Making the Cut Is Not the Finish Line
For many swimmers and parents, making a major meet standard feels like the ultimate goal.
And it should feel good.
A qualifying time represents commitment, discipline, improvement, and the ability to perform when it matters. It is a milestone worth celebrating.
But it cannot become the finish line.
Too often, once a swimmer makes the standard, the emotional goal has already been achieved. The swimmer is going to the big meet. Their name is on the psych sheet. The family is booking hotels. Everyone is excited.
Then the swimmer arrives already satisfied.
That is where the problem begins.
At a major meet, every swimmer has qualified. Everyone has a ticket. Everyone belongs.
The next question is not, “Did I make it?”
The next question is, “What am I prepared to do now that I’m there?”
Parents need to understand this shift.
A time standard gets your swimmer into the meet. It does not get them into finals. It does not move them up the rankings. It does not guarantee a second swim. It simply gives them the opportunity to race.
Once the standard is made, the goal must change immediately.
Now the conversation should be about placing.
Where is your swimmer seeded? What time usually makes finals? What does it take to move from 24th to 16th, from 16th to 8th, or from 9th onto the podium? Where are the realistic opportunities to move up?
That is the mindset of a swimmer who is preparing to compete, not just participate.
Major meets punish small mistakes.
A lazy breakout can cost places. A slow turn can cost a final. A weak finish can erase months of preparation. Poor pacing can turn a talented swimmer into a spectator for finals.
At local meets, swimmers can sometimes get away with these mistakes.
At major meets, they cannot.
That is why training after the cut must become more precise, not less urgent.
The swimmer needs to know the race demands.
What pace must be held? What stroke count is required? How fast must the start be to 15 metres? How much speed must be carried into and out of every wall? What does the last 15 metres need to look like when the swimmer is tired and the race is on the line?
These are not small details.
These are the details that decide whether a swimmer simply attends the meet or actually competes in it.
Parents can help by asking better questions.
Not just, “Did you make the cut?”
Ask:
What will it take to final?
Where are you seeded?
How many places can you realistically move up?
What part of your race needs to improve before the meet?
What skills are you working on that will help you place higher?
Those questions change the swimmer’s thinking.
They move the goal from attendance to performance.
A swimmer seeded 28th does not have to behave like the 28th-best swimmer in the event. A swimmer seeded 17th does not have to accept missing the final. A swimmer seeded 9th does not have to hope someone else has a bad swim.
Swimmers can move up.
But moving up must be planned.
It requires race-pace preparation, turn urgency, start speed, underwater speed, exact pacing, controlled stroke count, and the ability to reproduce race skills under pressure.
In other words, it requires more than just hard work.
It requires targeted work.
Parents should celebrate the qualifying time.
Absolutely.
But after the celebration, the question must change.
Now what?
Because making the cut means your swimmer has earned the right to compete on a bigger stage.
It does not mean the job is done.
The best swimmers do not go to major meets just to collect a cap, take photos, and say they were there.
They go to race.
They go to earn second swims.
They go to move up.
They go to prove they are more than a name on the psych sheet.
That is the lesson parents need to help reinforce.
Making the cut is a milestone.
It is not the mission.
Once your swimmer has a ticket to the big show, the goal is no longer just to be there.
The goal is to be ready to place.

