What Should a Modern Swim Practice for 15 & Over Swimmers Look Like?
By age 15, the developmental work of the previous years should have created a very different kind of swimmer.
The 11 & Under program taught the swimmer:
How to swim.
How to see.
How to correct.
How to begin coaching themselves.
The 12–14 program taught the swimmer:
How to maintain those skills at speed.
How to measure performance.
How to understand race pace.
How to maintain technique under fatigue.
How to take increasing responsibility for improvement.
At 15 & Over, the objective changes again.
Now we are trying to turn all of that knowledge into performance.
A modern 15 & Over practice should therefore be an increasingly individualized high-performance laboratory.
The central question is no longer:
How much training can this swimmer complete?
It becomes:
What exactly does this swimmer need to do to swim their goal time—and how do we build that performance?
The Goal Time Becomes an Engineering Problem
A swimmer says:
"I want to go 1:58 in the 200 freestyle."
That's not yet a training plan.
The coach and swimmer should break 1:58 apart.
How fast must the swimmer start?
How much of the race will be underwater?
How fast are those underwater metres?
How quickly must each turn be completed?
What pace must be maintained on the surface?
What stroke count produces that speed?
What stroke rate is required?
How should the first 50 feel?
What must happen through the middle 100?
What performance has to survive during the final 50?
Suddenly:
1:58
isn't an aspiration.
It is a series of measurable performance requirements.
That should drive training.
Every Swimmer Should Have Their Own Performance Model
This is perhaps the greatest change from traditional group training.
By 15, swimmers are too different for identical training prescriptions to adequately address every need.
Two swimmers may both be trying to swim 1:58 in the 200 freestyle.
One may have exceptional surface speed but poor walls.
Another may be outstanding underwater but unable to maintain stroke rate.
One may need greater aerobic capacity.
Another may have plenty of conditioning but lose enormous amounts of time through inefficient turns.
One may need more power.
Another may simply need to learn how to pace the race.
Giving them exactly the same workout because they happen to occupy the same lane misses the point.
They can train together.
They can perform the same basic activity.
But their performance targets should increasingly be individual.
Video Remains Part of Everyday Coaching
The video systems don't disappear because swimmers are older.
If anything, they become more valuable.
The swimmer should now be highly competent at using them.
There should continue to be easily accessible video feedback throughout practice, allowing swimmers to examine:
stroke mechanics;
stroke rate;
turn approach;
rotation;
push-off;
streamline;
underwater movement;
breakout;
technical changes under fatigue.
But the relationship with video should now be very different from when the swimmer was nine.
The coach shouldn't constantly have to say:
"Look at your hand."
The athlete should be able to look at the screen and say:
"I shortened my stroke when I increased the rate."
Then coach and athlete decide what to do about it.
Video has become a performance-analysis tool, not simply a teaching aid.
Self-Coaching Is Now Expected
By 15, the athlete should take significant responsibility for the quality of every practice.
The coach cannot watch every stroke of every swimmer.
Nor should that be necessary.
A technically educated 16-year-old should recognize:
My stroke count increased.
My rate dropped.
My breakout shortened.
I lost speed into that wall.
My streamline opened.
I missed the pace.
That correction didn't work.
The swimmer should often recognize the problem before the coach says anything.
This creates a much more sophisticated relationship.
The athlete isn't waiting to be coached.
They are actively participating in coaching themselves.
Race Pace Becomes Central
At this stage, swimmers should spend substantial amounts of time learning and reproducing the exact speeds required for their events.
Not vaguely:
"Swim hard."
But:
This is the speed required.
The swimmer should know what that speed:
looks like;
feels like;
sounds like;
measures like.
Pace lights become especially powerful because the target is objective.
The swimmer either stays with the light or doesn't.
There is very little ambiguity.
Race Pace Must Be Repeatable
Swimming goal pace once proves very little.
The athlete must develop the capacity to reproduce it.
Short repetitions allow the swimmer to experience the required speed repeatedly while maintaining excellent technique.
Then progressively extend the challenge.
For a 200 swimmer, that might develop from:
25s → 50s → race segments → broken swims → complete race simulation.
The question remains:
Can you maintain the performance requirements as the distance increases?
That is very different from simply completing a predetermined amount of work.
Time AND Stroke Count
Holding the time isn't necessarily enough.
Suppose the target is 29.0 seconds.
The swimmer goes:
29.0 — 15 strokes.
Then:
29.0 — 16 strokes.
Then:
29.0 — 18 strokes.
The stopwatch says the swimmer is succeeding.
The performance data says something else is happening.
Efficiency is deteriorating.
A modern performance set can therefore require:
Hold the target time AND the target stroke count.
Miss either requirement and the repetition has failed.
Now the athlete is training the actual performance—not simply the clock.
Failure Becomes Part of the Training Design
This is an important philosophical change.
Failure isn't necessarily something to avoid.
It can tell us precisely where the swimmer's current capacity ends.
Suppose an athlete successfully completes race-pace repetitions.
Eventually they miss the required time.
Or stroke count deteriorates.
Or technique collapses.
That's useful information.
Instead of automatically forcing another ten poor repetitions because the workout says there are ten remaining:
Stop.
Recover.
Determine what failed.
Correct it.
Restart.
The objective isn't to prove that the swimmer can suffer.
The objective is to extend the amount of correct race-specific performance they can produce.
Turns Become Performance Events
At this level, saying:
"Work on your turns."
isn't sufficient.
Measure them.
A swimmer should know:
approach speed;
rotation time;
underwater distance;
underwater time;
breakout position;
speed leaving the wall.
A 200 short-course race contains seven turns.
Small improvements become large improvements when repeated seven times.
The wall should therefore be treated as part of race engineering.
Not something separating one length from another.
Underwater Performance Must Be Quantified
Likewise:
"Good underwater."
isn't a measurement.
The swimmer should know:
How far?
How fast?
If the target is 10 metres:
How long does 10 metres take?
Then determine whether that underwater section is actually faster than the swimmer's surface swimming.
Staying underwater longer isn't automatically better.
The objective is:
Remain underwater while underwater velocity provides an advantage.
That requires measurement.
Stroke Rate Becomes a Variable We Can Manipulate
By 15+, swimmers should understand the relationship between:
stroke rate, stroke length, stroke count and speed.
Rather than simply telling a swimmer:
"Turn your arms over faster."
we can experiment.
Maintain stroke count.
Increase rate.
Measure speed.
Increase again.
At some point the swimmer reaches a ceiling where additional rate begins destroying efficiency.
Now we have learned something valuable about that athlete.
Training becomes experimental.
Conditioning Still Matters — Enormously
None of this eliminates physical training.
A 15 & Over swimmer needs conditioning appropriate to their events, maturity, goals and training history.
Aerobic capacity matters.
Anaerobic capacity matters.
Strength matters.
Power matters.
Recovery matters.
But conditioning should support the performance model.
The question isn't simply:
How fit can we make this swimmer?
It is:
What physical capacities does this swimmer need to execute their race?
A 50 freestyle swimmer and a 1500 freestyle swimmer should not have identical training priorities simply because they belong to the same squad.
Volume Becomes a Tool, Not the Objective
There will be days when substantial volume is appropriate.
There will be athletes and events for which significant aerobic work is essential.
But metres should be prescribed because they produce a desired adaptation.
Not because a large number looks impressive on the whiteboard.
10,000 metres is not a coaching philosophy.
Neither is 3,000 metres.
The correct amount is the amount that helps this athlete develop the capacities required for their events while allowing sufficient technical quality, speed, recovery and long-term progression.
Strength and Dryland Become Integrated
By this stage, physical preparation should increasingly complement what is happening in the water.
Strength training should support:
starts;
push-offs;
underwater power;
stroke mechanics;
posture;
injury resistance;
power production.
Dryland should not exist as an unrelated workout performed because "swimmers need dryland."
The same principle applies:
What are we trying to improve, and how will we know whether it worked?
Meets Become Data Collection
The final time matters.
But it is only the beginning of the analysis.
A race should produce information about:
reaction/start;
underwater performance;
breakouts;
splits;
stroke counts;
stroke rate;
turn performance;
pace deterioration;
technical deterioration;
finish.
Then:
RACE → ANALYZE → IDENTIFY → TRAIN → TEST → RACE AGAIN
The competition becomes part of the development system rather than merely its judgment day.
A Modern Two-Hour 15 & Over Practice Might Look Like This
There should never be one mandatory template, but consider the structure:
15 minutes — Preparation
Movement, swimming preparation, stroke count, underwater activation and technical checks.
20 minutes — Technical/Performance Work
Current individual technical priority with immediate video feedback.
15 minutes — Starts, Turns and Underwaters
Measured—not merely performed.
30 minutes — Race-Pace Development
Exact individual targets using pace lights, stopwatch, stroke count and/or stroke rate.
25 minutes — Conditioning
Event-appropriate conditioning while maintaining defined technical standards.
10 minutes — Race-Specific Application
Race segments, broken swims, finishes or specific performance problems.
5 minutes — Review
What worked?
What failed?
What changed?
What does tomorrow need?
That is still a demanding two-hour practice.
But practically every minute has a defined purpose.
Not Every Swimmer Needs the Same Practice
This may be the most important organizational change required at the senior level.
The traditional squad model makes administration easy:
Eight swimmers. One lane. One workout.
But performance doesn't work that way.
A breaststroker may be doing something different from a freestyler.
A sprinter may have different recovery from a distance swimmer.
Two 200 freestylers may have different stroke-count targets.
Two swimmers doing the same 50s may even be following different pace lights.
The modern senior practice needs to accommodate:
Shared training environments with individualized performance prescriptions.
That is much closer to what high-performance coaching should actually mean.
The Coach Is Now a Performance Mentor
The developmental progression is complete.
11 & Under
The coach is primarily a teacher.
The swimmer learns:
How to swim.
How to see.
How to correct.
Ages 12–14
The coach becomes a teacher and mentor.
The swimmer learns:
How to maintain skills at speed.
How to understand performance.
How to evaluate races.
How to take responsibility.
15 & Over
The coach increasingly becomes a:
mentor;
analyst;
performance designer;
problem solver.
Coach and athlete work together.
The conversation becomes sophisticated:
"Here's what we're trying to accomplish."
"Here's what the data says."
"Here's what the video shows."
"Here's where we're losing time."
"Let's change this."
"Now let's test it."
That is coaching.
What Should a Senior Swimmer Know?
By this stage, the swimmer should know far more than their best times.
They should know:
· their primary technical strengths and weaknesses;
· their normal stroke counts;
· their effective stroke-rate ranges;
· their race-pace targets;
· their underwater targets;
· their turn standards;
· their breakout distances;
· how fatigue affects their technique;
· where they lose time in their races;
· what their goal races mathematically require;
· why they are performing the training they are doing;
· how to use video to evaluate performance;
· how to recognize when something isn't working;
· how to communicate that information to their coach.
Most importantly:
The athlete should understand their own swimming.
The Complete Developmental Pathway
This gives us a coherent developmental model rather than three unrelated age-group programs.
11 & Under — EDUCATION
Learn how to swim.
Technical units throughout the year.
One video feedback system for every two lanes.
Immediate visual learning.
Starts, turns and underwaters from the beginning.
Introduction to pace and measurement.
And one overriding objective:
By age 12, develop a swimmer capable of beginning to coach themselves.
Ages 12–14 — APPLICATION
Take those technical skills and progressively apply them to:
speed;
race pace;
fatigue;
measurement;
race construction;
greater physical demands.
The athlete assumes increasing responsibility.
15 & Over — PERFORMANCE
Now individualize.
Engineer goal races.
Develop event-specific conditioning.
Train exact race pace.
Optimize stroke rate and stroke count.
Measure starts, turns and underwaters.
Use video continuously.
Identify failure points.
Correct them.
Retest.
Race.
Analyze.
Repeat.
What This Changes
There is an important consequence to this entire model.
We stop asking:
How much training should a 10-year-old, 13-year-old or 17-year-old do?
before asking the more important question:
What should this swimmer be learning at this stage of their development?
That completely changes the progression.
An 8-year-old isn't a miniature 17-year-old.
And a 17-year-old shouldn't still require a coach to identify basic technical problems that could have been taught years earlier.
Each stage prepares the swimmer for the next.
11 & Under builds the technically educated swimmer.
12–14 builds the technically educated swimmer who can perform at speed.
15 & Over builds the athlete who can turn that education into performance.
The result isn't simply a swimmer who has accumulated enormous amounts of training.
It is something much more valuable:
An athlete who understands their sport, understands their own performance, can participate intelligently in their own coaching—and knows exactly what they are trying to accomplish every time they get into the pool.
That should be the objective of a modern swimming development system.

