The 4 Wall Drill: Stop Practicing Turns — Start Practicing Speed
In short-course swimming, turns aren't interruptions in the race. They are part of the race.
Yet watch almost any practice and you'll see swimmers give away speed as they approach the wall. They glide into the turn. They rotate casually. They push off without urgency. They perform a few underwater kicks because that's what they're supposed to do, surface, and then gradually start swimming again.
That's practicing turns.
The 4 Wall Drill is about practicing speed.
The objective is to teach swimmers to connect every part of the turn into one continuous high-speed sequence:
Race into the wall → rotate with urgency → powerful streamlined push-off → fast underwater kicking → breakout at speed → two fast strokes → reverse direction → attack the next wall.
How the 4 Wall Drill Works
One swimmer works in each lane.
The swimmer begins approximately 10 metres from the turning wall and races toward it. This isn't an easy swim into the wall followed by a fast turn. The swimmer must attack the wall at race speed.
At the wall:
· Turn with urgency.
· Push off powerfully in a tight streamline.
· Perform six fast dolphin kicks.
· Older swimmers target a 10-metre breakout.
· Break out at speed.
· Take two fast strokes.
· Perform an open-water flip turn.
· Immediately accelerate back toward the wall.
· Attack Turn #2.
The swimmer repeats the same sequence for Turns #2, #3 and #4.
That's one round.
Each swimmer completes four rounds.
Four rounds × four walls gives the swimmer 16 opportunities to develop race-quality turns.
But simply completing 16 turns isn't the objective.
The objective is to make each one faster.
The 2 Metres-Per-Second Standard
For older swimmers, we establish a very simple performance target.
Each of the four wall turns includes approximately 10 metres underwater:
4 turns × 10 metres = 40 metres underwater
Our target underwater speed is 2 metres per second or faster.
Therefore:
40 metres ÷ 2 metres/second = 20.0 seconds
The goal is straightforward:
40 Metres Underwater — 20 Seconds or Less
That number gives the swimmer, coach and parent something much more useful than:
"That looked pretty good."
A swimmer who takes 22 seconds to cover the four 10-metre underwater sections is averaging:
40 ÷ 22 = 1.82 m/sec
A swimmer who does it in 20 seconds is averaging:
2.00 m/sec
A swimmer who does it in 19 seconds is averaging:
2.11 m/sec
Now we're measuring performance rather than simply judging appearance.
Six Dolphin Kicks Isn't the Goal
This distinction is important.
We prescribe six dolphin kicks, but completing six kicks isn't success.
Speed is success.
A swimmer can perform six slow dolphin kicks, travel 10 metres and technically complete the assignment while losing enormous amounts of velocity.
The swimmer has to understand why the kicks are there.
The push-off creates speed. The streamline protects that speed. The dolphin kicks help maintain it. The breakout must then convert underwater velocity into swimming velocity.
Everything has one purpose:
GO FAST.
The Turn Starts Before the Wall
One of the biggest mistakes swimmers make is thinking that a turn begins when their feet leave the bottom of the pool.
It doesn't.
The turn begins with the approach to the wall.
A swimmer who slows down during the final few metres has already compromised the turn before rotating.
That's why the 4 Wall Drill begins approximately 10 metres away.
We want swimmers racing into the wall.
No gliding.
No reaching.
No shortening the stroke because the wall is coming.
No preparing to turn.
Race to the wall.
The faster you arrive, the more speed you have available to carry through the turn.
The Turn Doesn't End at the Breakout
The opposite mistake happens coming off the wall.
Swimmers often think they've completed the turn when they reach the surface.
Again, they haven't.
A great underwater followed by a poor breakout wastes much of the speed the swimmer has created.
That's why the 4 Wall Drill requires two strokes at speed after every breakout.
The swimmer must connect underwater speed to swimming speed.
Think of the entire sequence as one continuous acceleration:
Wall → push → kick → breakout → swim.
There should be no obvious point where one part stops and another begins.
Why the Open-Water Flip?
After the two breakout strokes, the swimmer performs an open-water flip turn.
We're not trying to practice another wall there.
We're simply reversing direction quickly so the swimmer can immediately accelerate back toward the next wall.
The swimmer's thinking should be:
Breakout → two strokes → flip → accelerate → ATTACK THE WALL.
There is no recovery swimming between turns.
Four Rounds — Four Chances to Learn
This is where the 4 Wall Drill becomes much more than conditioning.
Don't simply do four rounds.
Learn through four rounds.
Round 1 — Establish the Baseline
Do the exercise and get the time.
What happened?
Where was speed lost?
Round 2 — Fix One Thing
The coach identifies the biggest performance leak.
Perhaps the swimmer slowed approaching the wall.
Perhaps the rotation was slow.
Perhaps the streamline wasn't tight.
Perhaps the dolphin kicks weren't aggressive enough.
Perhaps the breakout killed the swimmer's speed.
Correct one thing, not five.
Round 3 — Make the Correction Faster
Now repeat the improved movement at greater speed.
Technique isn't particularly valuable if it disappears when the swimmer races.
Round 4 — Validate It
Put everything together.
Can the swimmer reproduce the improved turn sequence and beat the previous performance?
That's learning.
Why Video Makes the Drill Even Better
A swimmer often has absolutely no idea what they're actually doing.
They may believe they attacked the wall when the video clearly shows them slowing down.
They may think their streamline is excellent when their head is up and their hands are separated.
They may believe their breakout is powerful when the video shows an obvious loss of momentum.
Immediate video feedback eliminates the argument.
Do it. See it. Understand it. Correct it. Do it again.
Very few words are required when the swimmer can actually see the problem.
What Coaches Should Watch
The stopwatch provides an objective underwater-speed measurement, but coaches should also watch four critical areas:
Approach Speed: Is the swimmer maintaining or increasing velocity into the wall?
Rotation Urgency: Is the swimmer getting the feet to the wall quickly?
Push-Off and Streamline: Is the swimmer leaving the wall powerfully with minimum drag?
Breakout Speed: Does the swimmer carry underwater velocity into the first two strokes?
The important question isn't simply:
"Was that a good turn?"
Ask instead:
"Where did we lose speed?"
That's a much more useful coaching question.
What Parents Should Understand About Turns
Parents naturally tend to focus on swimming technique because that's what they can see for most of the race.
But in short-course swimming, a substantial percentage of the race happens underwater.
Consider a 100-metre short-course Free, Fly or Back race.
If a swimmer travels approximately 13 metres underwater from the start and 10 metres from each of the three turns, that's:
13 + 10 + 10 + 10 = 43 metres underwater.
That's 43% of the entire race.
Developing underwater speed and better turns isn't a minor technical detail.
It can fundamentally change the race.
For Swimmers: Own the Number
This is ultimately where the exercise should lead.
Don't wait for your coach to tell you whether your turns are getting better.
Know your numbers.
If your 40-metre underwater total was 21.4 seconds last month and it's 20.6 today, you've improved.
Now chase 20.0.
Then 19.8.
Then 19.5.
And don't just chase one brilliant round. Learn to reproduce it.
The eventual goal should be four fast, repeatable, race-quality walls.
That's what you'll need when the race matters.
A Fast Turn Is a Chain of Velocities
Perhaps the most important lesson from the 4 Wall Drill is that a turn isn't one movement.
It's a chain of velocities.
You arrive at the wall with speed.
You preserve that speed through an urgent rotation.
You create tremendous velocity with the push-off.
You protect it with the streamline.
You maintain it with fast underwater kicking.
You convert it into surface speed through the breakout.
Then you immediately start building speed toward the next wall.
Break any link in that chain and you lose time.
Strengthen every link and something interesting begins to happen:
The walls stop slowing you down.
They start helping you race faster.
That's the purpose of the 4 Wall Drill.

