Why the Best Freestyle Often Looks “Too Easy”
For many parents watching a swim meet, the fastest swimmer in the pool is supposed to look like the fastest swimmer in the pool.
Arms spinning wildly. Water exploding everywhere. Sprinting from the first stroke.
But in the 100, 200, and especially the 400 freestyle, the truth is often exactly the opposite.
The very best swimming frequently looks controlled, smooth, and almost “easy.”
And that confuses a lot of people.
The reality is this:
Without a stopwatch, many people cannot accurately tell what great swimming actually looks like.
In fact, except for the 50 Free — and sometimes the 100 Free — if a swimmer looks incredibly fast early in the race, there is a very good chance they are swimming inefficiently.

The Secret: Distance Per Stroke
One of the most important concepts in freestyle racing is distance per stroke.
Every stroke should move the swimmer as far forward as possible.
In my private mentoring sessions, I often use a very simple example:
Imagine a car tire with a circumference of 6 feet.
Every time the tire rotates once, the car moves ahead 6 feet.
The only way for the car to go faster is to increase the rotation speed of the tire.
But the distance traveled per revolution never changes.
Swimming works very much the same way.
· The swimmer’s “stroke count” is like the tire circumference. 
· Each stroke should move the swimmer a meaningful distance forward. 
· Great swimmers protect that distance carefully. 
If a swimmer shortens their stroke and starts “spinning,” they may temporarily look fast…
…but they are often becoming less efficient.
And inefficient swimming becomes brutally expensive in the second half of races.

Why Stroke Count Matters
In our sessions, we often work at a fairly low, efficient stroke count.
Then we test the swimmer using:
4 × 25 Freestyle
The goal is simple:
· Descend the time on each 25 
· While maintaining the SAME stroke count 
That is extremely difficult.
The swimmer learns how to:
· Apply more power 
· Increase rhythm 
· Hold water better 
· Maintain efficiency under speed 
Eventually, the swimmer reaches a point where the stroke count must increase.
That is normal.
But now the swimmer has discovered something critically important:
Their “Speed Limit”
The swimmer begins to understand:
· How fast they can go while remaining efficient 
· Where efficiency starts to break down 
· What race pace truly feels like 
Hopefully, that “speed limit” becomes:
· Faster than their average 100 pace 
· Much faster than their average 200 pace 
This is real race education.

The Biggest Mistake in Swimming
Young swimmers are constantly tempted to “set a world record” on the first 50 of a race.
The problem?
Swimming does not reward emotional racing.
It rewards precision.
The best swimmers understand something many developing swimmers do not:
The goal is not to look fast early.
The goal is to still be moving powerfully when everyone else is falling apart.
That requires confidence.
Confidence to trust the training.
Confidence to hold the stroke together.
Confidence to swim the race they practiced.

“Make It Look Easy”
One of the things I constantly tell swimmers I mentor is this:
“Make it look easy while you are going fast.”
That is what great swimmers do.
Parents sitting in the stands may think:
“That looked smooth.”
Other swimmers may think:
“They weren’t even trying.”
But the swimmer knows the truth.
Inside, the race may have felt like it almost killed them.
That is elite swimming.
Not panic.
Not survival.
Not thrashing.
Precision.
Efficiency.
Control under pressure.

Why This Matters for Parents
Parents should understand something very important:
A swimmer who learns to swim efficiently at speed gains an enormous long-term advantage.
They are learning:
· How to control races 
· How to manage energy 
· How to maintain technique under fatigue 
· How to develop true race skills 
· How to swim fast instead of just swimming hard 
These are completely different things.

Final Thought for Swimmers
If you want to become a great 100, 200, or 400 freestyle swimmer:
Do not chase “looking fast.”
Chase:
· Efficiency 
· Distance per stroke 
· Technical excellence 
· Precision pacing 
· Confidence under pressure 
And remember:
The swimmer who looks smooth at 175 meters is usually the swimmer everyone else is trying to catch.
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