Designing Workout Sets That Respect Individual Differences (Without Lowering Standards)
One of the hardest problems in swim coaching is this:
How do you train a group together without pretending they are the same athlete?
Different swimmers have different:
· Aerobic capacities
· Speed reserves
· Technical efficiency
· Fatigue resistance
· Training ages
· Recovery rates
If we force everyone to complete the same volume at the same intensity, we usually get one of two outcomes:
· Strong swimmers are under-trained
· Developing swimmers are over-trained (or discouraged)
The solution is not to lower standards.
The solution is to separate what must be constant from what is allowed to vary.

Constants vs. Variables in great training design
In high-quality training design:
Constants = the performance requirement
· Pace
· Technical standard
· Skill demand
· Underwater quality
· Breakout quality
· Race model
Variables = how much work each swimmer can tolerate
· Number of repetitions
· Total volume at race pace
· Recovery frequency
· Total time to exhaustion
This is exactly how elite sport should work.

Example: Sub-2:00 200 Free Race-Pace Set with Pace Lights
Goal: Train true 200-race velocity (≈ 1:58–1:59)
Set:
· Pace lights set to 14.7 seconds per 25 m
· 40 × 25 @ :30
· Requirement: hold the light to the wall (stay on pace for the full 25M swim)
· If a swimmer misses the light → 1:00 rest, then re-enters the set

What stays constant
Every swimmer must:
· Swim at true sub-2:00 pace
· Repeat every 30 seconds
· Hold technical form under fatigue
· Execute race-quality underwater phase
· Execute race-quality breakout (absolutely NO BREATH on first stroke at breakout!)
· Maintain velocity standards
No one is allowed to “train slower.”
The pace light makes this objective and visible.
There is no arguing with the clock on the pool floor.




What varies (by design)
What changes swimmer to swimmer:
· How many 25s they can complete before failure
· How often they must reset
· Total volume achieved at race pace
· Rate of technical breakdown (especially underwater distance and breakout timing)
One swimmer may hold:
· 28 × 25s before rest
Another:
· 12 × 25s
Another:
· 6 × 25s
All are training the same race speed.
None are pretending to be the same athlete.

Why this works so well
1. It preserves performance truth
Everyone is training the actual speed required to break 2:00.
Not “close to it.”
Not “average pace.”
Not “hard.”
Exact race velocity.



2. It prevents false success
In traditional sets, weaker swimmers often “complete” the set by:
· Swimming slower
· Extending walls
· Shortening strokes
· Softening underwaters
Here, success is binary:
You hold the pace or you don’t.
That honesty accelerates development.

3. It protects developing swimmers
Instead of failing psychologically or being over-worked:
· They fail briefly
· Recover
· Re-enter
· Accumulate more quality work over time
Progress is measured in additional successful repetitions, not survival.

4. It challenges elite swimmers properly
Stronger swimmers are no longer capped by the group:
· They accumulate massive race-pace volume
· They train fatigue resistance at exact velocity
· They develop underwater skill durability and breakout precision under fatigue
No artificial ceiling.



5. It creates built-in motivation
Swimmers start tracking:
· “Last week I held 9.”
· “Today I held 13.”
· “I’m getting closer to 20.”
Progress becomes tangible.
Ownership increases.

6. It aligns perfectly with modern physiology
This structure trains:
· Neural patterning at race speed
· Lactate tolerance
· Technical durability
· Underwater velocity maintenance
· Breakout timing consistency
· Central fatigue resistance
All at exact competitive demand.

Why pace lights matter here
This model only works properly with continuous visual feedback:
· Swimmers know instantly if they are on pace
· Coaches are freed from stopwatch policing
· The standard never drifts
· Accountability is built into the pool
Without pace lights:
· Standards soften
· Arguments begin
· Accuracy fades
· The set becomes “sort of race pace”
With pace lights:
The pool enforces excellence.

The philosophical shift
This approach quietly teaches swimmers:
· Responsibility for their own performance
· Honest self-assessment
· Process over ego
· Precision over effort alone
· Progress through adaptation, not excuses
They stop asking:
“Did I finish the set?”
They start asking:
“How much true race-pace work did I earn today?”
That is the mindset of elite athletes.

Final thought
Great coaching is not about making swimmers equal.
It is about holding standards constant while allowing human differences to exist.
Race pace is non-negotiable.
Physiology is individual.
Design your sets accordingly.

