the fulcrum or balancing point. The more 
“stu�” you can put in the front of your lungs the 
more you’re able to counterbalance your heavy legs. 
So rather than trying to kick or force our legs up to 
the surface, we’ve used buoyancy and leverage to 
simply �oat them to the surface. Free, no energy 
cost. 

Athletic Year

Seasons:

Five Focus Points:

Duration:

Theme:

Swim Training:

OUT Season

Intensity Focus

8 to 16 weeks

Build Fast, Forget Far

Consider no
swimming at all, or 
swimming only for
recovery purposes.
Basically, you gotta 
have faith in our ROI
message and results
we’ve achieved in the 
Out Season with the
bike and runs of our 
athletes.

Transition

Mental Reset

2 to 4 weeks*

Consolidate Fast;
Recover, reset head

No changes from 
Out Season

IN Season

General Prep

8 to 10 weeks

Build Far on top of
Fast, as life allows 
you to do so.

Still an ROI decision
for all of us. Weaker
swimmers should
focus on technique,
with sets and
workouts short
enough to allow them
to swim faster with
good form, vs longer
and slower with poor
form. Strong
swimmers should
focus on shorter,
faster sets, building
Fast �rst.

Race Prep

8 to 10 weeks

Build on Far to create
“Race Speci�c Far”

Everyone swims, 3-
4x’s per week.
Frequency is good,
especially as 
recovery. Sets
structured so that you
are swimming 2-
4”/100m/yds faster
than race pace for
intervals of 3-8’ long.
Every other week or
so, do a “long” swim,
approaching race
distance, either OW
or in a 50m pool, if
possible.

O�Season

Recovery Focus

2-6 Weeks

Totally o�, earn points 
@ home or work, or 
unstructured training 
to maintain �tness 
but reset head.

Swimming for
recovery, fun, or not
at all.
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3. Front Quadrant Swimming:

We want to keep our arms in front of our fulcrum as 
much as possible, to act as a counter balance to our 
legs. This style of swimming is called Front Quadrant 
Swimming. In addition, the longer you keep your 
arms extended in front of you, the longer you 
maintain a long body axis. Think of a long, sleek 
sailboat versus a squat dingy. A long, streamlined 
body is more hydrodynamic, slips through the water 
easily. 

4. Body Rotation along this Body Axis:

You are swimming front quadrant, using our arms as 
balancing tools and maintaining a long, streamlined 
body axis. You now rotate your body along this body 
axis. This rotation is rotary power that originates in 
your core. In addition, when you rotate your body 
along this axis to set up the pull, you do two things: 

•  First, since you’re turned over on your side you’re 
presenting less frontal area to the water. You’re 
more hydrodynamic. 

•  Second, you’ve positioned the large muscles of my 
lats, and chests to participate in the pull, not the 
weaker stabilizer muscles of your shoulder joint. 

If you are swimming “�at,” with very little body 
rotation, you’re presenting lots of frontal area to the 
water. You’re also pulling with the small muscles of 
the shoulders and delts. Not only are these muscles 
small and weak, they’re also not made to pull. They 
are designed to stabilize the shoulder. By relying in 
these muscles to pull and provide power to your 
stroke you are increasing your risk of injury. 

5. Breathing as Rotation, not Head Lift:

If we didn’t have to breathe, swimming would be 
much easier! But you are a new, inexperienced 
swimmer and you’re a little freaked out about it. You 
want to get to that breath as soon as possible. Also, 
the air is up and the water is down. You instinctively 
want to lift your head up to the air to breath. You do 
this by pushing down on the water. This is exactly 
what you DO NOT want to do. 
 

Here’s why: 

•  Rushing the breath means that you’ve started your 
pull early. You’ve now taken your arms, your very 
e�ective balancing tools, out of your front quadrant 
and moved them closer to the lungs, your fulcrum. 
Your legs begin to drop. 

•  At the same time you’ve lifted my head up towards 
the air. Anything above the water pushes something 
else down. Legs drop more. 

As an inexperienced swimmer you MUST realize that 
your method of breathing (“Push down, lift my head 
so I can get to air NOW!”), while instinctive, is com-
pletely counter to what you should be doing and is 
the source of your problems. 

Instead, you want to: 

•  Maintain front quadrant as long as possible. 

•  Roll your head to air as your body naturally rotates. 

•  Breathe with one goggle out of the water and with 
zero head lift. Imagine there is spike driven through 
the top of your head to your spine. Your head simply 
rotates along the axis of that spike, it does not lift. 

•  When you do begin to pull, your hand is directed 
rearward, not downward. Pushing downward creates 
lift, forces up the head and drops the legs. 

As we work with triathletes, we �nd that this ability 
to maintain front quadrant swimming deep into the 
breathing stroke is absolutely critical. Many of you 
swim great front quadrant on your non-breathing 
strokes, only to fall apart when you breathe. 

6. Swim in the Tube:

Horizontal body position creates a small tube. 
Rotation along our long body axis reduces the frontal 
area of the tube further and allows us to transfer the 
rotary power of our core into our pull. Finally, a 
narrow kick (no wider than the tube) with �exible 
ankles keeps everything inside the tube and more 
streamlined. Triathletes with a running background 
typically have very tight ankles, making it dif�cult for 
them to point their toes and keep their feet inside 
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the tube. If you have tight ankles, try sitting on your 
feet while you watch TV, gently stretching your 
ankles.Let’s talk about the kick for a second. If you 
watch competitive swimmers race you’ll see fast, 
aggressive kicking. But their races are 20 seconds to 
17 minutes long and they don’t have to ride a bike 
and run afterwards. As triathletes we only need an 
“e�ective” kick, de�ned as an aid to lifting or kicking 
our legs to the surface. That’s it. Don’t think of your 
legs as a means of propulsion. 

7. 70% Body Position, 30% Propulsion:

Notice that we haven’t once spoken about what you 
probably thought was the key to faster swimming: 
grabbing more water with a stronger pull. We can 
almost guarantee that if you dial in the six elements 
above and have the �tness to sustain them for the 
race distance, you’ll swim that 1:10-1:15 in your next 
race. We’ll talk about how to grab more water, but 
only after we have improved your body position. 

Coach Rich’s Swimming Technique

I started swimming in the mid 70’s and continued 
through college in 1990. Swimming for me was very 
much about �tness and power than techniqe. I recall 
very little technique work after I turned about 16 
years old. Freestyle was about grab the water quickly 
and go. This video is the �rst time I’ve seen myself 
swim underwater, in about 28 years of swimming 
experience. I can see that power philosophy re�ected 
in my stroke: 

•  I swim a little old school, with not much front 
quadrant at all. Use your viewer to stop the clip just 
as my recovering hand enters the water. My pulling 
arm is about 7pm on the clockface. I’d like to see my 
pulling arm wait a bit before beginning the catch, so 
that it’s at about 8-8:30 when my hand enters the 
water. 

•  A little bit more head lift than I would like, or rather 
swimming with a positive chin. 

•  I kick with a 6 beat kick (fast, for a distance swim-
mer) but there is nothing behind it, not much power 
unless I want it. So while it appears I may be kicking 
aggressively, I can tell you that there is not much 
power in there at all.  

•  I have excellent body rotation, yielding a “power” 
stroke. I get a lot of my power through body rotation, 
getting that pulling shoulder down there deep so I 
can crank it back. 

•  However, this rotation makes it difficult for me to 
swim front quadrant: as I keep that lead hand out 
there, in the front quadrant, and wait a bit for the 
recovery hand, my shoulders start to square up to 
the front, which is counter to my natural inclination 
for a power stroke based on body rotation and lat 
strength. 

•  The result is that I swim a little up hill, but get away 
with it because I’m relaxed in the water and know 
how to put power behind the stroke. 
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From a reader on a message board: 

Rich,

If I may, let me tell you what I see from the video: 

1.  You are lifting your head (up and to the side) 
while breathing, breaking the straight line you are 
supposed to swim in. 

2.  Lower your head, look down at the line, try to 
unhinge the head, think about a straight line 
running from head to toe, lifting the head will break 
the line. 

3.  Try to keep the hand in front of you a little longer 
and lower (about a foot), this will help you swim 
downhill. 

4.  Try to glide on your side putting your body 
weight in your arm pit (this will help you keep your 
hand in front a little longer without squaring your 
shoulders). 

5.  I still think your arm rotation is too fast, you may 
want to slow down the recovery phase of the stroke.
 
6.  Hip rotation looks good, it’s where the power 
(leverage) of the stroke really comes from.  
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Section Three: Position Progression 

The following is a progression of drills designed to 
establish and improve upon these elements of body 
position above. Each drill builds a basic position 
element in a logical sequence. Do the drills in order. 

Ten Step Position Progression 
     
     1.  Swim Golf 
     2.  Touch and Go 
     3.  Three Quarters, Wait for It, or The Archer 
     4.  Hand Lift 
     5.  Right-Arm Lead 
     6.  Left-Arm Lead 
     7.  Single Switch
     8.  Triple Switch 
     9.  Hand Lift 
   10.  Swim Golf

Purpose of each drill: 

Drill #1: Establishes a beginning base line for the 
session. 

Drills #2-4: Achieve front quadrant and long axis. 

Drills #5-8: Create long axis body rotation. 

Drills #9: Back to front quadrant. 

Drill #10: Reevaluate baseline. How did you do? 

Drill Descriptions 

Step 1: Swim Golf 
Swim 50yds/m, counting your strokes. Each time 
your hand enters the water is a stroke. Swim at a 
moderate pace (not easy, not fast) and get your time 
in seconds. Add your stroke count to your time in 
seconds. For example, you swim 50yds in 50 
seconds, taking 24 strokes the �rst length and 26 
strokes the second length for a total of 50 strokes. 50 
seconds + 50 strokes = a Swim Golf Score of 100. 

Swim Golf Keys: 
•  Your score is a measurement of your efficiency, as 
a function of distance per stroke and time. As your 
form improves your stroke count will go down. As 
your form and �tness improves you should go faster. 

The result of the two is your Golf Score decreases, a 
good thing in golf as well as in swimming! 

•  “Good” is about 80, or 40 strokes in 50yds in 40 
seconds. This is just my own unscienti�c observation.
  
•  Distance per stroke (DPS) is a function of swimming 
Force and Muscular Endurance. Think of it like 
cycling. Just because I can shift to a hard gear and 
climb a hill at 50 rpms (high Force) doesn’t mean I 
should. 

Likewise, assuming your form remains constant, if 
you decrease your stroke count from 20 to 15 you 
may be pulling very, very hard and may not be able 
to sustain this high force pulling for long. Your body 
will naturally settle into a stroke count that is com-
mensurate with your strength and endurance. Also, 
triathletes often get wrapped around the axle about 
stroke counts, trying to get lower and lower. This is 
usually accomplished by excessive gliding. 

The Bottom Line: nobody gets medals for low stroke 
counts, only for speed. Learn good form, develop
the �tness to crank on the water and let stroke count 
�gure itself out. In my experience, if a non-swimmer
is taking 14-16 strokes per length they are gliding too 
much. Very strong, competitive swimmers usually
take 15-17 strokes per length but have sub 60 golf 
scores. Why? They’re going pretty fast too! No style
points in swimming! 

Don’t expect large movement in stroke counts from 
session to session or counts much lower than 16-17 
for the reasons above. 

In the end, Swim Golf is a useful tool to set your 
baseline for the session and get your head in the 
game before the Drill Set. 

Note: Stroke Count and Speed 
To demonstrate the importance of technique, we 
have athletes play Swim Golf at di�erent speeds. 
We’ll start with 2-3 x 50 Moderate pace and end with 
1-2 x 50 Hard. We want to see what happens, how 
they change their stroke, when they go from Moder-
ate to Hard. Most often, athletes think Hard or Fast 
means “pull faster.” Consequently, they may go a 
little faster but their stroke count increases dramati-
cally, raising their Golf Score. They have ‘spun their 
wheels,’ slipping water and compromising their 
stroke instead of grabbing more water. 
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When you want to go faster, pull harder, not faster. 
One of the hallmarks of a good swimmer is very little 
variance in stroke count. Easy or Hard, the swimmer 
may only take 16-17 strokes. His technique remains 
the same for each speed. What changes is how hard 
he is pulling on the water. Ideally, your stroke count 
should only change by 10%, at most, regardless of 
speed. 

Step 2: Touch and Go

Purpose: To teach you to hold that lead hand out 
there for a bit, to make you aware of its position in 
the front quadrant of your stroke. 

Technique Points: 

•  Lead hand waits until recovering hand touches it. 
Simply touch hands and start the pull. 

•  Maintain a good head position with neutral head 
and spine alignment. Athletes often look forward to 
watch their hands touching. Head up, feet drop. 

•  When you breathe, really focus on keeping that 
lead hand out there. 

•  You’ll notice that because the lead hand waits for 
the recovering hand to touch it, you no longer have 
good body rotation. You are swimming with square 
shoulders, so we don’t want you to spend too much 
time on this drill. Our purpose here is to teach you to 
hold that lead hand out there for a bit, to make you 
aware of its position. 

Step 3: Hand Lift 

Purpose: To again increase your awareness of your 
lead hand, keeping it in the front quadrant longer, 
especially on your breathing stroke. 

Technique Points: 

•  Lift the lead hand towards the surface while it is 
waiting for the recovery hand. Do we want you to 
actually lift your hand when you are swimming? 
When you’re drilling, yes. When you’re swimming, 
no. But if we have you thinking about lifting your 
hand then you’re not pulling too early and thus 
retaining the front quadrant position. 

•  Again, really focus on maintaining these elements 
during the breathing stroke. 

Step 4: Three Quarters; Wait for It, or The Archer

Purpose: To establish verbal and visual cues to 
achieve the hand positions of front quadrant swim-
ming.

Technique Points: 

•  The lead hand waits until the recovery hand is 
three-quarters through its recovery cycle. The verbal 
cue is “Wait for It.” The lead hand is waiting for the 
recovery hand to get to this three-quarters mark, or 
about in line with the forehead. 
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•  The visual cue is the Archer: imagine your lead 
hand is holding a bow and the recovery hand is 
pulling back the string. When the string gets to the 
head, this Archer position, the lead hand begins to 
pull. 

•  Be sure to maintain this Archer position (lead hand 
extended, near the surface, waiting for the recovery 
hand to reach the three-quarters position) during 
the breathing stroke. This is CRITICAL. 

Drills 5-8: Create rotation along the long body axis. 
Use short fins (Zoomers) for these next drills. The fins 
allow you to maintain forward momentum and 
achieve lift. 

Step 5: Right Arm Lead 

Purpose: to achieve a long, straight body line while 
kicking on your side, right arm leading. 

Technique Points: 

•  Lead arm fully extended and straight. 

•  Begin with head looking sidewise, then progress to 
head looking down. When moving to head looking 
down, be careful to not rotate shoulders with the 
head. Your shoulders should remain perpendicular 
to the bottom of the pool. 

•  “Grow the neck,” thinking about extending your 
body to create a long line. 

•  Roll to air with one goggle out, no head lift. 

•  Experiment with the position of the trailing arm, 
moving it toward or away from your lungs or 
fulcrum. For this video I have my trailing arm flat 
against my leg. 

Step 6: Left Arm Lead 

Purpose: to achieve a long, straight body line while 
kicking on your side, left arm leading. 

Technique Points: 

•  If you have a weak side during these drills, the key 
is to roll and breathe with only one goggle out, no 
head lift. Resist the temptation to press downward 
on your hand, creating lift so you can lift your head. 
Roll, don’t lift your head. 

•  For this video I have my trailing arm tucked into the 
saddle of my hip, placing my right hand on my left 
hip bone. If you do this, be careful to not create a 
“window” by sticking your elbow out of water. 
Anything above the water forces something else 
under the water, usually your hips. 









200810   |   Swim Clinic

En
d

u
ra

n
ce

 N
at

io
n

 p
re

se
n

ts
 

 
 

 
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

  S
w

im
 C

lin
ic

  e
B

o
o

k

Rich’s Critique 

Notice that I’m kicking slightly uphill, my body is not 
perfectly parallel to the surface. Experiment with 
depth of the lead hand, the position of the trailing 
hand (close to or far away from the fulcrum of your 
lungs) and pressing down on your arm pit to get 
your hips up. Also experiment with head position. 
Look down, not forward. Looking forward will drop 
the hips. 

Step 7: Single Switch 

Purpose: to e�ect the transition from side to side 
through full body rotation. 

Technique Points: 

•  Simply switching from Right Arm Lead to Left Arm 
Lead, and back again, taking 6-8 kicks between 
switches. 

•  During the switch, head stays locked, looking 
down, with shoulders moving around the head.

•  Separate the breath from the switch, as there is a 
tendency to lift the head when switching and 
breathing at the same time. My mental cue is “kick, 
kick, kick, switch, get set…breathe.” During “get set” 
I touch the outside of my jaw to the inside of my 
shoulder. Then I just roll my head to air, taking care 
to only get one goggle out of the water and to NOT 
press my hand down for lift. Nothing else moves, just 
my head. 

Step 8: Triple Switch 

Purpose: to tie multiple switches together while 
maintaining good body roll, front quadrant, and 
head position. 

Technique Points: 

•  Simply stringing together multiple Single Switches. 

•  Separate one-goggle breathing from the switch, 
just as in Single Switch. Mental cues are “switch, 
switch, switch, get set…breathe.” 

•  Head stays locked. Notice that we are only one step 
away from swimming, which is nothing more than 
continuous switch drills. 

Step 9: Hand Lift 

Go back to Hand Lift to force your attention back to 
front quadrant. However, be sure to retain the good 
body rotation you just created in Steps 5-8. 

Step 10: Swim Golf 

How did you do?!! 
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Section Four: Propulsive Swimming and 
the Catch 

Athletes often ask when they should begin doing 
fewer drills and more swimming. We feel there is a 
swim pace that is the line between swimming for 
technique and swimming for speed and �tness. Our 
intuition and experience tells us that this pace is 
about 17:00-17:30 per 1000 yards, or about 1:40 per 
100 yard pace. If you want to express it as a “Swim 
Golf” score, the goal that I give my athletes is sub 80, 
or less than 40 strokes (for 50 yards) and about 40-44 
seconds. 

Until this point in the eBook, we have focused on 
technique and body position...nothing resembling 
what you probably think of as "real swimming." This 
is not by mistake. Remember, we are on a mission to 
teach your "inner 12-year-old girl" how to swim like a 
�sh. This takes time, practice and repetition. Skip-
ping ahead to swimming hard or fast without the 
proper body position will only serve to hold you 
back. But after you have become pro�cient with 
these drills, what next? Let’s learn how to get your 
arms and pull into your stoke.

We have developed a systematic progression for 
developing the propulsive phase of your stroke. The 
key to propulsive swimming is the Catch, or the 
instant your palm transitions from pointing down-
ward, doing nothing for you, to pointing rearward 
and set to pull water backward, propelling you 
forward. Beginning to practice these skills is the line 
between “balance swimming” and “propulsive 
swimming.” If your balance and body position are 
not correct, it doesn’t make sense to develop these 
propulsive skills. However, if your body position is 
dialed in, then this aggressive catch is where the 
money is. Note that swimmers spend years re�ning 
this one small aspect of their strokes. 

Key Points:

•  Separate the Catch From the Body Roll.  The 
majority of novice swimmers (aka most triathletes) 
start the catch when their body begins to roll back to 
the other side. As a result they miss out on establish-
ing any traction with the water. These swimmers 
need to teach their hand to work independently of 
their body roll, enabling it to seek the proper catch 
position before the body begins rolling back 
through center. 

•  Shallow Pull. Whether it's because they are swim-
ming "�at" in the water or they are pulling with their 
bodies (not their arms) as explained above, many 
triathlon swimmers pull with straight arms. This 
places an incredible amount of load on the shoulders 
and biceps, instead of on the upper back/lats as a 
proper bent arm pull will do. To help facilitate this, 
we encourage you to imagine swimming in a very 
shallow pool, where a straight arm pull would put 
your hand right into the concrete bottom.

The Catch – Where Power Begins 

•  When your hand enters the water, palm is down 
towards the bottom of the pool. 

•  If you start pulling now, without doing anything 
else, you will be directing force downward and lifting 
your body, rather than moving your body forward. 

•  This continues until the natural sweep of your arm 
stroke eventually directs forces rearward. 

•  The correct idea is to get your palm from "down" to 
"facing rearward" (and thus pushing you forward) as 
quickly as possible. 

•  The proper way to do this is by bending the elbow, 
or "catching" the water as soon as possible. For 
cycling, this would be analogous to "rolling the 
barrel" at the top of your pedal stroke and beginning 
to apply power at noon, rather waiting until 2:00 or 
3:00. 

Illustration of Proper Catch 

1.  Stick your left arm out directly in front of you, arm 
parallel to the table, palm down.

2.  Now bend your left elbow (without moving your 
upper arm), and touch your left �nger tips to the 
desk in front of you. Your forearm is probably at a 45 
degree angle from your upper arm. 

3.  Notice three things: 

•  Your elbow is high and has not moved significantly. 

•  Your elbow is directly above or on top of your hand 
(sort of, you get the idea). 
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•  Your “paddle” essentially includes your hand AND 
your forearm. This is very important. 

•  With your fingers still on the desk and elbow up 
high, now just let your elbow drop. This is referred to 
as a poor catch, dropping the elbow, slipping the 
front of your stroke, etc. 

4.  Two things to notice here: 

•  Your elbow is leading your hand, as you pull. 

•   You have lost your forearm as a paddle.

Combining the Catch with your Pull 

1.  Now put your arm out directly to the left, parallel 
to the ground, palm down.

2.  Turn your head left, so that you are looking at you 
hand.

3.  Without moving your elbow or upper arm, bend 
your elbow/forearm as before. This position com-
bines the elements of: 

•  An aggressive shoulder roll: shoulder is pointing 
down at the bottom of the pool, be totally facing the 
side wall. 

•  Proper head position: looking down. 

•  Aggressive catch. 
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How to Get It: Fist Drill and Other Ideas 

Fist Drill: Swim with a closed �st, normal to fast arm 
speed, no �ns. Visualize two things: 

1.  There is a barrel on top of the water and you are 
trying to reach over and around it, to carry it in your 
arm. This will help you get the high elbow I talked 
about above. 

2.  Imagine that your forearm is a paddle. Swim with 
your forearm, not your hand. 

3.  Perform this drill for 2-3 lengths, then open your 
hand in the middle of the pool. You should feel the 
increase in power. 

After you have done this drill a few times and go 
back to normal swimming, these two ideas will help 
you maintain your high elbow, aggressive catch: 

1.  “Over the Barrel:” maintain this feeling of reaching 
over a barrel when you swim. 

2.  “Fingers Down:” put your left arm out in front of 
you, palm down. Now point your hand downward, 
bending at the wrist while the rest of your arm 
remains in place. Duplicate this in the pool by 
pointing your �ngers to the bottom as soon as 
possible. The rest of your catch will fall into place. 
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Section Five: Propulsion Progression 

Now that we’ve explained the principles behind 
grabbing more water, and watch world-class swim-
mers doing just that, let’s build this into your own 
stroke! We do this using the Propulsion Progression 
outlined below: 

 1. Swim Golf 
 2. Fist Drill 
 3. Half and Half 
 4. Fingertips 
 5. Climb the Ladder 
 6. Hand and Side 
 7. Swim Golf 

Let’s now examine the details and purpose of each 
step in the progression:

Step 1: Swim Golf 
Refer to Swim Golf Notes from the Position Progres-
sion

Step 2: Fist Drill. 

Purpose: to force your body to learn how to pull with 
a high elbow by eliminating the surface area of your 
hands

Technique Points: 

•  Swim with closed fists. 

•  Think “Over the Barrel.” Imagine there is a barrel in 
the water, right in front of your hand. You then reach 
around this barrel, trying to hold it in the crook of 
your forearm and bicep. 

•  Also, think “Forearm is My Paddle.” So you reach 
over the barrel and pull with your forearm, not just 
your fist. The net is a good, effective catch defined as 
a high elbow. 

Step 3: Half and Half 

Purpose: to feel the effectiveness of a good catch 
through the transition from close fist to open hand. 

Technique Points: 

•  Swim a half length Fist Drill, then open your hand, 
retaining the “Barrel” and “Forearm is My Paddle” 
cues. 

•  Feel the dynamic transition from closed hand to 
open hand. Feel the stretch in your side? Welcome to 
strong swimming!! 

Step 4: Fingertips 

Purpose: to increase the speed and effectiveness of 
the catch by “leading with the fingertips.” 

Technique Points: 

•  This one is a higher level version of the Barrel cue. 
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•  Set up solid front quadrant with a full extension of 
the lead hand and assuming the Archer position 
with the recovering hand. At the moment of the 
catch, think “Fingertips Down,” breaking the wrist 
and pointing the fingertips towards the bottom of 
the pool.

•  You’ll find yourself naturally assuming the Barrel 
and Forearm cues as well. 

•  Don’t worry if you don’t actually drop your 
fingertips, or break your wrist downward. Thinking 
about these cues will prompt you to make a quick 
catch, with a high elbow. 

Step 5: Climb the Ladder 

Purpose: to refine the Fingertips drill and give you a 
mental picture to help you apply more power to the 
stroke. 

Technique Points: 

•  When you point your fingertips down, imagine you 
are grabbing a ladder with rails on either side of the 
black line on the bottom of the pool. Now just climb 
the ladder. 

Step 6: Hand and Side 

Purpose: to create proper orientation between hand 
and body axis, ensuring a more powerful application 
of strength to the pull. 

Technique Points: 

•  At the instant you Grab the Ladder, visualize that 
your armpit is directly over your hand. You’re now at 
the start of the catch, with good body rotation, 
setting up your lats and chest to do the work of your 
pull. 

•  Feel the stretch in your side and imagine yourself 
pulling your arm straight down your side. 

 

Step 7: Swim Golf 

For this round of swim golf, focus on applying this 
more propulsive style of swimming. How did you do? 
You should feel a stretch in your lats and perhaps 
some muscle failure near the end of the 50? As we’re 
now swimming more “muscularly,” we’ve added 
muscular endurance as a limiter, or the ability to 
sustain this stronger style of swimming for longer 
and longer distances. 



200816   |   Swim Clinic

En
d

u
ra

n
ce

 N
at

io
n

 p
re

se
n

ts
 

 
 

 
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

  S
w

im
 C

lin
ic

  e
B

o
o

k

Section Six: Video Analysis of Age Group Swimmers

Before we move on to designing workouts and discussing open water swimming, let’s watch and listen as Coach 
Patrick critiques of the strokes of real swimmers like you…not freakishly fast, world class swimmers!
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Section Seven: Designing Individual 
Workouts 

Wow! Very impressive that you’ve made it this far! 
We’re almost done! Let’s talk about designing your 
own swim workouts. In our world, swim sessions 
come in two �avors:

•  Technique Sessions
•  Fitness Sessions

And, since we break down technique into two 
distinct halves, Position and Propulsion, with the 
former being more critical, that’s where we start: 

Position Session 

Purpose: To combine the Position Progression 
within a swim workout. 

Note: Perfectly �ne to adjust the set volumes below. 

Our goal here is to put together many lengths of 
good, focused swimming. It’s okay to sacra�ce 
volume at this point. 

Warm Up: 10’ of easy swimming, your choice. 

Swim Golf: 4 x 50 (15”) Golf, as 3 x Moderate, 1 x 
Hard. What happened to your Golf Score when you 
tried to go faster? 

Main Set #1 (MS1): Position Drills 

•  8 x (4 x 50, with 10-15” rest) 

•  Each set of 4 x 50 is a Step in the Position Progres-
sion, i.e. 4 x 50 “Touch and Go,” then 4 x 50 “Hand 
Lift,” etc. 

•  Repeat Golf 
•  100 easy 

MS2: 2-3 x 200 (15-20”), excellent form, count-
ing strokes on 1st, 4th, and 8th lengths. 100 
easy 

MS3: 6 x 50 (30”), as 25 Strong, 25 Easy.  

Cool Down: 200 Light swimming, your choice of 
stroke.

IV. Position + Propulsion Session 

Once you feel your body position is beginning to 
become dialed in, move to this workout, which 
combines the Position and Propulsion Progressions. 
Notice that you are STILL doing the position 
progression. Yes, it’s that important. 

Warm Up: 10-15” Easy swimming, then 4 x 50 (15”) 
Golf, as 3 x Moderate, 1 x Hard 

Main Set #1 (MS1): Position Progression 

•  8 x (2 x 50, with 10-15” rest) 
•  Each set of 2 x 50 is a Step in the Position Progres-
sion 
•  Repeat Golf 
•  100 easy 

MS2: Propulsion Progression 

•  5 x (2 x 50, with 10-15” rest), with each set of 2 x 50 
as a Step in the Propulsive Progression. 
•  Repeat Golf 
• 100 easy 

MS3: 6 x 50 (30”), as 25 Strong, 25 Easy. 

Cool Down: 200 Light swimming, your choice of 
stroke.

Focus Set: 

When you’re ready to move from drills and towards 
“real” swimming, integrate a Focus Set into at least 
one of your weekly sessions, maybe two: 

5 x (4 x 50) (15”), where each set of 4 x 50 is swum 
with a focus on a speci�c form element. 

The primary purpose of the set is to develop the 
muscle memory of ef�cient swimming, one stroke 
element at a time. 

For example, for 1-4, focus on correct head position. 
5-8 focus on retaining front quadrant into the 
breathing stroke. Just pick whatever form elements 
you need to work on and structure the set to allow 
you to focus on just one element of a time, for a 
short distance, recover, and do it again. After 3-5 x 
50 of the same focus element, move to the next...or 
don’t.
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Section Eight: Structuring “Fitness” Swim 
Sets 

Below is guidance for creating main sets and work-
outs designed to build your swimming �tness rather 
than technique:

Warm Up: 
A mix of swimming, pulling and kicking, �nishing o� 
with some Swim Golf to get your head in the game. 

Main Set:
Rich: I follow the principles that competitive swim-
mers use. As background, I began swimming com-
petitively when I was 8 years old and �nished my 
career as an NCAA Division III All-American. I special-
ized in the 500, 1000 and 1650yd freestyles. As a 
distance swimmer I can count on two hands the 
number of “long” interval sets I did. Swim training is 
very similar to running track: lots of short (in 
tri-terms) intervals at a fast pace. My longest inter-
vals where 400-700yds, or 4:30-7+ minutes, similar 
to running 1k-1.5k intervals on the track. Real 
swimmers just don’t do the loooong repeats that 
triathletes think they need to do, for example 4 x 
1000. 

Rather, we will do a mix of 100-400yd repeats, at a 
much faster pace, totaling 4000 yards. The workout 
is made challenging not by the length of the 
individual work intervals but rather through the 
combination of increased pace, relatively short rest 
interval (only 10-20” in most cases), and swimming 
almost continuously for the length of the session. 
You should be “actively resting,” swimming easy 
between sets, etc. Think of this as continuously 
running during a track workout, rather than hanging 
out on the in�eld between sets. 

I believe a better use for longer, continuous swims is 
as a monthly 1k time trial, a race rehearsal swim, or 
when swimming open water. I estimate that swim-
ming in a long course (50m) pool is 10% harder than 
swimming in a short course (25yd/m) pool, and that 
open water swimming is another 10% harder still. 

There is no replacement for long, open water 
swimming and you should make these more regular 
events, if possible, during your race speci�c phase. If 
you can’t swim open water convenient, seek out a 
long course pool for your longer interval days. 

Sprint Set:
We end the workout with some hard, fast swim-
ming. We want you to think of these as swimming 
“strong,” not fast. By strong, we mean you focus on 
maintaining a low distance per stroke while pulling 
harder on the water. Remember, we swim faster by 
pulling harder, not faster. 

Cool Down: 5+ minutes of easy swimming. 

Section Nine: Open Water Swimming 

Please listen to this podcast from the coaches, as 
they discuss open water swimming and racing, in 
detail.
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Section Ten: Conclusion

In this ebook we’ve thrown a lot of information at you! By now, you may be experiencing what we see in our swim 
clinics: at point at which the eyes gazing up at us from the pool glaze over and smoke begins to come out of the 
ears. It’s a lot to think about and process, we know. Before we leave you we’d like to lay it all out for you for one last 
time:

1.  Swimming is about technique, not �tness

2.  That technique is divided into two parts: Body Position and Propulsion. Of these, body position is more impor-
tant. 

3.  Body Position has two elements: horizontal and rotational body position. The Position Progression addresses 
these elements.

4.  Propulsive swimming is largely about the Catch. Review our discussion and the videos. The Propulsion Progres-
sion addresses these elements. 

5.  The transition from working on body position to improving our catch on the water (from Position to Propulsions) 
marks a transition from “technique swimming” to “�tness swimming.” 

6.  At that point, the resources invested in your swimming (time and physical e�ort) begin to have greater costs and 
a diminishing rate of return. Make your own assessment of the ROI expected and plan your swimming accordingly. 
Not swimming much at all, or delaying that investment until much closer to your race, is entirely acceptable, if the 
expected ROI is small and that time can be better applied to the bike and run. In other words, don’t just swim cuz 
the plan and everyone else says you should. Be smart about how you invest your time.

7.  If you want to swim fast, at some point you have to swim fast. When structuring swim workouts, it’s better to 
swim shorter and faster, getting the volume through the cumulative distance of the session rather than playing wall 
tag for mindless long swims at a slow pace. 

8.  With regards to racing, swim only as fast as your ability to main good form. Count your strokes to help you focus 
on your form. If your form begins to fade, slow down. Create situations that reduce the frequency you need to sight, 
as this compromises your form. Likewise, don’t think about drafting so much that doing so compromises your form.
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Thank you for purchasing this Endurance Nation electronic product. We hope you �nd it to be useful and, more 
importantly, an excellent opportunity to learn more about Endurance Nation and how we are changing the triath-
lon coaching game.

Our mission is to provide a�ordable training solutions for self-coached athletes. Because we are constantly improv-
ing our list of services and resources, we encourage you to visit us online at www.EnduranceNation.us. You have the 
option of creating a free trial membership to check us out. 

Thanks for reading and good luck! 

Rich and Patrick
www.endurancenation.us

Copyright @ 2008 Endurance Nation
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