Writing Creative Practices

   There is certainly the age old "this is boring" syndrome in the athletes at some point in their careers. You will never please them all but you must remember that they will tell you what they feel and if they keep talking about how things are boring… they probably are. In one of our coaches meetings, everyone threw out ideas on how to interject different things into practices in order to make them more "fun" for the athletes while keeping these same work-outs challenging and productive (in our eyes). We’re all reminded that, while you may not always accomplish everything it was that you wanted to accomplish because you did "different" type sets, you'll get more for your money in the end. You just may end up getting a lot more accomplished with the kids in the future if they are coming to more practices because they are more fun and begin to work harder while there because practices are more fun. Remember that if you are bored and disgusted with the work-out, they are probably 10 X's as bored as you. 

   Here were some things we all came up with:

1. Keep things secret & throw "curves" to your athletes. If you're using a pattern in a set, throw out something that totally breaks the pattern towards the end.

2. Switch kids up in the lanes. Don't have them swim in the same lane all the time nor with the same people. Allow them to switch lanes even within a practice mixing in with a new set of swimmers.

3. Have a different practice written for each lane and then rotate your lanes through these practices. Example: Lane 1 could be doing a fly kick set while lane 2 is doing a breaststroke pull set while lane 3 is doing a freestyle swim set. Write the sets so that they all last about the same amount of time. Then switch the sets to the next lane or switch the kids to the next lane and have them rotate through like that.

4. Have a station practice with 6 to 12 different stations. Have some kids doing push-offs off of the bottom in the deep end in one lane while some are doing pull-ups on the blocks in another, some are vertical kicking in another area, some are doing front jumps off of the blocks, some are doing a swim set using only 1 end of the pool by flipping/turning in the middle of the pool, some are doing push-ups or some other type of dryland, etc. etc. etc. Do it to music!!!!!!!

5. Mix your strokes up (use fly kick with freestyle, free kick with fly, etc.).

6. Mix swimming, pulling & kicking up within 1 set.

7. Use the equipment differently (kick with pull-buoys, pull with kick boards, use kick boards sideways or broadside, etc. etc.)

8. Use equipment as "toys". Swim Tarzan free while trying to keep a pull-buoy in front of you like you were swimming with a water polo ball. Do vertical kicking while throwing pull-buoys or balls back and forth between partners, etc., etc., etc.

9. Do swims where they're not allowed to touch the walls (no-touch turns to teach them tight tucks, etc.) or where they turn somewhere in the course of the pool (The swim 1/3 down, flip and come back, flip and go 1/2 way down, flip and come back, flip and go 2/3 down, flip and come back, flip and go all the way down flip and come back. Can't be done with 8 in a lane but can be with 3-5.

10. Do width practices. Do swims that start or end in the middle of the pool.   

11. Do buddy or partner activities, swims, kicks and the like (an example of a buddy swim is where one person would swim freestyle and another holds onto their legs and kicks free). You can have 2 swimmers side-by-side using the same board held crossways. You can have 2 swimmers use the same board and go head-to-head.     

12. Have sets that vary in distance within (ladders such as 25, 50, 75, 100, 75, 50, 25).

13. Have sets that vary breathing patterns by lap.  

14. Combine swimming with drills or kicks by lap (an example would be 4 X 100's done IM order doing right arm swim, left arm swim, kick, full stroke swim by 25). 

15. Use sculling within your practices (done as treading water, sculling on their stomachs or backs head first or feet first, etc.).

16. Swim more than one athlete at a time in a lane (say you're doing 25 freestyle sprints… have 2-3 swimmers go at the same time in each lane).

17. Do sprint swims where you reverse the normal order of the lanes (go slow to fast).

18. Pull without pull-buoys, kick without kick-boards, have them swim with their goggles in their mouth (they won't always be on their eyes in a meet).

19. Combine "things". Steve talked about "Firestone kicks" (combined sprint kicking on the wall, with breaststroke/fly turns with freestyle sprint breath controlled swimming) and Lou 50's (combined 3 swimmers at once, one doing a sprint 25 with a turn, one doing a sprint finish and one doing a relay start off the swimmer doing the finish). Combinations such as this are limitless! 

20. Allow challenges within challenges during sets. In a fly challenge set, the goal is to make the send-off while not breathing the first stroke off of the wall nor the last 5 yards while holding an every other pattern in between. If they can't make the interval, give them recognition for at least swimming all of the flys legally and with the proper breathing pattern. Have challenges within the challenges that allows them to at least "make something" if they can't make the actual set itself.

21. Give mini-awards/rewards for making sets, intervals, breathing pattern goals, etc.! For the person who finished fastest in a distance swim, give them a special kick board or cap for the rest of the week. For those who have the longest dive and glide off of the block, give them a long piece of licorice for being number one. And so on and so on. You could also have group rewards for doing sets well and properly. Say you're giving them a set of 50's free. Start off by assigning a larger number and then tell them that for every time you see what you want, you'll take one swim off of the set. Say you give them 40 X 50's freestyle. You want them breathing 3's, using flip turns, doing excellent finishes, using push-offs that take them to the flags each time, not breathing the first stroke off of any wall and not breathing the last 5 yards. Tell them that for every 2, 50's you see go by that no one breaks these rules, you'll take off a 50 from the set or they'll get to do 1 minute of relays for each 2 done correctly. It could be any type of award or reward. 

22. Do sets that aren't traditional and are "rapid fire". Have them do 4 X 25 flys on 35, 5 X 50 back stroke kick on 60, a 400 freestyle breathing frees on 10 sr, 4 X 75 breaststroke pulls on 1:30, 4 X 25 flys on 35 and 10 push-ups without any break between sets. 

23. Do group "team building" activities during dryland or after practice. Do group activities away from the pool (parties, get togethers, etc. at someone's house). 

24. Write your practices on a board in riddles. Give them choices and allow them to do the sets that they figure out. Here's one: [(24 - 4) X 8 divided by a decade] half century nose-to-sky swims on 

rs01 mirrored. It's 16 X 50's backstroke swim on 10 seconds rest. Reward them for figuring out the sets (take a couple swims off of the set for everyone, let the person figuring it out do less, etc.).

25. How about sets that are "test sets" whereby you are recording times, strokes counts, etc. for everyone in the group. Then have them do the sets a few weeks later to see if they can "beat" their last set. This can be done with ANY type of set and with any level of swimmer.

26. Once in a blue moon… play games. It's OK to take a few moments every once-in-a-while out to play water polo, sharks and minnows or the like. 

27. Do relays. Do catch-up relays, predict your time relays, kick relays, stroke specific relays, etc.. 

   The idea is to simply get creative. Maybe every set won't be amazing to everyone in the pool but you sure as heck will start to spice things up a little…. And you will be able to keep CHALLENGING your swimmers harder than ever before. It's simply a matter of pre-planning and taking the limits off of your bloody imagination… although pulling things "off-the cuff" or "out of the blue" sometimes work out great. Let me know any new ideas you try and work with that aren't on this list of items.

Overcrowded Days

  There will be days that you may have more swimmers than swimming space. You will need to be creative to fit them all in and still give them a constructive practice session. Here are some ideas for those nights:

1 – Divide your group into smaller sub-groups and have one group get out doing a dry land routine while the others are swimming. This group could do anything that you imagined from push-ups to stretch cord work done as sets similar to those swimming in the water. You could have them do this for 10-15 minutes at a time and then switch with one of the other groups until everyone has done the dry land routine and the water work-out, as well. Write a set for 24 X 100’s, say, in which 3 groups of athletes are involved whereby each group does 16 of the 100’s while doing dry land during the other 8 X 100’s time period. This could also be done by simply having, let’s say, 2 swimmers in the lane drop out for a swim and do 35 push-ups and then get right back in for the next swim while the 2 in front of them get out and do the 35 push-ups during the next 100. Then they get back in and the 2 swimmers in front of them get out… and so on and so on. 

2 – Do mirrored swimming with 2 athletes with one on dry land swimming in exact cadence with another like level swimmer in the water matching them stroke for stroke during a portion of a set. Then have them switch places with that swimmer. This allows 2 swimmers to work together and in synch while getting both to know the other’s stroke. (Note: While the swimmer in the water is in the push-off phase of their swim, the swimmer on dry land should hop in place). 

3 – Have 1 or 2 swimmers in the deep end vertical kicking in the absolute corner of their lane while the rest of the group swims for a portion of the set. Again, divide this up so that everyone is swimming the same amount and kicking the same amount as one another. 

4 – Kicking sets are excellent ways to work with larger lane numbers since no arms will be slinging around to hit one another. Sculling is something else that can be done. 

5 – You could also have a bunch of athletes kicking underwater widths while another portion of the group swims a normal set lengthwise down the pool. Just keep the end lanes open so that the width kicking swimmers can push off and come up unobstructed. Just make sure that they are doing something lengthwise that doesn’t call for long underwater push-offs so that swimmers aren’t colliding. You could get a slew of swimmers going both ways in this case. 

6 – You could also split up each lane and send half to the other end. Run shorter, faster swims starting athletes from both ends at the same time and leaving only 3 seconds apart. Sprint 25’s and 50’s are great to get done this way. Doing many repetitions of short, fast swims like this can be a great way to get SPEED into your practice. 

