“Stay With Your Light”: What a Nine-Year-Old Taught Me About Learning to Swim Faster
By Mike Finch, Platinum Performance Lab
This morning, I introduced pace lights to a nine-year-old novice swimmer. I was crossing my fingers, hoping that a simple moving target would help her discover something she had not yet fully understood: how to use her developing technique to swim faster.
She has been developing excellent breaststroke and freestyle. But swimming with good technique and knowing how to turn that technique into speed are different learning tasks.
Until this morning, she had not really understood how to swim much faster than the average pace of her best 50-metre swims.
Then we gave her a new goal:
“Stay with your light.”
That simple task produced the results I had hoped for.
Making Speed Something a Child Can See
Coaches often communicate speed through numbers: a target time, a split, or a certain number of seconds per length. Those numbers are useful, but a young novice swimmer may not yet know what they should feel like in the water.
“Swim faster” leaves a great deal for the child to figure out. How much faster? From the first stroke? What should change? How will she know whether she is doing it?
A pace light gives that instruction a visible reference. The light moves along the pool at a selected pace, and the swimmer’s task is to stay with it.
Instead of waiting until the end of a swim to hear a time, she can see her relationship to the target while she is swimming.
This morning, that made the task understandable. She already had developing technical skills. The light gave her a clear reason to put those skills to work at a faster pace.
Good Technique Needs Opportunities to Become Fast Technique
Teaching children to swim well is essential. But we also need to help them discover how their strokes work at different speeds.
A swimmer can become comfortable performing a technically pleasing stroke at a familiar pace. Asking for more speed introduces another challenge: using that stroke more urgently while retaining the qualities that make it effective.
That is a skill to be learned.
For this swimmer, the moving light provided a practical bridge between the technique she had been developing and the faster swimming she had not yet understood how to produce.
The instruction was simple enough that she could act on it immediately. She did not need a complicated explanation of pacing. She needed to stay with her light.
The Value of “Her Light”
That word matters.
The target was personal. She was not being asked to keep up with an older swimmer or chase the fastest child in a lane. She had a task selected for her.
For a young swimmer, that can make a demanding challenge feel manageable: This is my light. My job is to stay with it.
The coach still has an essential role. The pace must suit the swimmer, the distance must be appropriate, and the technique must be watched closely. Keeping up with a light is useful only when the swimming itself continues to serve the learning goal.
The opportunity is to combine a clear external target with careful coaching.
Are Pace Lights Only for Older Swimmers?
This morning’s experience gives me a strong reason to question that assumption.
At nine years old and novice level, this swimmer was able to understand the task and respond to it. Her age did not prevent her from benefiting from a visible pace target.
I cannot establish where she ranks among the youngest swimmers in North America to use pace lights. What matters much more is what she demonstrated: a very young swimmer can use this tool meaningfully when the task is clear and appropriately chosen.
One session does not tell us how much of the improvement she will retain or how it will transfer to competition. Those are things we will continue to observe. But it gave us a valuable starting point—and a new way to help her learn.
A Small Instruction, a Significant Discovery
After more than sixty years of coaching, I still value those moments when a swimmer’s understanding changes in front of me.
This morning, the breakthrough came through a simple instruction and a moving light.
She had been learning how to swim well. Now she had a clearer way to explore swimming well at greater speed.
That is why pace lights deserve consideration in junior development. Used thoughtfully, they can make an abstract instruction visible, give a child an achievable challenge, and help connect technique with performance.
Sometimes the next step in learning does not require a longer explanation.
Sometimes it begins with:
“Stay with your light.”

