Plateaus in swimming are extremely common, especially in teenage swimmers. They are rarely caused by a single factor. Most plateaus occur when one of the key performance systems stops improving while the others continue, creating a bottleneck.
In competitive swimming there are five primary systems that determine race speed:
1. Race Pace Awareness
2. Turns and Underwater Speed
3. Stroke Efficiency (DPS + Stroke Rate)
4. Neuromuscular Speed
5. Training Environment / Feedback
A plateau usually means one of these systems has stopped adapting.
Below are the most effective ways swimmers break through plateaus.

1. Restore Race-Pace Awareness
One of the most common causes of plateaus is that swimmers train near race pace but not exactly at race pace.
Humans are extremely sensitive to speed differences. If a swimmer trains at 90–95% pace, the nervous system adapts to the wrong speed.
For example:
	Event
	True Race Pace (per 25)
	Typical Training Pace

	200 Free (2:00)
	15.0
	16.0–17.0


Training slightly slow teaches the body to swim slightly slow.
Solution
Train at exact race pace repeatedly with feedback.
Examples:
40 × 25 on :30
· Hold exact race pace
· Hold stroke count
· Fail either → mandatory 1:00 rest
This is a learning set, not a survival set.
A pace-light training model is essentially the gold standard for this, because swimmers cannot lie to themselves about pace when the light is moving down the pool.

2. Fix Turn Urgency (The Hidden Time Leak)
Many swimmers plateau simply because their turns are slow.
A swimmer can lose 0.3–0.6 seconds per turn without realizing it.
In a 200:
	Skill
	Time

	1 start
	—

	7 turns
	2–4 seconds total impact


Most swimmers train the swimming but not the turns as a speed skill.
Solution
Train turns as a measurable performance skill.
Example drill:
Dive 25 + 3 Walls (43 m)
Benchmark example:
	Skill
	Target

	10 m off wall
	5 seconds

	43 m total
	21.5 seconds


This forces adaptation to:
· Hold speed into wall
· Fast wall contact
· 10 m underwater at ≥2 m/s
When swimmers learn this skill, they often drop multiple seconds instantly.

3. Improve Underwater Speed
Underwater speed is the lowest drag position in swimming.
Yet most swimmers develop it very little.
Elite swimmers often travel:
	Distance
	Speed

	10–15 m
	~2.0–2.3 m/s


Many age-group swimmers are closer to 1.4–1.6 m/s.
Solution
Train underwater speed directly.
Examples:
Use Vertical Dolphin Kick – Arms in Streamlined Position
Swimmers must adjust their kick speed to keep their heads above the surface. Several rounds of 10 seconds each, then go back to timing wall to 10M using the new more powerful kick.

4. Maintain Stroke Count While Increasing Stroke Rate
Speed comes from:
Speed = Stroke Length × Stroke Rate
Many swimmers plateau because:
· Stroke rate increases
· Stroke length collapses
Example:
	Swimmer
	Stroke Count
	Rate
	Result

	Efficient
	15
	higher
	faster

	Plateau swimmer
	19
	higher
	same speed


Solution
Train rate increases while preserving stroke length.
Example:
Descending stroke-rate set
8 × 25
	Rep
	Stroke Rate
	Stroke Count

	1
	easy
	baseline

	4
	moderate
	same count

	8
	race rate
	same count


The nervous system learns speed without efficiency loss.

5. Introduce Neuromuscular Speed Training
Many swimmers plateau because training becomes too aerobic and predictable.
The nervous system adapts quickly to repeated patterns.
Solution
Include true speed exposure.
Examples:
· Dive 25 all-out
· Tether Assisted swimming
· Tether Resisted swimming
· Broken swims @ race pace
Example:
Broken 100
4 × 25 with 3 breaths rest
Target:
2–3 seconds faster than best 100
This teaches the nervous system a new speed ceiling.

6. Increase Feedback Frequency
One of the biggest plateau causes is lack of feedback.
Many swimmers do not know:
· their pace
· their stroke count
· their underwater distance
· their turn speed
Without feedback, swimmers repeat the same mistakes thousands of times.
Solution
Provide continuous feedback.
Best tools:
· Pace lights
· Video feedback
· Stroke counts (SC is 100% the responsibility of the swimmer!)
· Turn timing
· Underwater distance markers long-term use of continuous video feedback systems and pace lights is exactly why your swimmers historically improved faster. The swimmer can see the mistake immediately, which dramatically accelerates learning.



7. Change the Training Problem
Sometimes swimmers plateau because training no longer challenges them cognitively.
Swimming becomes mechanical.
Learning stops.
Solution
Introduce skill problems, not just harder sets.
Examples:
· Hold race pace + stroke count
· Hit exact breakout distance
· Turn hands to feet within 0.9 seconds
· 10 m underwater speed tests Goal – faster than 2M/sec
The brain re-engages.
When learning resumes, improvement resumes.

The Real Cause of Most Plateaus
Most swimmers plateau not because of fitness but because they are no longer learning new speed skills.
Once the nervous system masters a movement pattern, repeating it does not make it faster.
Improvement resumes when swimmers learn:
· faster turns
· faster underwater speed
· exact race pacing
· efficient high stroke rate


The Plateau Breakthrough Model
When swimmers break through plateaus it usually happens in this order:
1. Race pace control
2. Turn urgency
3. Underwater speed
4. Stroke rate + DPS balance
5. Neuromuscular speed exposure
Once these improve simultaneously, swimmers often drop large chunks of time very quickly.
This is why swimmers sometimes go years without improvement and then suddenly drop 3–5 seconds in a 200.
The system finally synchronized.

