When a Swim Club Leaves a 14-Year-Old Behind
And Then Claims It’s “Developing Every Swimmer”
There is a 14-year-old boy right now trying to figure out who he is.
That’s not unusual. That’s exactly what 14-year-olds are supposed to be doing.
What is unusual—and deeply concerning—is the environment he’s being asked to do it in.
· His friends? Moved up. 
· His peer group? Gone. 
· His daily training environment? Now with swimmers two years younger. 
And the message—whether anyone at the club intends it or not—is brutally clear:
“You’re not one of them anymore.”

Let’s Talk About the High Five Model
Clubs love to talk about development frameworks. Posters go up. Mission statements get polished. Parents hear phrases like:
· “We support every swimmer” 
· “We build confidence” 
· “We focus on long-term development” 
But the High Five model—used across Ontario recreation and sport—has very specific, non-negotiable principles. Two of them matter here:
1. Friends
Kids stay in sport because of who they are with, not just what they’re doing.
Removing a 14-year-old from his peer group—while promoting all of his friends—doesn’t just affect training.
It affects identity.
It says:
“Your place in this group is conditional—and you didn’t meet the condition.”
That’s not development. That’s social isolation.

2. Belonging
Every child must feel:
· Accepted 
· Valued 
· Included 
Putting a 14-year-old boy into a group of younger swimmers is not a neutral decision.
It’s a public demotion.
And at 14, that hits hard.
Because at that age, swimmers aren’t just asking:
“Am I fast enough?”
They’re asking:
“Do I belong?”

Let’s Be Honest About Performance
This swimmer is:
· ~29 high (50 Free) 
· 1:08 (100 Free) 
· 2:30+ (200 Free) 
Is he elite? No.
Is he hopeless? Not even close.
He’s exactly what a 14-year-old developing swimmer looks like:
· Inconsistent 
· Still learning pacing 
· Still figuring out effort vs execution 
· Still growing physically and mentally 
This is the stage where coaching matters most.
Instead, what did he get?
Separation.

What This Does to a 14-Year-Old
Let’s stop pretending this is just a “grouping decision.”
This is what it actually creates:
🔻 Loss of Identity
His friends move up. He doesn’t.
He goes from “one of the group” → “the one who didn’t make it.”
🔻 Daily Reminder of Failure
Every practice reinforces it:
· Different lane 
· Different group 
· Younger swimmers 
There is no escaping the message.

🔻 Social Disconnection
Teenage boys don’t talk about this stuff.
They internalize it.
They show up… or they quietly start checking out.

🔻 Increased Dropout Risk
This is exactly how swimmers disappear from the sport:
Not in one dramatic moment—
but in a slow erosion of confidence and belonging.

Let’s Call This What It Is
Clubs often say:
“We help every swimmer reach their potential.”
But actions matter more than slogans.
When a club:
· Removes a swimmer from his peer group 
· Offers no visible support structure 
· Creates a daily environment of comparison and separation 
They are not developing that swimmer.
They are managing him out of the system.

“Borders on Child Abuse”?
That’s a strong phrase.
But here’s the question parents should ask:
If you deliberately place a 14-year-old in a situation that damages their sense of belonging, identity, and confidence—knowing exactly how adolescent development works—what would you call it?
This isn’t physical harm.
It’s something more subtle—and in many cases, more lasting:
Psychological erosion.

What Should Have Happened?
A real development model would look like this:
· Keep him connected to his peer group whenever possible 
· Build targeted support within that group 
· Use skill-based progressions (turns, underwater, pacing) 
· Provide visual feedback so he can see and fix problems 
· Create success moments, not daily reminders of failure 
In other words:
Coach him. Don’t sort him.

The Bigger Problem
This isn’t one swimmer.
This is a system issue.
Too many clubs:
· Sort early 
· Separate quickly 
· Label permanently 
And then wonder why:
· Confidence drops 
· Performance stalls 
· Kids quit 

A Message to Parents
If your child is in a situation like this, ask yourself:
· Do they still feel like they belong? 
· Are they improving—or just being compared? 
· Are they being coached—or managed? 
If the answer isn’t clear…
You already know the truth.

There Is Another Way
Your swimmer does not need to accept this as normal.
There are environments where:
· Every swimmer gets feedback 
· Every swimmer trains with purpose 
· Every swimmer is treated as developing, not sorted 
Where tools like:
· Video feedback (every session) 
· Race-pace training 
· Pace lights for real-time learning 
turn confusion into clarity—and frustration into progress.

Final Thought
At 14, a swimmer doesn’t need to be told where they rank.
They need to be shown how to improve.
And most importantly—
They need to feel like they still belong while they’re figuring it out.

If your club isn’t providing that…
It’s not a development program.

