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Introduction: My name is Steve Morsilli; I am 
one of the board members with the American 
Swimming Coaches Association.  I would like 
to tell you, I am looking forward to this talk.  I 
have heard a lot about Nitro Swimming lately, 
lately being the last couple of years.  There 
was a great little condensed... I think it was 

| issue 22014 edition

ASCA Newsletter
AmericAn Swimming coAcheS ASSociAtion



2    ASCA NEWSLETTER  |  2014 EDITION 2

AsCA Newsletter
Published for the American Swimming Coaches Association by the 
American Swimming Coaches Council for Sport Development.

Board of Directors
PRESIDENT:  Gregg Troy

VICE-PRESIDENTS:  Jim Tierney, Steve Morsilli

MEMbERS:   Jack Bauerle, Don Heidary, Ira Klein, Matthew 
Kredich, David Marsh, Tim Murphy, Eddie Reese, 
Richard Shoulberg, Bill Wadley, Chuck Warner

ExECuTIVE COMMITTEE:  Jennifer Gibson, Tim Welsh

ASCA Staff
ExEcutivE DirEctor anD EDitor  John Leonard

clinics anD Job sErvicEs  Guy Edson 

aDministrations  Atunya Walker

FinancE  Kim Cavo

bookkEEping\salEs  Lenora Hayes

mEmbErship sErvicEs  Melanie Wigren

cErtiFication  Kim Witherington

tEchnical sErvicEs anD Wsca  Matt Hooper

WEb &  MEDIA DIRECTOR  Mary Malka

PubLIShINg  Tiffani Clancy

sWimamEricatm anD altst  Julie Nitti 

gEnEral counsEl  Richard J. Foster

A Publication of the American Swimming Coaches Council for Sport 
Development, American Swimming Magazine (ISSN: 0747-6000) is 
published by the American Swimming Coaches Association. Membership/
subscription price is $70.00 per year (US). International $100.00. 
Disseminating swimming knowledge to swimming coaches since 1958. 
Postmaster: Send address changes to:

American Swimming Coaches Association 
5101 NW 21st Avenue, Suite 530 
Fort Lauderdale, FL 33309 
(954) 563-4930   I   Toll Free:  1 (800) 356-2722   I   Fax:  (954) 563-9813 
swimmingcoach.org   I   asca@swimmingcoach.org

©2014 American Swimming Coaches Association.

The Newsletter for 
Professional swimming Coaches 

Official ASCA Sponsors

SwimAmericaTM Sponsors



ASCA NEWSLETTER  |  2014 EDITION 2    3

ASCA Partners Up with
Bratter/Krieger LLP
ASCA is pleased to announce their 
partnership with the Immigration Law Firm of 
Bratter Krieger LLP, a full service Professional 
Immigration Firm, with a concentration in 
representing professional athletes.  Bratter 
Krieger LLP, has worked with athletes in all 
disciplines, from martial arts and track and 
field to tennis and soccer.  Of great interest 
to ASCA is Bratter Krieger’s work with the 
swimming community; both swimmers 
and coaches alike.  As Immigration Law is 
federal law, and thus, practiced the same 
in all States, Bratter Krieger LLP represents 
individuals, teams, professional clubs and 
coaches throughout the United States.  
Having worked with swimmers at all levels 
of competition; from Division 1 and 2, to 
the World Championships and the Olympic 

Games, Bratter Krieger LLP counts World 
Record Holders, Olympic Medalists and 
National Champions among their clients.

“No two cases are the same, we analyze 
every athlete from the perspective of their own 
national acclaim, as defined by the Statute, 
and as a result have obtained residency for 
countless swimmers,”  said Partner Joshua 
Bratter.   There is frequently a misconception 
as to what the qualifying criteria are, and 
how they apply to you in terms of obtaining 
lawful immigration status. Bratter Krieger 
LLP will work with all prospective inquiries 
to develop a strategy that clearly sets forth 
the requirements, the time frame and provide 
an honest assessment of the case.  As a 
boutique firm, Bratter Krieger LLP can offer a 

type of service that is unparalleled.  It is not 
uncommon for their attorneys to travel out-of-
state to meet with clients, discuss issues that 
coaches are experiencing with their athletes or 
simply to provide seminars to foreign athletes 
on post education immigration strategies.

We look forward to an enduring relationship 
with Bratter Krieger LLP.

John Leonard 
Excutive Director 
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5 questions, on the USA Swimming website; 
I found some of those answers fascinating.  
Looking in your book, some of that information 
is there, but Nitro, when they first started in 
June of 2007 and they now have two facilities 
and the impressive part I think is you built 
them all, you own them all, and you operate 
them.  (Well, the banks own them.)

So as well as the business-side, the kids at 
Nitro are swimming fast.  So I am looking for 
to this, from Nitro, Coach Mike Koleber.

Koleber: Thanks. Hey folks, I tend to be a 
mover, I run around quite a bit and it’s hard for 
me to stay in one spot. First of all it’s an honor, 
a privilege to be here. When John Leonard 
contacted me, probably about two or three 
months ago, and asked if I would speak at 
the ASCA conference, I am thinking, ‘Great. 
Talk about swimming lessons, talk about how 
to build pool’, whatever. And he said, Senior 
track. And then I went “Ooh, I don’t know; 
these folks know a lot more than I do about 
swimming. Are you sure?”  He said, Yeah, we 
want you in here and talk about what you do.

So today, I am going to talk... really give you a 
snapshot of Nitro Swimming. I am sure we do 
a lot of the things that you do; there might be 
a few things that we don’t do the way that you 
do them. And hopefully you walk out of here 
with one or two little nuggets of information. 
You say, you know, what, that’s a great idea; 
I think I can apply that. That’s my goal today. 
It will be a kind of a smorgasbord, a little bit 
of a buffet; talking a lot about some different 
things. I do jump around quite a bit, but hope 
you enjoy this.

And before I go any further, my wife Tracy 
is in front row—she’s going to get a little 
embarrassed. She does all the non-fun items 
of running a business. Like we have at Nitro, 
I get to see the smiles and the happiness and 
the parents saying how great we are and oh 
my gosh! this is so good; and she gets to deal 
with the credit cards that are expired and the 

non-payment issues, and all the things that 
we have to go through on the dry-side of the 
business. And so she puts-up with a lot; and 
that’s my wife Tracy, she is my partner. 

I used this slide in a couple of the other 
presentations. I know USA Swimming had 
a… we did an online clinical a while back, and 
really this slide can work for anything. I want 
to let you know that everyone has different 
ways of doing things. If I put a dollar bill on the 
other side of a brick wall, and said, “Hey, go 
get the dollar bill.”  Well you can go around it, 
around, over, under, go around the world the 
other way. The goal is to get the dollar bill at 
the end of the wall or whatever it is you are 
trying to get; we have a few ways that work, 
and we have also found that we do some 
things that were mistakes and so we hurriedly 
changed course. There are several paths and 

this is only one way. 

A quick timeline. In 2001, I did coach for 
a board-run team. Two ladies created 
Great Hills Swim Team; I came in a little bit 
afterwards and I kind of took the team. At that 
point about 70 kids, outdoor, leased pool, six 
lanes, green water, no wall targets, 3.5 feet 
at one end—although 3.5 really was 3 feet, if 
you really measured where the water actually 
was. My very first day of coaching—or very 
first two days of coaching—I jumped-in to 
show the kids how to do a breaststroke turn, 
and didn’t realize it was really 3 feet or less, 
and I pulled my knees up and I felt scrapes 
on all 10 toes. And I climbed out and now I’m 
bleeding: all 10 toes are full of blood. And I 
am in front of the kids and I am embarrassed, 
I got towels, I am doing this, I am talking to the 
kids. So it was kind of a fun experience on the 

Continued From the Cover:
Developing a Complete Program
Presented at the 2013 aSCa World Clinic 
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very first day there. 

When the Board approached me and 
said: we are interested in you becoming 
the head coach of the program, are you 
interested? The timing happened to be 
right for me. And the very first words 
before I said yes, were, “Well just so you 
know, we are planning on building an 
indoor swim center.” So today you are 
going to get a little taste of Build-A-Pool 
Conference. If you are interested in that 
thing, I hope you are; if not, still kind of ride 
along with me here. 

I did say to that Board, “We are planning on 
building indoor swim center.” And the board 
was, alright, that is awesome, that is superb, 
way to go, we are really proud of you, it is 
going to be great. Everyone says they want 
to build an indoor swim center; there are a lot 
coaches and they all want to build one. And I 
do not know if they really counted on the fact 
that we were pretty serious about it and that 
we are going to actually make it happen. 

And so about two years later, in a board 
meeting, I walked in. And it was me on one 
side, one chair setup; and everybody else on 
the other of the board table. And I went this 
is kind of odd. So I sat down, and they said, 
“Hey, how is that swim center thing of yours 
coming along; how is that swim idea?” And 
I said, well here is the architect’s rendering, 
here is a partial list of investors, here are our 
results of the environmental phase 1 survey. 
And I heard silence; it was very awkward, 
very uncomfortable. And the next line was 
from one of our board members, said “How 
many of our kids you are going to take?” 

And as you get older, you tend to listen a 
little better—hopefully—you tend to put a 
filter on, and you don’t just say what you 
want to say right away—which you did when 
you were probably 30 years old when you 
knew everything in the world. At about 40 
years old, wisdom starts kicking in and you 
start thinking, okay what should I say here 
and what is going to sound okay if it comes 
out? So my response was, “I am not going to 
take anybody. The market will determine. If 
people come, they come; if they don’t come, 
they don’t come. I don’t know.”  

The next line was; it sure is a long way 
away. And I said, “Well if 13.6 miles, 
driveway to driveway, proves to be too far 
to go to an indoor 50-meter where they 
can have their team name and their team 
flag and actually have an identity and they 

have themselves a home pool; if that is too 
far in February, when it is 40° and drizzling 
and raining and cold, then it is going to be 
too far for them. We’ll just let it play out.”  

So, I left the board meeting and called Tracy, 
and I said “We aren’t going to have anybody 
on our side on this. It’s going to be us or it 
is going to be nobody.” So we began to 
formulate the plan: let’s secure some water 
on our own, let’s go on our own way. So on 
August 13, 2006, Nitro was introduced. You 
can look up the webinar from a few months 
back, and I talked about the big party we had, 
and it was kind cool—with AC/DC playing 
music (I mean they weren’t actually there, but 
you get the idea). 

In June 2007, we opened up our first location. 
It was 25 yard by 50 meter, 23 lanes of short 
course space, small lessons pool next to it. 
Very primitive: it is a metal building with rusty 
garage doors and two holes filled with water. 
And that is how I explained it to people, and so 
when they walk in, at least they are pleasantly 
surprised. It is not like a dungeon, because 
there is a lot of energy in the place. So we are 
very, very proud of it; I love the place. 

And that is what it looks like on the inside. 
Our backstroke flags have been updated 
though, so there a little bit different now. But 
that is a typical day of short course, set-up 
with all of our lanes. Those windows in the 
far distance, that is our viewing area for the 
parents to actually watch lessons right in front 
of them. Ingenious now, looking back on it. 
Those parents who are watching their kids 
in lessons also get to watch the swim teams, 
every single day and night. 

You know it wasn’t really by design, that 
actually was fitness area to begin with; and so 
it turned-out not to work out in that way. But 
here is where the parent sits, so they can see 
their lesson and they can see swim teams, so 
they are getting an early taste of what is like 
to be on a swim team. So very proud of that.

Four years later, 2011, I guess sleepless 
nights and hundreds of emails and angry 
families and crying kids and everything else, 
wasn’t enough for us: let’s do it again. And 
so we built a second facility about 30 miles 
away, about a 45-minute drive, in a little city 
called Bee Cave, Texas. It is on the west side 
of Austin, southwest side, near Lakeway/
Westlake area. And another 50-meter, 25-
yard indoor, and kind of crazy right? But 
here’s how it makes it work. 

All roads begin when you are building a 
program: with lessons. And if you are not 

doing swimming lessons, I implore you to at 
least look into it. And if swimming lessons 
aren’t your deal and you are a Senior 
coach—all you work with are National kids 
and above—find someone good and have 
them help you to create a lessons program. 
The numbers I am going to tell might boggle 
your mind. I remember reading an article 
a few years ago.... (There is a lesson pool 
right there, on a typical afternoon; there’s 
the parents—this is the Cedar Park facility.)

Does anybody here actually, when they see 
a picture of lessons, kind of go uooh, and 
just kind of cringe and they just don’t want to 
be part of it? (Be honest, it’s okay. Hey, two 
honest people, good.) Is there anybody here 
that says, Wow, that’s really cool. I’d love to 
take a break once in a while from the 16-year-
old who is taking so much of your energy, and 
just pour into one half an hour and see light-
years improvement in 30 minutes of your time? 
Anybody like that? That is teaching lessons. 
And, if you are one of those folks that want 
to make a difference, and you are in coaching 
because you want to make a difference every 
day, you can make a difference every 30 
minutes teaching lessons. And I tell you what, 
teaching adults how to swim is even more 
gratifying for me personally. 

You know Monsters Inc., the movie where they 
get their energies from the kids screaming, 
right? And at end of the movie, they get so 
much energy when the kids are laughing and 
smiling? That’s us. And regardless of how 
tired you are, and how many hours it has 
been straight, and you get that little 4-year-
old that just goes ear-to-ear smile, and the 
parents are caring them out and going “Oh, 
my...”; you are their hero. And I don’t care how 
tired you are, it gives you goose bumps and 
you are going to drive home saying man, what 
a day, it was a great day. So that is lessons. 

Monthly tuition: $74. The DACA story. 
Anybody here from De Anza? Because 
I want to kind of credit you with a little bit 
of the mindset you gave me. A few years 
back., the De Anza Cupertino Aquatics, Pete 
Raykovich’s program, I read an article that 
said that they were doing a lot of lessons. 
And the numbers that I think I read back then 
were may be 1,500, 1,800, whatever it was, 
that they were teaching lessons. And I went 
you’ve got to be kidding me. This is how many 
people a week come to their facilities? 

It is September. We have got 2,300 kids 
taking lessons right now at the one location 
[Cedar Park], and I want to say about 1,200-
1,300 at our Bee Cave location. So let’s just 
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take Cedar Park for instance, for example. 
Our Cedar Park facility, 2,300 kids right now 
taking lessons; do the math, times that $74 
a month. I won’t say anything else, you can 
do a little calculating and say holy mackerel. 
That is how you pay your bills; that is how 
your keep your pool open. 

I know that Mick and Sue Nelson have a 
presentation in the track—whether it’s today 
or tomorrow—about how to keep your pool. Is 
anybody here under threat of possibly losing 
their pool? One or two, alright. Anybody here 
wonder gosh, next month might be kind of 
tight, how we are going to pay those bills. 
Anybody? (You guys are all sitting that 
good; that’s cool.) But the number of kids 
enrolled, it’s absolutely mind boggling; it is 
crazy what we are doing.

New swimmer evaluations. Once they go 
through our lessons program, we evaluate 
them every Saturday. One location has it 
11:30 in the morning, the other location has 
it 12:30 in the afternoon—Cedar Park is 
12:30, Bee Cave is 11:30. Every Saturday, 
no appointment necessary, they just show up 
and we will evaluate them. The last four, five, 
six, seven, Saturdays in a row, Bee Cave has 
averaged 28 new kids every single Saturday, 
Cedar Park has averaged 48 kids. 

Yes?

[audience member]: You said that’s coming 
out of your lessons? Or is that just coming-in 
off the street?

[Koleber]: It is a combination of wherever they 
come from. 

If they graduate our lesson’s program out of 
Nitro 2... we have two lessons curriculum: 
one is basic and once is more advanced. Our 
more-advanced curriculum, they graduate, 
they know all four strokes. We are not starting 
our swim team kids, we are not going to take 
them on our team, unless they can properly 
execute all four strokes. We do not want 
our beginning swim coach groups to have 
to teach butterfly or breaststroke, when we 
can do it right near the pool right next door. 
It slows down the kids who already know the 
four strokes; and you are going to get them 
out of there, because they are going to get 
bored, if they are having to slow down too 
much. Little kids like to run, they like to move.

So that is every Saturday, and it’s crazy. And of 
those every Saturdays, I know the Bee Cave 
one for sure... Cedar Park has a lot of waitlist 
now, but at Bee Cave, our execution from 

evaluating to actually signing-up to be on the 
swim team (How high was it, last couple of 
weeks? Karen said 97%, I think) we are over 
90%. I guess you’d call it a conversion rate, 
from an evaluation, within the next week we 
see them signed-up on the team. They went 
through the registration process through, and 
they are on our team. So I would like to at 
this as a business; however, I am not going 
to forget about what it is really about, which I 
will get to at the end.

(Sorry about the darkness of the picture—
taken off of phones this past weekend.)  
That is an evaluation day at Bee Cave; 
typical Saturday. That is our evaluation. 
We’ve got a coach right here at the end—
that is actually Nicky Brand/Nicky Collins, 
she is from Penn State—anybody know 
Nicky? No, okay. Second lane, a goofy guy 
in the red outfit. That is Adrian Damasco in 
the white t-shirt next to them. And we are 
doing 2, 3, 4 kids at a time. 

We make it fun. We have them on the side of 
the pool and we are saying ok, ready, when 
I say go, hop in, hop back out; get your hair 
wet and come back out. Ready, set… don’t 
go yet! You know, the kids are smiling, the 
parents are smiling; we are making them 
laugh. If a kid needs help putting his swim 
cap on, we do the swim cap trick—you know, 
we drop the cap on their head. And they 
just think it’s so much fun. Our evaluations, 
maybe ten minutes. Show me your freestyle, 
don’t care how fast you go, go slow as you 
want. Anyone doggy paddles, I’ll jump on 
your head. Oh, they laugh; they think it’s the 
fun-est thing around. 

I enjoy entertaining these kids at this age, 
because you are showing them what it could 
be. And I heard the Coach Marsh earlier this 
morning at his talk, mentioning how his, was 
his son first and then his daughter or vice 
versa, how they went in and got washed right 
out at the beginning. Okay, warm-up 800 of 
this, 400 of this, 400 of this, whatever; and his 
other child we’re going to go 8x200. You don’t 
even know your audience; you’ve got to know 
the audience. This audience right here, all you 
are doing is seeing if they can swim.

Then during an evaluation, in our minds, we 
are going: okay I want to have a couple of 
options for these families. I want to have... 
in case they say to me we want our child to 
be on the fast track, I want to know: can I put 
them in one of our groups that can do that? 
The other side of it is, if they say... the one 
question I ask.... That’s the parents again: 

they are holding those little sheets paper. 
They all walk in, checking-out our program, 
get information, here is how you do the 
evaluation, here is how you register. 

So the very last part right there says: what do 
most parents want? The questions we ask 
after an evaluation, hey you know I saw little 
Jasmine she looked pretty good over there, 
she has all four strokes. Listen, before I tell 
what I think, how many times a week do you 
see yourself wanting to be here? That is the 
one main question. Because when I was 
growing up and swimming in the ‘70s, there 
was only one option usually. There is your 
swim team, here is your group, you are 
coming. Yeah but, but, but.... It doesn’t 
matter. I have baseball at this.... whatever 
it’s you are doing, it does not matter, 
your group is your group. Here we have 
created a schedule to give some options 
for families to give them what they want. 

So if they do not want to going 6x200 and 
the 400-800-whatever, we’ve got some 
options that are once a week, we have got 
some options that are twice a week. And 
generally a swim coach wants that group 
that’s going to be committed; I want those 
kids who are here 6-7 days a week—that is 
what we want, we are competitive people. 
However, there are coaches out there 
that really enjoy the theatre, the once-a-
week plan; where you have got those kids, 
who are sitting in their school and they 
are thinking—they are sitting down at the 
desk and they are in third grade and they 
are going—Today’s... it’s Friday. Today is 
Friday, it’s my swim day!  They are excited. 

Walk-in to any third grade class, I don’t care 
what school, if you have a shortage of people 
on your team and you need more kids in your 
team, think of the third graders out there: how 
many of you like to swim? Every hand is going 
to go up. Now next question: how many of 
you want to swim the six days a week for the 
next 15 years of your life including Christmas 
and Spring Break and all summers, so we 
can yell at you every single day? You will 
hear crickets chirping. So that is our point. 
Introduce them to the sport, bring them in, in 
a very non-threatening atmosphere. 

Bob Gillett came up and saw us a couple 
years ago and he said our Intro to Nitro 
program group saved his team. Bob, how 
can you say... what do you mean? Because 
I brought your idea back to what we are 
doing out in Arizona, I believe, and he says it 
turned their finances right back up where they 
needed to be by doing what you are doing. 

Developing a Complete Program  (Continued)
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Now here is what I am talking about. Team 
numbers right now for this new short-
course season, our Cedar Park location is 
pushing about 930 kids, out of one location. 
Crazy—I wouldn’t recommend that for 
anybody’s health, okay. Bee Cave location 
is 650 right now, coming out of the gate. So 
we have got 1,500 kids out of two locations. 
Oh my gosh, how do you do that?

Well, if you look at our schedule, if you look at 
our practice schedule, you are going to see 
probably twenty different options of what we 
call Technique and Fitness: once a week, 
twice a week, once a week, twice a week, 
once a week, twice a week; 3:30, 4:30, 
7:15—whatever those times are. And the 
parents get to choose what works best for 
their kiddo that they want for once or twice 
a week swimming. Because they have 
siblings that do other things; they have got 
other family members that.… Honestly, 
we’ve got two kids; I couldn’t imagine being 
anywhere with one of those kids more than 
probably twice a week, doing anything. 
It’s hard enough to get them to school. So 
you’ve got to look at what parents really 
want and what the market is going to want. 

So now here is the big thing: our National 
group pays $220 a month. (Is that about 
normal for what is happening around the 
country? I think about normal.)  Have you 
ever figured out what those national kids 
are paying per hour? Not counting dryland, 
not counting college meetings, not counting 
the goal meetings, not counting meeting at 
Starbucks or whatever it is that you guys do 
with your senior kids; not counting anything 
of that, ours is $2.85 an hour for a National-
group kiddo. And they are important, 
believe me; they are waving the banner, 
they are helping us to do the medal club—
the bronze, the silver, the gold—they score 
the points, all that kind of cool stuff. Love it.

Technique and Fitness, once a week, is $62 
a month, for one once a week, one hour. (And 
we just raised that from $59—first time we 
raised tuitions in years, this past September.)  
So $62 a month for once a week for an hour. 
Now some are going to say, wow, that’s a 
lot of money. Go price Gymnastics in your 
neighborhood, go price Soccer, go price 
whatever it is they are just doing afterschool; 
and you’ll be in that ballpark. So why is it 
that swim coaches/swim programs feel well, 
I cannot charge that much; I’ve got to go a 
little lower than that. Why? It’s your time. You 
cannot pay a babysitter that kind of money, let 
alone provide a pool and professional coach. 
So $14.41 an hour is what our Technique and 

Fitness kids pay. 

Who is more important to our program? (It is 
a rhetorical question, they are both important, 
I know that.) But $2.85 to $14.41: you better 
believe I’m putting good coaches on those 
$14.41-per-hour kiddos. And if you are paying 
an assistant coach $15 an hour to coach, one 
kid pays for that coach for one hour—only one 
of those Technique and Fitness. You go three 
or four lanes of that, five or six kids a lane; and 
you could start doing some numbers in your 
head and say okay now I can get our USA 
membership up, we can bring some more 
money in and you won’t have to be badgering 
your parents to do mandatory fundraisers 
or volunteer hours—we don’t have either. 
There’s no mandatory fundraising, there’s no 
volunteer hours. If you want to help us time 
at a meet; great, awesome. But you’re not 
man... I have a hard time thinking “required 
volunteer”; anything that says mandatory 
and it says volunteer, then it’s not really a 
volunteer in my book. 

$12.24 an hour is what Intro to Nitro’s pay. 
Intro to Nitro: beginning level, just came out 
of swim lessons, they know all four strokes; 
6-year-olds, 7-year-olds, 8-year-olds. Twice 
a week, 45 minutes; you don’t need to put 
a 6-year-old in water five days a week. And 
when you dedicate a schedule of five days a 
week for a kid is going to come two or three 
days out of that week, you have just kind 
of shot yourself in a foot to be able to use 
those lanes for something else that might be 
producing some revenue for your program. 

Again, what I am saying here is that it is not 
going to work for everybody. But even if you 
are in a six-lane space, I would implore you to 
carve out two lanes, a couple of days a week, 
at 3:30 in the afternoon or something where 
your big kids aren’t coming in yet, and run a 
couple of once/twice a week groups. You are 
going to see what happens; your numbers for 
your club will just change drastically. 

Real quick: here is the Build-a-Pool-
Conference part of what I’ll talk about. Is 
there anybody here whose dream it would be: 
wow, if I only had my own pool? (Good, got 
some hands.) A number of years ago, I went 
to my first a Build-a-Pool Conference. And I 
highly recommend you seeing Mick and Sue 
Nelson’s [conference]; if you have a chance, 
jump on it and see it. I sat right in the front row, 
several years ago, and my eyes were this big, 
I was so excited, I was going to change the 
world, etc. And after the first day, I walked out 
and it felt like a freight train had just hit me, ran 
me over, because I didn’t know it was going to 

be as hard as what they were explaining it to 
be. And it is difficult. You will have sleepless 
nights, you will go round the clock, you will 
have pressures on you that you can’t believe. 

And we look at it back now, and I will say, 
it is 100% worth it. I got tired of having 
circumstances dictated to us—that’s what 
I got tired of. I got tired of: Oh, sorry, 
you can’t use the pool. Oh, I’m sorry, we 
are changing the lease agreement now; 
starting next year, your hours are going to 
go down. Anybody have that? 

And there are enough times that you get 
poked and poked and poked, finally you 
say, “The heck with this, I’m going to do it 
myself. And we’re going to do it better, and 
we’re going to do it the right way.” And if 
you are stubborn enough, you can see it 
through and get it done. 

Does anybody here own their own facility? 
One, two, awesome; very cool. Raise your 
hands again please: those are folks I think 
you probably want to be talking to, if you are 
interested in doing that, after the presentation. 

So I’m out there and a couple of years later, 
we have our facility and I was asked to speak 
at the Build-a-Pool Conference. And there 
were some folks that spoke before I got up 
there and had my chance. And one was Lori 
Klatt—does anyone know Lori Klatt, out in 
California? Very successful, learn-to-swim, 
fantastic, nice person, everything else. Her 
facility: spotless. She’s got mosaic tiles, 
she has got dolphin scenery—she’s got it 
all. And she talked about how she built her 
facility. And she said everyday she would 
be out there on that job site, and she said 
she told those contractors, “If I even see 
one drop of water, if there’s one speck of 
water, I am not paying.” So she made sure 
she had a perfect little facility. 

Well, my turn to get up there and I say, 
“If I had a nickname for my facility,” at the 
time, we had Cedar Park, “I would call 
it Puddles, because we have got water 
everywhere.” I mean there is water in the 
bleachers and we had drainage issues and 
everything else. But it worked for us; and I 
wasn’t a Lori and I didn’t know enough to 
be out there everyday, to know what to say 
to a contractor. We didn’t know, we just 
thought people would do what they say 
they are going to do—little did we know. 

Mike Curran; does anybody know Mike 
Curran out at Carolina? He was a manager of 
the big facility in Raleigh—Raleigh-Durham, 
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I forget what it was called, Research. 
Anybody knows what is called? Triangle 
Aquatics. He was general manager, and he 
showed pictures of their facility. Gorgeous. I 
am going to guess that it may have cost—if I 
am not mistaken, I don’t know—may be $13, 
$14, $15 million. It was up, way up there. 

And they had separate climate control zones 
for the parent seating area, kept them cool; 
the deck area, warmer for the swimmers. 
Lessons pool and therapy pool. Everybody 
is going ohh, aah, ooh and aah. And then he 
shows the balance sheet for the last year. And 
he says, “You see that six-hundred-and-
some thousand dollars in parenthesis?”  
And we are all nodding our heads. And 
he says, “Let me tell you something about 
balance sheets: parentheses aren’t good 
on a balance sheet.” They lost over six 
hundred grand that particular year.

Now it’s at my turn to get up there. I said, 
“Guys, I didn’t bring a balance sheet, but I tell 
you right now, there are no parentheses on 
our balance sheet.” There’s none. And he and 
I ended-up talking later, and I believe there 
are some changes now over at Triangle. And 
one of their issues was they were renting to 
teams, they were paying about $10 per hour 
per lane. $10 per hour per lane. Go back and 
what’s our Technique and Fitness kids paying 
per hour? $14, per kid, per hour. You’re going 
to have parenthesis on a balance sheet and 
you’re going to lose money, if you’re renting 
pool space for $10 per hour per lane when 
you could be making $14 per kid.

Also one last thing about 25 yard/50 meter. 
The theme of a lot of the Build-a-Pool 
Conferences are: you can use 25 yard, 25 
yard, 25 yard, eight lane, maybe 12; and later 
you can always add-on or build later. That is 
what the theme was. When it was my turn, 
I yelled out to a guy named John McIlhargy 
who was in the back, I said, “How much more 
does it cost to build a 50-meter versus a 25-
yard facility?” He says: Oh, 50% more. 

I asked the whole group in front of me: 
would you pay 50% more to possibly triple 
your capacity? Is that a good bet? Pay 
50%, get three times the space? Yes or no. 
And every head is pretty much doing this 
[nodding yes]. If you can live the fact that 
your pool will pretty much sit empty from 9 
a.m. until 3:15 or 3:30 p.m., if you can live 
with that; my bet is: go with the 50 meter. If 
we didn’t have 23 lanes, we couldn’t have a 
National group, we couldn’t have Technique 
and Fitness. We could, but they would be 

much, much, much smaller; and the amount 
of time you can put kids in there really gets 
reduced. So spread out 23 lanes from 3:30 
till 9 p.m., you can run a whole bunch of 
groups through there. It has been part of our 
secrets of success, is going to a 50-meter.

Mick Nelson’s last slide that he shows at 
every Build-a-Pool Conference is a hand, 
signing checks in a suit, and then below it 
are some medals dripping in water. And Mick 
Nelson says, “Don’t ever forget: if you can’t do 
this,” if you can’t pay your bills, “you’re never 
going to get those,” which is the medals. 

So I am not saying you have to do it this way—
this is just one way. I just want you to leave 
here thinking: you know what, there’s got to 
be some way to let us breathe a little easier 
financially to start doing more things. Maybe 
we can pay our coaches more, to get a better 
talent-base working with your kids. Maybe get 
new lane markers, maybe get starting blocks. 
Oh, it would be great if we could just afford 
those blankets this year. Well if you do those 
things like this, you can start affording those 
kinds of things for your program. New dryland 
equipment, some benches, some cords; 
whatever it is you are looking for, you don’t 
have to rely on booster clubs or fundraisers 
or whatever else to do it. You can do it within 
your program and run it that way.

There is a space advantage when you do 
have 50 meters, or a number of lanes going 
across; there is an advantage, it is natural. 
You have got a number of things happening 
across.... (By the way those are new 
backstroke flags at Cedar Park.) You can’t 
really... this little girl at the very, very bottom, 
that’s Intro to Nitro; we have got 3 or 4 lanes 
of that on a typical afternoon at 3:30. Next to 
that is the Bronze group, which is the next 
group up. Next to that is the Silver group. At 
5:15 National comes in, with Tim O’Brien, our 
national group coach. Tim and the National 
guys come in, they take the very deep end. 
They get about 5 or 6 lanes of 8-feet-wide 
lanes down there, and they are coming in.

But what are these little guys seeing? They 
see a progression, right in front of them. 
So they are not seeing, Oh, this is my time 
for 45 minutes, and all I am around are my 
45-minute group. And we leave, another 
group comes in that we never see. We 
have got a lot of staggered group; we try to 
stagger the schedule quite a bit, for families 
actually and for parking issues. Like a 
movie theater: how you never see a lobby 
really crowded because the movie starts at 

different times. We try to keep the practice 
a little bit staggered, as best we can.

But looking across there, there is a pretty 
good energy in a larger setting when you 
have younger kids able to see the bigger 
kids. Even walking-in with their swim bags; 
I mean, you’ve got these kids, all lean, 
looking good, and they’re walking. And you 
see the eyeballs of the little guys going oh 
my gosh. You know what they want to do? 
They want to be them. So how do you keep 
younger kids in your program? Let them be 
around your older kids, let them see each 
other. It works out pretty good for us.

We are overprotective; we are overprotective 
of not doing too much with the younger kids. 
We actually lose families as a result of that—
we do. And that’s something that we’ve just 
come to say it’s part of our philosophy, part 
of our values. I guess, if... Dave Marsh was 
talking about that earlier. Part of our value 
system is: we aren’t going to throw the 
whole kitchen sink at a 10-year-old.

The 200 Freestyle Relay, interesting story. 
We had a coach coaching with us, and he 
did some aggregate time search, I guess. 
And he found that we had four 10-year-
old boys, they were pretty quick. And he 
did some checking—he didn’t tell me or 
any other coach—but he figured-out wow, 
these guys are only 3.5 seconds off a 200 
Freestyle Relay national record. 

Okay, first of all, I thought: do they really 
keep national records for 10 & Under 
boys 200 Freestyle Relays? I didn’t even 
know. I have been coaching for years, I 
swam for years; who knew that we had 
national records for 10 & Under boys, 200 
Freestyle Relay? And, really, should we? 
So, that was my first reaction. 

He contacted all four of the families, and 
some of them were at the other pool, so 
no he’s got two at one pool and two at the 
other. Hey, this is Coach such and such—
by the way, he is no longer with us. Do you 
know we’ve got four boys that could set a 
national record, but two of them age-up to 
11 in December. So for September, October, 
November, we are going to hit every meet 
we can; we are going to deck-enter and 
create a 200 Freestyle Relay event. I’ll talk 
to meet host, we’ll give you guys a crack at 
this thing every single meet. No, you’re not.

So who is the bad guy now? I’ve got to send 
an email to those four families... you know 
what? Nah-uh: I don’t want it, not going to 
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prove it, you are not allowed to do this. There 
was a meet in December; they will get a shot 
once at a 200 Freestyle Relay in December 
up at COR—City Richardson. If it happens, it 
happens; if it doesn’t happen, so what. Right? 

Well two of the families: how dare you keep 
our kids away from succeeding. You don’t 
want our kids to be good—whatever it was. 
So I became the devil. And so, it got to the 
point that they left the program, two families 
out of four, along with that coach. And I don’t 
want the end-all, be-all of a 10-year-old swim 
career to be a 200 Freestyle Relay record 
when they are 10, because what’s there left? 
You know, 12-year-old, 13, 14. So our job is to 
get them to be 16 or 17 and still like the sport, 
still enjoy it, challenge them enough. 

I have to educate a lot of parents on the word 
burnout. “Well we got....”  You know the other 
way: we don’t want them swimming too much 
because they are going to burnout. The #1 
reason kids quit is when it’s no longer fun. 
Well it is no longer fun when you are getting 
beat by people who you used to beat—that 
is part of it. It is no longer fun when kids are 
around you in practice and they are sloughing-
off and you are working your rear-end off—
that’s not very much fun either. There’s a lot 
of different ways you can classify what is fun 
and no longer fun, for somebody. 

So for us, the constant message we send 
is... I love what Dave Marsh said today, about 
we’re not looking at a seasonal development, 
we’re looking at career development, look at 
the entire career. I tuned-in to that right there; 
that’s perfect, he summed-up what I wanted 
to say. Which is: it is about the career, 16-17 
and beyond. When they are done with us, I 
want them to hang up their suits and goggles 
and say: You know what, this was the best 
use of my time I could have; these are best 
lessons I could have learned in my life from 
Swimming. No, I didn’t accomplish what I 
needed to in the pool, from a swim standpoint, 
but boy, did I make some great friends and I 
love these coaches. I got hard work and I’m 
not going to quit. All those things that we 
like to teach—the delayed gratification, the 
perseverance—that’s what this is about. 

And if a family is going to leave because I 
won’t let them have a chance for 200 Freestyle 
Relays to set a national record, then leave. 
I don’t want you to be part of the program 
because you are going to be a problem down 
the road when you are 12 and 13 and things 
aren’t going quite your way. You will be bigger 
problem, so save me the headache now. So it 
is a lot of sticking to principle.

I am technically the Head Coach of Nitro. I 
don’t work with our older kids; Tim O’Brien 
is our National group coach. We have got 
some really good coaches helping him, 
supporting him, in the Senior level. In fact 
(today’s what, Friday, I flew here yesterday), 
Tuesday and Wednesday of this past week, 
I was in the water coaching four Intro to Nitro 
practices and two bronze practices. Actually 
in the water, helping the deck coaches. And 
people walk-in and they say Who is that? 
Well that is the owner and head coach of 
Nitro. Why is he with the 7-year-olds? 

Well first of all, they laugh at my jokes, so I 
like... it is good for my ego. [laughter]  Secondly, 
I handle them on an intellectual level—I am 
right there with them, I am at same level. And I 
don’t forget what is like to be 7-years-old, and 
what it’s like to be 6. And Dave Marsh said—I 
keep quoting Dave Marsh after his talk today. 
He asked the people in the car: what did you 
think of that first meet? He said it was a small 
pool, low ceiling. And the first thing that little 
kid said Wow, it was really big, it’s a big place. 

A swim pool could be one of the most 
intimidating places around, for a little kid to 
walk out there. And you know what is even 
harder? I think it is harder for the 13-year-old 
who hasn’t swam before. And you’re lucky-
enough to get a kid out of a summer league 
that shows up, and he has got the big board 
shorts on or something, he feels so out of 
place. I want you as coaches to at least feel 
that empathy towards that kid, and go you 
know what, I am going to make sure he feels 
better about this day that he has here with us. 

So what we do is we usually assign a big 
brother/sister, make a big deal out of it. 
Hey, come here, come here, this is Shawn, 
he is brand new today. Hey guys, who 
remembers your first day ever on this pool 
deck? And every hand goes up. Who felt 
really uncomfortable? Every hand goes up. 
Who wished they had someone taken care of 
that day? Every hand goes up. Okay, good. 
Who is going to take care of Sean today? And 
every hand is up, trying to take care of Sean. 

You know, that is not what you see in the 
books when you read; it is not what you.... 
Can you teach it? I don’t know. I think some 
coaches have a higher empathy towards 
another human being, to see what they are 
going through. To be able to see a quiver of a 
bottom lip and you know that someone is on 
the verge of tears; to know enough to send 
the group off on an interval, and you pull them 
out and you sit down and you are talking with 

them. That is the stuff that is going to help 
everything, including your bottom-line. 

But it’s not just the bottom-line. You do 
the little things right, the bottom line takes 
care of itself.To me a little thing is—well, it’s 
actually a big thing—just recognizing the body 
language. Seeing a parent who is walking out, 
looking like they shouldn’t be looking and you 
ask them how it’s going. Ok, it’s ok. “Ehhh, 
it looks like something’s on your mind, let’s 
talk a little bit.” And you sit down and you find 
out that there are really some big, big things 
happening right now with that family that you 
had no idea about. You don’t know unless you 
ask. And if you don’t care, you are not going 
to ask. If you ask, it shows that you care and 
you’ve got relationships. And that is what it all 
really comes down to.

Tracy makes fun of me: I write a lot of emails 
out to our families. She thinks if I write 
so much, they don’t pay attention to me 
anymore. There’s always maybe a handful 
that will read all of my notes. And in my notes 
I send out to our team, I’m always including 
Tim O’Brien’s National group recaps He 
does a great job at recapping... a Sectional 
trip. They went to Nationals this year out in 
Irvine, and he got a couple of tours of some 
colleges. He went to USC, UCLA, and he 
recapped it all. Well guess who read it—
well, if they opened it, they read it—but our 
entire team received that recap.

So they know what’s going on; there’s a 
bridge to somewhere. And it might not be 
for right now their kid, but if the kid stays 
involved and stay plugged-in long enough, 
they are going to go to the college trips and 
get the national sweats. And go see USC 
on a Saturday afternoon, where Coach Salo 
will unlock the weight room and let them go 
see USC’s facilities out there. That is cool for 
a kid to see that. And it’s even cooler for the 
parents of a 10-year-old to read that saying: 
you know what, if I stay plugged into this thing 
long enough, they will take care of us and it’s 
going to come in time. So any accolades that 
he sends out, anybody that makes a National 
Team, we know about it; the recruiting trips. 

Bring it back to the pool. Let’s see two 
summers ago, we had two National Junior 
Team members. They came back with their 
sweats, sat up on the bleachers; we had our 
groups one at a time coming out, sitting in 
the bleachers, and getting talked to by the 
athlete—6 minutes, 7 minutes, 8 minutes. 
It took away time from the workout. Who 
cares? You are talking to a guy that just 
went to Hawaii—or wherever it was—and 
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they got their USA sweats, and they are 
telling their stories about the team cheers 
and all the stuff they are doing over there. 
Somebody is going to get the bug; someone 
is going to get the bug that is going to bite 
them and it is going to remember that in 
their head and they are going to go after it 
in the pool and it makes everybody better.

I remember in early days, you do practices 
and you are thinking: gosh, just give me 
one move-in; give me one kid to move-in 
that knows how to train, it would change 
everything. Right? And some kid moves-in 
and their bar is up here. What happens to the 
rest of the pool? The bar goes up. So you all 
as coaches really can control that bar. If your 
kids aren’t looking like the way they should 
be looking in a meet, it is because they are 
looking like that in practice. 

A coaching tip that I got maybe six months, 
maybe a year ago or so, was one of the 
articles—because I read a lot of the ASCA 
articles. I think that the article was called 
Deliberate Coaching. Anyone remember 
that one? And I think the example that they 
used was: you’ve got two coaches side-by-
side, and one coach says, Hey guys, 1000 
free, work on your turns. The other coach 
says: Hey guys, we are going to go 39 of 
the best turns you can give me. Approaching 
the walls, tight; coming off tight as you can. 
Fourth line underwater dolphins, second 
touch first breath. Oh and in-between those 
39 great turns, we are going to have about 
may be 15 yards or so of just beautifully 
controlled head-positions swimming, high-
elbow recover (whatever it is). Ready, on top. 

Now if you are the swimmer in the 
water—1000 free, work on your turns; 39 
of the best turns you can give me right now, 
make every one better than one before it and 
describe what I just described—what are you 
going to get more out of as the athlete? I think 
you are going to gravitate towards the second 
coach, that’s says wow, you know what, I’m 
working specifically on something. So when 
you prescribe a set, give them something to 
work on, something specific. 

Deliberate coaching. It’s changed the way 
that I personally coach; it’s changed the 
way a lot of our other coaches on Nitro 
are now coaching. We are asking for 
something specifically on every set. We’ll 
never say 10x50 on whatever, leave on 
top, work on this. No; it is something really 
specific. And give them feedback every 
chance you get. That helps a lot. 

Real quick, I know there is a high school/club 
part of the presentations coming up. For us, 
we are not a club versus high school; we’re 
like whatever works best for the swimmer, 
it’s fine. What works best for the athletes, we 
kind of lay a little low. In our area, Austin, the 
high schools don’t have their own pools; so 
honestly high school swimming in the Austin 
area is probably not quite as advanced as it 
is in other areas because of the pool situation. 
It’s worked good for us, because we could put 
a pool in there and there are no other pools 
around us. So we are okay either way. 

I am on-record saying I think every ninth 
grader should give it a shot, to see if they like 
it. And if they don’t like it, they’ve got three 
more years, they don’t have to do it. I think 
it is important for a ninth grader to feel like 
they are a part of something, to feel they 
are already part of a group. I think it is nice 
to have some older, more senior, eyes 
watching out for a ninth grader when they 
go into a high school situation. So I see 
some benefits in that as well. 

But what’s one thing that all high schoolers, 
that are athletes, want to wear? A what? A 
varsity jacket. So there is our Nitro varsity 
jacket—there’s the front, there’s the back. We 
want this in a whole bunch of high schools 
around the Austin area representing our 
team. And we have not been that successful 
yet in putting these on a whole bunch of kids. 
Price point might be a little too high right now; 
we are trying to figure-out a way to do it with 
maybe a special account that we are creating 
to kind of help offset the cost, make it more 
of a presentation, more of a gift. I know way-
back in my high school days, we actually 
had to buy the jacket but we got the letter. 
(Anybody get varsity jackets in high school 
for free? Were they given to you? Okay, who 
had to pay for theirs? Okay.)

But it is kind of a cool thing. It is high-quality, 
it is a very cool jacket. And we were just 
sitting around: ok, how are we going to meet 
this high-school challenge, so to speak. And 
make Nitro, or make club swimming, a little 
more cool for a high school kid. Because 

they do miss out on a lot. If your kids are 
doing your club and they are not doing 
their high school, there’s a lot that they are 
missing. So this is just one of things.

I know Tim O’Brien spends a lot of time 
and effort taking the kids out to the Olympic 
Training Center during the time of when 
there are high school region meets. And we 
have a lot of kids who do both: swim for us 
and swim high school. So the push-back he 
gets back from parents: hey, wait a minute, 
how come you are planning an Olympic 
Training Center trip during Regionals? 
Well, it’s because these kids here don’t 
everything that these high school kids get, 
so for us it is a kind of fair tradeoff. 

So we are working hard to try to offer... 
you know, we’re not going to say: don’t do 
high school swimming. But we’re going 
to try to offer something that’s really cool, 
give people the choice, and say, well, you 
know what, I think there is more if I just do 
clubs. Nothing wrong with that; try to create 
a better product. So we are always trying to 
think and reinvent. It is kind of cool though.

Pat Murphy came out from Chattahoochee 
Gold—Atlanta area. He visited with us for a 
couple of days; hung around at the pool deck 
and saw the lessons program and wanted to 
see how we are doing things. And he asked 
Tracy and myself at dinner one night: when 
was the moment that you realized that you 
made it; that you were successful in running 
a swim program? And I said, “There isn’t, 
and I don’t think we have.”  

Because in our eyes, there’s always 
something that you can do better. There 
is... The Woodlands kick our butts every 
single year in spirit, they look good as a 
coaching staff, their parents are together; 
and right now, their coaches are all here... 
they are all wearing the same shirts. Even 
here! They do so many things, they are so 
good. They are one of my standards that 
someday I want to become like. And they 
got us this year at TAGS [the Texas Age 
Group Swimming Championships], well-

”

“ ..If you ask, it shows that you care and 

you’ve got relationships.  And that is what 

it all really comes down to.
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•  Less volunteers required
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Developing a Complete Program  (Continued)

deserved. So “successful”? Yeah, I guess. 

But I guess one of the biggest compliments I 
have ever received—this is how I answered 
the question to Pat—was Eddie Reese came 
out on our pool deck a couple of years ago. 
Walked in the front door; it was blowing and 
going, a busy day. And he sat there like this, 
and he’s standing next to Tim. He just stood 
there about a minute or so—didn’t move, just 
looked around—and he said to Tim O’Brien 
that quote: this is what it’s supposed to look 
like. And for me to hear that, that Eddie 
thought that highly of our program, just 
by being there for a minute to see it, is 
probably one of the biggest compliments 
that I could have received. 

But I want you to know that in 2001, or ‘02, 
I sat on the pool deck of Loos natatorium 
in the Dallas area, on cement, with Michael 
Fitzpatrick on one side of me; and it was 
either Beanie Harmon or Kendall Webster on 
the other side. We had two people at prelims 
for the state championships in Texas [TAGS]; 
we had two kids there. And I saw these teams 
walk-in with matching shirts, and oh, it looked 
so good, wow. And I said to these two: we are 
going to figure this out; you may not be here, 
but we are going to win this thing some day. 
And we’ve put together pretty good string. 

And, you all, if you are interested in doing 
whatever you wanted to do, don’t lose sight 
of what you want to do. When we swam… 
how many of you swam college? The week 
or so you took off after nationals, the next 
time you were in the water to swim for the 
next year’s season, usually most programs 
have a chalkboard or had a board or 
something with a certain number on it. Ours 
usually said: 359 or 358 or 355—whatever 
it was—how many days until the next 
nationals, next March. And so we always 
had a purpose; you know, we swam. 

So we finished our athletics, we got out of 
college. If you are like me, you fumbled a 
little bit, and thinking you know what you 
needed to do to do well. Well, sooner 
or later, whatever it was—some of you 
probably never left, which is good—some of 
us left for about 10 years. And I was drawn 
back to the pool, drawn back to water, and 
drawn back to the sounds. And whether 
you are in Texas or Michigan or Florida or 
Alaska or whatever, little kids wearing caps 
and goggles and suits and splashing in 25 
yards by 50 meters, it’s pure. 

And there is something so cool about this 
sport. I love what we do; I think we can 

make an impact. You can make every day 
better for individuals. And honestly, I think 
you can make the world better. 

On our pool deck, we attempt to out-
coach each other every day. Yes, we’re 
shouting movie lines to each other, Fletch 
and Caddyshack and everything else; and 
making each other laugh and it’s enjoyable. 
How many of you are on the pool deck by 
yourself? That’s hard. It’s hard; we’ve done 
it, I have done it. The cold... if it’s outdoors, 
it’s even harder. In the winter time, the 
covers are frozen; you’ve got to keep a pairs 
of gloves usually in the heater room and you 
got to take turns. Anybody do that? Alternate 
gloves? We did it; parka, the whole deal. 

What helps us is having eight, nine, ten 
coaches down that pool deck. And you get a 
chance, when you’re about to go crazy; you 
can run down and you could share a story 
with somebody else next to you and you’re 
actually talking with kind of an adult—because 
we are coaches, right? And they come down 
and talk to me, and I am sometimes kind of an 
adult. And we can banter amongst each other 
and not lose our sanity of just being there... 
all by yourself. So protect yourself from the 
solitude; it’s tough. It is tough by yourself.

When it comes down to it, I believe your 
program is really a feeling. How are you 
making people feel every day, in every 
interaction? I just... seven years we are 
going now in our Cedar Park location, and 
for the first time ever I posted little signs 
in-and-all-around our swim center and 
viewing room that say: We’re honored 
and humbled to serve you and your child. 
If for any reason you are not 100% happy 
with the service and/or lesson you receive 
today, I need to know, I want to know. -Mike 
Koleber, owner Nitro Swimming, [email 
address]. (Of course I want to hear the good 
stories too.)  That’s on there in parenthesis. 

And the reason why I did that is because 
we do withdrawals. You have to let us know 
by the 15th of the month whether or not 
you are planning to continue with us; if you 
don’t want to continue with us, let us know 
by the 15th of the month. If we don’t hear 
from you, we are assuming you are in our 
program. We are month-to-month-to-month-
to-month just like a health club. You know, 
we are not doing monthly checks anymore; 
we ding them on a credit card, just like 
Lifetime Fitness. And if you want to leave, 
then you’ve got to let us know you want to 
leave. We are assuming you want to stay. 

But we would see these withdrawal 
comments, mainly for lessons, not so much 
for team—we usually can catch-up on the 
team. And six times in a row, no one’s said 
“hi” to my daughter—whatever it is. And you 
read these comments, and by the time Tracy 
and I get a chance to see this, we are a little 
behind the curve. So all I wanted to do was 
to try to find out what’s happening the first 
time it goes bad. If something’s going kind 
of south, I have a chance to kind of fix it. If it 
goes way south, they’re already transferred, 
they have joined someplace else and I can’t 
save a family. And they are probably toxic, 
and they are online on Yelp and Google 
reviews and Yahoo user groups, whatever, 
saying what they have to say about how bad 
your program is. I want to stop that. 

So that’s helped and now I am going to 
get a lot more e-mails. But it also gives 
me a chance to fix the situation. And I am 
not afraid to go face-to-face with someone 
who’s unhappy. I’m not going to yell at them; 
I’m not going to get in their face. Hey, let’s 
try to figure out what happened; how can 
we make it better. Tell me more; tell me your 
situation. So, I am trying to fix it before it 
becomes a real problem. Tim always likes to 
say: you’re only as good as your bad days. 
We all have bad days; we’ve all had them. 

Tomorrow’s Nitro: we are always 
evaluating. If something’s not working, we 
are not afraid to change it. We are kind of 
a big ship, but I kind of want to run it like 
a jet-ski, you know. We do kind of change. 
It drives some of our office folks crazy: 
What’s he doing now? Well, it didn’t quite 
work, so we’ve got to change something. 

Embrace mistakes, admit we were wrong, 
explain why. You make a decision, I usually 
explain a big-old why on why we made a 
certain decision and I e-mail out to all the 
families. Why do I have to tell them that? 
Do I owe them that? Not really. But I don’t 
want them out in the parking lot forming 
sub-committees and sub-committees and 
sub-committees, discussing and questioning 
why are we doing certain things. They may 
disagree, but at least they can say, hey you 
know what, I disagree but I understand why 
he would do it. And usually it kind of ends it 
right there; I try to keep things low that way. 

One of my favorite sayings: All you can do is 
all you can do. And you guys pour your heart 
into everything you do every single day; that’s 
all I can ask my staff to do. And sometimes it 
isn’t good enough. And sometimes there are 
people that wake up that morning and say: 
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you know what, I am mad as heck and I’m 
going to try to take out as many people I can 
and make people’s days worse. And those 
are those people in the world, you know; but 
all we can do is all we can do.

The last thing I’m going to tell you (because 
we are running short on time) is we had 
taken... a the little trajectory of Nitro from a 14 
& Under-standpoint: 33rd place, the next one 
was 16th, 11th, 6th, 2nd. And that was five in 
a row. And it was the last day of the meet, 
and we looked at the psych... this was long 
course, about three summers ago. And this 
is going to be a close one; it’s going to be 
interesting. And in the hunt: Woodlands, 
North Texas Nadadores, AAAA/Alamo 
Area, usually Lakeside—there are some 
very strong programs in Texas. 

And earlier that season, there were a couple 
of moms that came over from a different 
program to check us out; they brought 
their kids for a practice. And they are in the 
bleachers and I had a chance to talk with 
them a little bit. And one was a little bit snippy, 
and this mom said, “Well we heard that Nitro 
all you are just a number.” OK, that’s cool; 

and I just banked that at the back of my head. 
And I said, “Yeah, we’ve got 23 lanes, a lot of 
kids. But you know what, here’s a little village 
right here, with three or four lanes with two 
coaches; here is a little village right here with 
three or four lanes with two coaches.”  

We have got coaches on these groups, I 
would probably say a ratio of maybe 10:1, 
maybe 9:1; and for a swim team... I think 
that’s unheard of for a competitive swim team. 
But we do a pretty good job; I think we are 
pretty active coaches. But I remember that At 
Nitro Swimming you are just a number. 

And so I made up a t-shirt; and I am 
big on t-shirts. And we get to the state 
championship meet, it is the last day, and 
I have these shirts made up and I put them 
in a box. And I kept them at the UT Swim 
Center; no one knew I had them. And I said, 
“In case we win this thing, I’ve got shirts.”  
But no one knew—except for Tracy. 

And we’re up by 101 points, last day, 
whatever, we won the meet. And so I walk 
out, the kids are all sitting in the bleachers, 

the announcer’s scoreboard is right there. 
And I throw these shirts out, and there is the 
front. (You guys see that?) The front said: So 
Nitro Swimming is just a number.... And on the 
back, is a big-old #1, with a State of Texas, 
and it says Texas swimming champions. 

So the officials—Ron Zilno and a few 
others—said, “Mike, you’ve got a lot of guts 
to buy t-shirts before the end of a meet.”  
And I said, “Look a little closer; tell me 
where you see a year anywhere on these 
shirts.” [laughter]  And I said, “There is no 
year. So whether it is 2010, ’11, 2025; some 
day, we are going to break-out these shirts 
and we are going to celebrate a win.”

And so I want to leave you with that today, 
with: whatever it is you want to do, you 
have to have a reason. You know, when 
you wake up, there has got to be a reason 
why you are doing what you are doing. 

I appreciate your time today; thanks for me 
letting me speak for the hour. Thank you.

Mike Koleber is the owner of Nitro 
Swimming, in the Austin, Texas area. 
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CoaChing SwimmerS to
CoaCh themselves
During swimming training
By thomas topolski

It was in 1973 when I intended my first 
ASCA World clinic in Chicago. All the 
greats were there, a virtual Who’s Who of 
swimming, and it was everything I thought 
it would be. I remember the late, great 
swim coach, Dr. James Counsilman, telling 
the audience, “I train my swimmers not to 
need me.” Set up swimming training so 
swimmers learn to coach themselves. I 
thought that empowering swimmers to a 
level where they could coach themselves 
was what real coaching was all about, or 
what it should be about.

I’ve attended many world clinics since 
then (four of the last five) and at every 
single one, I always managed to pick 
up pearls of wisdom that have shaped 
my coaching career, like the one from 
Dr. Counsilman. It’s taken nearly forty 
years, but I finally wrote this article, and 
have changed how I coach, all because 
I went to that clinic in Chicago.

I arbitrarily rate swimmers’ intelligence 
about stroke mechanics and swimming 
training, and the ability to effectively apply 
what they learn, on a one to ten scale. 
A one means the athlete seems to swim 
recreationally or just put in their laps and 
won’t or can’t apply the things they need 

to do to improve their stroke. Ranking 
them as a recreational swimmer doesn’t 
mean they don’t train hard, it simply 
means their stroke and how they train 
hasn’t evolved. A ranking of a one doesn’t 
mean a swimmer hasn’t gained important 
experiences that truly enrich their lives; 
the ranking means that the swimmer may 
train very hard but not very smart.

A ten means the swimmer trains smart and 
comes to workouts daily, with a strategy on 
how to improve, and applies that strategy 
successfully. The ranking is, again, 
subjective, but the differences when you 
talk to a swimmer you rank as a one and 
the swimmer you rank as a ten becomes 
glaring. I think we can, as coaches, help all 
swimmers improve their ranking, or what 
I’m going to call their Training Intelligence 
Quotient (TIQ). The TIQ is a subjective way 
to evaluate swimmers’ knowledge about 
how to correct their strokes. It’s important 
to note that a small change for a swimmer 
with great stroke mechanics is just as 
important as a large change for a swimmer 
with poor stroke mechanics.

The way I work to improve their TIQ is 
by asking individuals before they start 
their drills what they need to work on to 

swim faster. Before they get in the water 
a swimmer must tell one of the coaches 
what they’re going to work on. Like most 
coaches, I collectively teach everyone 
a lot of drills and tell them what stroke 
flaw they’re designed to correct. As the 
season progresses and they understand 
how to correctly perform the drills, I start 
allowing them to choose the drills they 
think are most effective in correcting 
their particular stroke flaw(s).

The learning curve for swimmers is, of 
course, different, and patience on the 
coach’s part becomes imperative. The 
building of a swimmer’s TIQ begins with 
probing questions from the coach. When 
explanations by the swimmers about 
effective ways to improve their stroke get 
better, and they can apply that knowledge 
to bring about positive change, their TIQ 
goes up. It may go up from a one to a two, 
but the point is, it’s going up.

At the beginning of the season, the answers 
from most swimmers, when I pose probing 
questions mimic what they’ve heard me 
preach about during practices. When I ask 
them questions like: “Show me the flaw 
you’re trying to correct? Tell me what kind 
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When swimmers learn the concept of training smarter and not just harder, they will begin to understand that they are ultimately responsible for their own destiny.
Source: Swimswam.com/JannaSchulze

of drill are you going to do to correct your 
flaw? Besides dropping time, how are you 
going to measure improvement?” When 
I’m satisfied with their responses, I test their 
TIQ further by having them get in the water 
to see if they can apply their knowledge.

I’ve developed a list of technical swimming 
variables responsible for swimming fast. 
Swimmers who understand these variables 
and learn how to successfully manipulate 
them should be more successful. When 
swimmers learn the concept of training 
smarter and not just harder, they will begin 
to understand that they are ultimately 
responsible for their own destiny. The list of 
variables responsible for effective, efficient 
swimming could vary and expand from 
coach to coach, but the important thing is 
that you start with a (your) list.

The following principles are things I 
want my swimmers to learn so well that 
they can manipulate them to unlock 
their true potential: 

1. Hand Position - The area of the hand, 
stiffness of the hand, angle the hand 
upon entry, and angle throughout the 
stroke and finish. 

2. Stroke Pattern - The pulling pattern or 
design that the hand travels throughout 
each quadrant of the stroke. 

3. Pull Length - The stride of short axis or 
long axis strokes. An effective extension 
of the beginning and end of each stroke. 

4. Stroke Depth - Understanding how an 
individual’s somatotype can affect how 
one effectively leverages the water. 

5. Early Vertical Forearm Position - EVF 
and the length of time in EVF create one 
of the key components responsible for 
swimming speed. 

6. Speed of Hand Movement - Too fast 
or too slow compromises optimum 
drag potential. 

7. Kicking Efficiency - Decreasing the 
angle of the ankle is the best way to 
increase kicking speed. 

8. Athleticism - The building block of 
competitive sports. Adaptation to stress 
and specificity training, resulting in 
improved efficiency and power, comes 
from a stronger body. It’s a difficult 

variable to trump. 

9. Timing - Knowing how a stroke works 
in each quadrant. Setting up a stroke, 
application of pressure, synchronization 
of movement.

10. Body Position - In the water space 
know how your body and its parts can 
reduce drag and improve efficiency.

11. Test Sets - Know how test sets and 
records can evaluate everything 
from speed DPS, starts, turns, pain 
tolerance, pace, act. Muy Importante. 
When your swimmers tell you about 
their shortcomings, revelations and 
insights to improving their strokes, 
you’re witnessing the evolution of the 
athletes you train.

Thomas Topolski is a swim coach in 
Grand Rapids, Michigan and is the 
inventor of the Techpaddles early vertical 
forearm trainer. He can be reached 
through the Techpaddle website.
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STRAPLESS
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4 capacities Every
gREAT LEADER NEEDS
reprinted with Permission from Fast Company

By tony Schwartz

When I was a very young journalist, full of 
bravado and barely concealed insecurity, Ed 
Kosner, editor of Newsweek, hired me to do 
a job I wasn’t sure I was capable of doing. 
Thrown into deep water, I had no choice but 
to swim. But I also knew he wouldn’t let me 
drown. His confidence buoyed me.

Some years later, I was hired away by Arthur 
Gelb, the managing editor of The New York 
Times. This time, I was seduced by Gelb’s 
contagious exuberance about being part of a 
noble fraternity committed to putting out the 
world’s greatest newspaper.

Over the last dozen years, I’ve worked with 
scores of CEOs and senior executives to help 
them build more engaged, high performance 
cultures by energizing their employees. Along 
the way, I’ve landed on four key capacities 
that show up, to one degree or another, in the 
most inspiring leaders I’ve met.

1. Great leaders recognize strengths in 
us that we don’t always yet fully see in 
ourselves.

This is precisely what Kosner did with 
me. He provided belief where I didn’t yet 
have it, and I trusted his judgment more 
than my own. It’s the Pygmalion effect: 
expectations become self-fulfilling.

Both positive and negative emotions feed 
on themselves. In the absence of Kosner’s 
confidence, I simply wouldn’t have assumed 
I was ready to write at that level.

Because he seemed so sure I could--he 
saw better than I did how my ambition and 
relentlessness would eventually help me 
prevail--I wasted little energy in corrosive 
worry and doubt.

Instead, I simply invested myself in getting 
better, day by day, step by step. Because we 
can achieve excellent in almost anything we 
practice with sufficient focus and intention, I 

did get better, which fed my own confidence 
and satisfaction, and my willingness to keep 
pushing myself.

2. Rather than simply trying to get more out of 
us, great leaders seek to understand and 
meet our needs, above all a compelling 
mission beyond our immediate self-
interest, or theirs.

Great leaders understand that how they 
make people feel, day in and day out, has a 
profound influence on how they perform.

We each have a range of core needs--physical, 
emotional, mental and spiritual. Great leaders 
focus on helping their employees meet each 
of these needs, recognizing that it helps them 
to perform better and more sustainably.

Arthur Gelb helped my meet not just my 
emotional need to be valued, but also my 
spiritual need to be engaged in a mission 
bigger than my own success. Far too few 
leaders take the time to figure out what they 
truly stand for, beyond the bottom line, and 
why we should feel excited to work for them.

3. Great leaders take the time to clearly 
define what success looks like, and 
then empower and trust us to figure out 
the best way to achieve it.

One of our core needs is for self-expression. 
One of the most demoralizing and infantilizing 
experiences at work is to feel micromanaged.

The job of leaders is not to do the work of 
those they lead, but to serve as Chief Energy 
Officer -- to free and fuel us to bring the best 
of ourselves to work every day.

Part of that responsibility is defining, in the 
clearest possible way, what’s expected of 
us--our concrete deliverables. This is a time-
consuming and challenging process, and 
most leaders I’ve met do very little of it. When 
they do it effectively, the next step for leaders 

is to get out of the way.

That requires trusting that employees will 
figure out for themselves the best way to get 
their work done, and that even though they’ll 
take wrong turns and make mistakes, they 
learn and grow stronger along the way.

4. The best of all leaders--a tiny fraction--
have the capacity to embrace their own 
opposites, most notably vulnerability 
alongside strength, and confidence 
balanced by humility.

This capacity is uniquely powerful because all 
of us struggle, whether we’re aware of it or 
not, with our self worth. We’re each vulnerable 
to believing, at any given moment, that we’re 
not good enough.

Great leaders don’t feel the need to be right, 
or to be perfect, because they’ve learned to 
value themselves in spite of shortcomings 
they freely acknowledge. In turn, they bring 
this generous spirit to those they lead.

The more leaders make us feel valued, in 
spite of our imperfections, the less energy we 
will spend asserting, defending and restoring 
our value, and the more energy we have 
available to create value.

All four capacities are grounded in one 
overarching insight. Great leaders recognize 
that the best way to get the highest value is to 
give the highest value.

Tony Schwartz is President and CEO of 
The Energy Project, a company that helps 
individuals and organizations fuel energy, 
engagement, focus, and productivity 
by harnessing the science of high 
performance. Fast Company is the world’s 
leading progressive business media brand, 
with a unique editorial focus on innovation in 
technology, ethonomics (ethical economics), 
leadership, and design.
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Practice, Made PerFeCt?
An Amateur’s golf Quest Sheds Light on how We Learn

By Sean gregory

When he turned 30 about four years ago, Dan 
McLaughlin, a commercial photographer 
living in Portland, Ore., decided to dream 
big. Or more like crazy. Today, he told 
himself, he might be photographing dental 
chairs, but someday he’d be playing the 
Masters Golf Tournament. No matter that he 
had barely swung a club in his life; he would 
quit his job and hit the links. “It was kind of 
an impulsive decision,” he says. “At worst, 
I figured, it’s like pre-emptive retirement. 
Since we’ll all be working in our 90s anyway, 
might as well do the golf thing in your 30s.”

Fast-forward to this February. On a bright 
morning in Encino, Calif., McLaughlin is 
hitting shots on a driving range. Nearby, 
UCLA psychology professor Robert Bjork, 
one of the world’s most respected cognitive 
scientists, is beaming at McLaughlin as if he 
were a star student. McLaughlin has logged 
about 4,000 hours of practice time since his 
30th-birthday epiphany and has lowered his 
handicap to about 7--which means he’s better 
than almost 85% of the male American golfing 
public. Since April 2010, he has worked on 
his game six days a week, living off savings 
and some wise stock picks and by renting out 
the house he bought five years ago. “If you 
know me,” he says self-deprecatingly, “you 
know I wear one pair of pants.”

For scientists like Bjork, who heads UCLA’s 
Learning and Forgetting Lab, McLaughlin 
is a lab rat in human form. He’s testing 
the theory developed by Florida State 
University psychology professor Anders 
Ericsson and popularized in Malcolm 
Gladwell’s best-selling book Outliers: The 
Story of Success that, on average, 10,000 
hours of deliberate, efficient practice 
can produce international expertise in 
fields like chess, dance and swimming. 
Ericsson based his theory on the careers 
of professional musicians who tended to 
start their 10,000 hours before they could 
read. A 30-year-old starting from scratch 

was new to him. “I’ve never heard of 
anyone else committing to it like this,” says 
Ericsson, who has advised McLaughlin. 
“It’s like Dan is going into mental space, 
seeing what’s possible.”

McLaughlin knows he’s a long shot. “I couldn’t 
imagine a more frustrating pursuit,” he says 
during a practice round with Bjork and Daniel 
Schacter, a Harvard psychology professor 
and prominent memory expert. Bjork and 
Schacter beat McLaughlin. (They’re both avid 
albeit older golfers: Bjork is 74, Schacter 60.) 
“Dan’s progress is amazing,” says Schacter. 
“But as you start pushing the extremes of the 
distribution curve,” where the exceptional 
ones, the outliers, live, “it’s so difficult to make 
that final step.”

Whatever McLaughlin’s odds, academics 
are watching him closely. In March at 
the annual Interdisciplinary Conference 
on Human Performance--a gathering of 
the country’s top learning and memory 
researchers, held this year in St. George, 
Utah--the Dan Plan was a hot topic. “It has 
much grander implications than golf,” says 
Mark Guadagnoli, a kinesiology professor at 
the University of Nevada at Las Vegas.

McLaughlin might be a case study for 
coaches, teachers and anyone interested 
in how to learn faster and remember better, 
because his training routine incorporates 
interleaving. Pupils often receive the message 
that blocked practice, or repeating a task over 
and over, will improve performance: hit 100 
drives, shoot 100 free throws, read a chapter 
three times. But on the golf course, you don’t 
get 20 tries on the tee. Bjork’s hunch is that 
interleaving, or mixing things up, is the right 
way to train, so McLaughlin is continually 
switching up clubs and alternating targets. As 
alluring as the 10,000-hour rule has become, 
the number of hours you put in might not be 
as important as what you do with them. Bjork 
scans the other golfers on the range pounding 
ball after ball and pities them. “Ninety-five 

percent of the people here are doing it wrong,” 
he says.

Studies show that interleaving works. 
Novice putters who mix practice distances 
perform better on follow-up tests. College 
baseball players who hit 15 fastballs, then 
15 curveballs, then 15 change-ups in batting 
practice don’t improve as much as those 
who see these pitches in random order. 
Variety helps not just motor learning; Bjork 
has shown in experiments that interleaving 
improves recall too. In one study, college 
students learned art styles better by 
interleaving various painters. Bjork wonders, 
If students studied--and teachers taught-
-subjects in smaller, more randomized 
chunks, would they be better learners?

“What we’re talking about is finding the 
biological sweet spot,” says Guadagnoli. 
Interleaving gives the brain a better workout 
because mixing tasks provides just enough 
stress to trigger the release of a hormone 
called corticotropin-releasing factor (CRF) 
in the hippocampus, the brain area central 
to memory and learning. CRF strengthens 
synapses. During blocked practice, by 
contrast, you’re not reloading your circuitry by 
trying different tasks; you’re under less stress, 
and your brain is bored and less engaged.

For McLaughlin (who blogs about his 
progress at TheDanPlan.com) all this just-
stressful-enough slogging is paying off. “The 
fun of this isn’t playing the rounds,” he says 
between shots. “It’s experiencing the payoff 
from practice. You work on something, and 
it starts to click. Those aha moments are 
gold.” Then he sinks a 15-ft. par putt on 17. 
“First decent putt of the day,” he says. And 
just 6,000 hours to go.

Sean Gregory is a TIME staff writer who has 
covered sports extensively over the last 
decade.
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STEAL (STEEL) and GIVE CREDIT! 

All swim coach knowledge is derived 
(stolen) from someone else. In 99.9% 
of all cases, the coach who has the 
information “stolen” from them, is 
HAPPY to have it passed on, reused 
and improved upon. So please feel 
free to joyfully take ideas from others 
and make them “your own”. The 
ETHICAL COACH, however, gives 
credit, in writing, in speech, in clinic 
presentations and at all times, to the 

person from whom they stole the idea 
or material. They do not represent it as 
an original thought from themselves. 

This teaches those that we educate 
that we all “stand on the shoulders 
of giants” in the person of those 
who preceeded  us and that we 
should always, without exception, 
acknowledge their contributions to our 
sport and to our coaching. 

“CREDIT…is like a trampoline..the 

harder you try to throw it away, the 
faster it comes back to you”. (I heard 
that first from DOUG INGRAM, 
former ASCA President and Swim 
Coach, and presently a fantastic 
employee of the USOC in Colorado 
Springs, who works in Games 
Preparation.) Thanks Doug! 

Ethical CoachingEthical Coaching
By John Leonard

(Editor’s Note: This is going to be a regular column space in the ASCA Newsletter. Its purpose is to discuss items of ethical 

concern and interest in the practice of coaching. Sometimes it will be staff written, but we invite members to write SHORT, to 

the point columns and submit them to JLeonard@swimmingcoach.org for publication.  Hope you’ll enjoy it.) 
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1971 Program
The First World Swimming Clinic

1971 Program
Thanks to Ron Gilchrist, 

2013 Ousley Award winner, 
here is a copy of one of the 

early ASCA World Clinics 

held in Montreal. I attended 

that clinic and can attest to 

the fact that not only was the 

LINEUP spectacular, but the 

reality of the presentations 

met the promise. 

What a spectacular part of 

our Swim Coaching History! 

Thanks to Coach Ron for his 

keeping this in our eyesight. 

- JL
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Coaching with
age grouP SwimmerS
By todd tucker

Presented at the 2013 aSCa World Clinic 

Well, first of all, thank you to Ira for the 
introduction, I appreciate that. Before we get 
into the meat-and-potatoes of what I wanted 
to talk about, I also wanted to offer a thanks 
to John Leonard and the ASCA board and 
the staff at ASCA for hosting this clinic. I have 
been fortunate enough to attend this clinic off-
and-on since 1989 when I began coaching at 
the Pleasanton Seahawks. And the amount 
of information that gets shared here is 
tremendous. I always learn a lot when I get 
here; sometimes I just pick-up little nuggets, 
sometimes it validates things that I am already 
doing, and a lot of times I get some great, new 
information.  I am a firm believer in continued 
education, so I want to thank the staff at ASCA 
for having us here. Hopefully you guys are all 
enjoying New Orleans. I want to welcome you 
all and thank you all for being here. 

Like Ira said, my name is Todd Tucker and 
I am the Head Age Group coach and a 
Senior group coach with the Pleasanton 
Seahawks. We are in Northern California, 
the East Bay; we are about 30 miles 
outside of San Francisco. What I wanted 
to do before I get into everything is just 
kind of give you a very quick snapshot of 
the history of where we have been, just 
so you have a baseline understanding of 
where my perspective is coming from.

So with that said, our history: when I started 
in 1989, I did not start the program, it was 
already started. But at that time we were in 
a 6-lane, 25-yard, outdoor, high school pool; 
and we had a separate 12½-by-12½-yard 
diving tank. If you can get your hands on 
a diving tank, somewhere, you should do it 
because we had great success teaching out 
of that diving tank. And we were around 50 
to 60 members, somewhere in that realm. 

Before I joined the Seahawks staff, I was 
working with a summer-rec program in the 
area. And one of the girls that I brought 
over to the club, her name is Keri Thorn, 
her father, Jerry, spearheaded a grassroots 
campaign in our city to get a 50-meter facility 
funded and built. And that was a successful 
campaign; that came on-line to us, umm mid-

‘90s—early-‘90s, mid-‘90s, somewhere in 
that range. So we had an opportunity to grow 
and develop the program based on that. 

So where we are right now is we are sitting in 
a 50m facility. And they built that pool on an 
existing aquatic center, which had a separate 
25m pool and a diving tank—it is currently 
being remodeled right now. But we have about 
350-or-so year-round athletes, and we run a 
Fall swim program on-top of that of between 
40 and 50 kids. So we are going to be, this 
Fall, probably around 350-400 athletes. 

Obviously, multiple training groups; but we 
are at one facility. I think that has really, really 
been a key element for us so far, as we have 
grown from 50 to 350-400, in that it has been a 
lot easier for us to kind of maintain the integrity 
of the day-to-day operation. We are not 
scattered around a bunch of different facilities; 
there is a lot of contact with the coaching stuff 
on a daily basis, which for us works pretty 
well. So that is kind of where we are at and 
kind of where we are coming from. 

That parent has actually since gone on, ran 
a successful campaign for city council. Ran a 
successful campaign for mayor; he is actually 
the mayor of our city now. And we have 
another former president who is actually on 
our city council. So any time you can get those 
politically connected people in your corner, 
that is always a good thing. So if you learn 
nothing else today, learn that—it is helpful.

Some great information from Dr. Schloder, 
and the tack that I am going to take today 
is just a little bit different. I will be speaking 
tomorrow a little bit more about the nuts-
and-bolts of what I do with Age Group kids 
in their preparation; but today I am going to 
talk a little bit more about connecting with 
the kids and some of the things that I have 
found have worked for me in connecting 
with athletes. I think that... when I was asked 
to speak here, I really did not know what I 
was going to talk about. So I asked some 
colleagues and some friends, and they said 
that... I was very flattered to hear that they 
thought I did a decent job of connecting with 

the athletes and they wanted to hear a little 
bit more about that. So that is what drove 
this topic today, and that is where we are at. 

But as I move forward with these different 
ideas, I just want you to try and keep in mind 
the spirit of the talk. And that is: how do I 
apply these thoughts to the connectivity of 
the athletes;  how does it help me to engage 
with my athletes? Some of them will be 
obvious, some of them will be very obvious 
performance enhancing ideas. But really, 
at the end of the day, Age Group coaching 
is about connecting, it is about engaging, 
it is about teaching, it is about improving. 
And I think that if you can always keep that 
perspective, you really cannot miss.

I think the very first thing that we need to 
be cognizant of as Age Group coaches is 
the environment. And whether you like it 
or not, you have an environment. Great 
clubs are responsible for creating that 
environment. They take it, they mold it, they 
really pay attention to how they are creating 
an environment for their athletes to be in. 
And that is everything from the physical 
environment to the emotional environment, 
the psychological environment. I think it is 
very, very important that you are in charge 
of that: do not let it just happen, okay. You 
need to be in charge of your dynamic. 

I think first and foremost, I try and create 
an environment that allows the athletes 
to feel free to fail. I want to be a supportive 
environment; I want to be a challenging 
environment. I want it to be an environment 
that faith, both physically and emotionally. But 
I believe that if your athletes are free to fail and 
try new things, they are going to take risks that 
they might not otherwise take. If you have an 
environment that stifles that, I think that they 
are not going to as willing to take risks. And 
great athletes, great coaches, great leaders 
take risks. And I think that helps us to foster an 
environment where our young kids are willing 
to try things and do things out of the norm. 

I think that kids learn to succeed through 
failure. I think as adults, we learn to 
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succeed through failure. I believe in giving 
kids what I call the gift of failure. They 
have to learn how to fail with grace; how 
to learn from those experiences. And 
I think it is really, really important that 
young athletes understand the value of 
failure. So I cannot stress that enough: the 
environment is going to help to create that. 

I believe you have to have a consistent 
environment. And from a consistent 
environment, certainly your coaching 
personality. I think that you have to coach 
your personality, guys. I have seen a lot 
of things over the years, and I have seen 
people try and emulate somebody that has 
been very successful. And you might have a 
good go of that for a while, but eventually you 
are going to have to rely on your instincts. 
There are going to be too many opportunities 
dealing with young kids where you have to 
rely solely on your instinct; and if you have 
been acting one way and then you have to 
respond in-the-moment a different way, you 
are really going to lose some of the power 
that you might have in terms of truthfulness 
and integrity with your athletes. So I think at 
all costs, you have to find what works for you.  

I am very comfortable in my skin. And I thank 
Steve for allowing me—Steve is our head 
coach, Steve Morsilli—and he has allowed 
me to grow into this role. And he has been 
very generous to me and he has taught me 
a lot, but he has always given me room to 
be me. We are very different personalities 
and he would not expect me to coach in his 
mold, and I appreciate that. And I think the 
best coaches find what works for them and 
stay within their personality. 

I think you need to have a stable business 
environment. Your environment needs to 
be such that when you are on the deck, you 
are just coaching; you are in that moment 
with them. You should not be worried about 
the day-to-day operation. You should not be 
worried about your board meeting later-on 
that night. You should not be worried about 
what you have to justify to your president 
later that night. 

Some of you guys maybe coached-owned/
coach-run, and that can bring some joys and it 
can bring some headaches. Some of you are 
board-run. All different dynamics: big, small, 
large; whatever it is, it needs to be stable. 

Head coaches, you probably recognize the 
importance for your younger staff that when 
you want them on deck, you want them 
coaching; you do not want them worrying 
about the stuff. Age Group coaches, younger 
coaches that are developing that, I think that 
you need to appreciate the fact that your head 

coaches have put you in that environment. 
They work tirelessly to give you a structure. 
And if you are not doing that, you should. 

So I think your business model needs to be 
consistent. If nothing else, just to free you up 
to be the person that you are. 

I think that you need to create an 
environment where success is inevitable. 
It is inevitable by instilling discipline and 
creating standards: philosophical standards, 
training standards that your kids need to 
perform every day. At the end of the day, for 
us at Pleasanton, it is about the day-to-day 
process; it is not about the results. I believe 
results are a by-product of what you do in 
practice. So I really believe in trying to train 
with integrity and to excellence, every day; 
and I think we need to pay attention to that 
more during the week—even more than I do 
at competitions. If they are doing what they 
need to do in practice, it is going to show-up 
where it needs to show-up, most of the time.

I think that in terms of developing an 
environment... are Ron or Don Heidary from 
Orinda Aquatics in here? Perhaps Steve? 
They do a tremendous job. I am fortunate 
that I coach in that area, and I have had the 
pleasure of working with Ron and Don for a 
number of years. But they have a character-
first mentality, and they really do create that 
environment—that is not lip service. If you 
have ever had the pleasure of working with 
those guys, you are very fortunate. If you 
have not, you should shoot them an email, 
and you should try and find time to talk to 
them. They are excellent at environment; 
probably the best I have seen. 

I think you need to foster a competitive 
environment. It sounds sort of silly, we are all 
here learning how to be better coaches and we 
are all certainly competitive guys, and it is USA 
Swimming: we are a competitive lot of people. 
But your environment needs to be competitive 
every day. I want my kids going fast, racing, 
having fun; every day. Okay. I think you need 
to foster that. There are different ways that 
you can do that. You can structure your lanes 
so that you are kids get an opportunity to swim 
next to somebody instead of following them. 
Different things that you can do, but find ways 
to foster competiveness in your program. 

I do not believe in pitting kids against 
each other: so-and-so is doing this, so 
you need to do that, that is not what I 
am saying. What I am saying is: kids are 
inherently competitive, most of them, and 
they need to have an opportunity to be 
competitive every day in practice. 

I think you need to teach tradition and build 
tradition. Show of hands real quick: how many 

of you guys out there consciously build your 
tradition? Have programs in place to build 
tradition. I know Santa Clara does, right; you 
guys have a great tradition. How many people 
just are not really sure of their tradition, and 
kind of want to learn how to build it? I think 
that is a critical step guys; it is really important. 

Your kids want to feel like they are in an 
environment that they are proud of, and 
there are a lot of different ways to do that. 
It can be the physical environment: throwing 
the banners up on the walls, right, and doing 
the obvious stuff that most clubs do. But I 
think you need to take it a step further. I like 
to design sets that teach our team’s history. 
And what I mean by that is: maybe we will 
do a set, or I will put a relay together where 
I explain that at the time this was a National 
Age Group Record that we set or it was a 
Pacific Swimming record that we set—
11+12 Boys 800 Free Relay, whatever it is. 

And then what I will do is maybe have some 
of my younger kids try to beat that. Now 
they might not be able to beat it in the form 
of straight 200s, but if they are all going 25s 
from a dive, little kids might be able to get 
on top of that. But it engages them. It is a 
fun way to teach those kids:

1. About the success that you have had in the 
past.

2. It gives them an idea of how fast those 
guys were really going when they did that. 

3. They have a good time. 

So, find creative ways to teach it.

I do a parka exchange program. In our area 
we have summer-rec programs, and we get a 
lot of growth off of our summer-rec program. 
They feed into what we call our Fall program. 
So what I do is: when athletes leave our 
program, I will ask them if they would donate-
back their team parka. And I have a little 
caveat: when I get those parkas, I want them 
to include a little index card is a ziploc bag. 
And that index card is going to have their 
memories of being in this organization; some 
of the successes that they had. 

And then what I do is when I have these new 
athletes that I am trying to engage and get 
involved in the program, I will loan them a 
parka when they first joined the team—day 1. 
It is cold, they do not have a parka yet, and now 
they are instantly in a team parka. Granted it 
says Chris Breitbart on it—but Chris Breitbart 
had a great history with us. They reach in the 
pocket, they pull out the index card and they 
are instantly connected to some of our history. 
Saves them a little money until they buy their 
own parka, keeps them warm. 

That is a simple thing to do. I think I have an 



26    ASCA NEWSLETTER  |  2014 EDITION 2

inventory of like 90-100 parkas at this point. 
And it is easy: they are on loan and then 
they return them when they are done. And 
then the next wave of parkas comes in. So, 
just little things like that that you can do, that 
really help to teach tradition, it is going to 
help you connect with those athletes. 

I think you need to get your older kids 
involved with the younger kids wherever 
possible. Now I respect the boundaries of... 
listen, our Senior athletes have a pretty-
busy schedule with homework loads and 
training loads and morning practice; and 
it is difficult to impose on them to make a 
presence known to our younger kids. In our 
environment, our little kids do not swim at the 
same time as our older kids: our older kids 
are in the afternoons, younger ones come in 
the evening. Half the time they do not even 
see each other. That is not a good dynamic. 

So I put programs in place to make sure 
that those kids are connecting. I do a 
junior coaching program—I am going to 
talk about that a little bit later. Any of you 
guys doing like a junior coaching program, 
if you are doing that, that is great stuff. The 
results that I have had from that are just 
simply staggering. You are creating heroes 
within your group, teaching the traditions of 
your team. I want generous athletes in my 
program. So that is an easy way to connect 
those younger kids to the older kids. 

Intersquad meet. Run an intersquad meet. 
We did one in August, early August; we just 
dropped stop watches—just drop them, just 
race. Let’s just get together and race. If you 
can get to your older kids to help run that 
meet, facilitate that meet; and allow your 
younger ones to experience those older 
kids, that is great stuff. So, get creative, 
that is my point. Building tradition is critically 
important, and I think you need to build that 
at the USA Swimming level as well. The use 
of stories, videos. USA Swimming does a 
great job putting stuff out to us, tap into that.

Any question so far about environment? I 
am sure that this is not news to you, and 
a lot of the stuff that I am going to talk 
about is not new.  I think it is a matter of 
just consistent application. I have stolen 
every idea that I have, I think, at one point 
or another. But I am not afraid to take 
something new and try it and see how it 
works. But the environment that you create 
is bigger than you can possibly imagine. 

No questions about that. Any ideas that 
you guys have that you want to throw up, 
about creating tradition? 

[audience member]:  The third Friday of 
every month, we do something called Fun 
Friday where we get all of the kids together 
and we invite brothers and sisters and 
friends or whatever. And we get the older 
kids teaching the younger kids, so they get 
experience doing swim lessons, and the 
kids get to work on technique or whatever, 
breaststroke. We do a half an hour of that 
and then do a half an hour of organized play 
and relays and stuff like that, and then we do 
half an hour of just racing. Most of the kids 
go to the pools to swim laps all the time, they 
do not get the chance to play so much.

[Tucker]: Right, and it frees them up to connect 
a little bit. I do not if you guys all heard that, 
but basically Fun Friday is where they are 
bringing in a lot of cousins, friends, family. All 
team members have a little bit of free time to 
play, have a little time to socialize, and then 
they do some structured stuff. Great idea. And 
you probably have had great results from that. 

Educating expectation. You need to know 
what your program expects. You need to 
know what they expect from a behavioral 
standpoint; you need to know what they 
expect philosophically. You need to know, 
and you need to teach it, and you need to 
teach it early. 

You can really run ahead of the game here, 
in terms of educating your athletes and 
your parents. What I mean by this is: you 
do not wait until there is a situation to teach 
your philosophy; your philosophy needs to 
be taught from day one, when there are no 
emotions involved. This is what we do, this 
is how we do it, this is our expectations. 
So that when something comes up, and 
guys it does not matter, who you are, how 
long you have coached, you are going to 
have issues. Anybody ever had an issue? It 
really, really helps when you have got that 
history: the tracks are laid, the ground work 
is there. Listen guys, we are on the same 
page; mom and dad, we are on the same 
page, this is how we operate. 

In our organization I get a lot of the... I handle 
the placement of new members and new 
athletes. And almost every phone call I get, 
from athletes that transfer into our organization 
or start with our organization, is: how long are 
the practices, how much yardage do they do, 
dah da-dah da-dah. And before I will answer 
that question, I say: “Hold on; this is how we 
operate.”  And I do not give them the entire 
dissertation, but I give them a snapshot and 
an overview of our structure philosophically. 
And then I will talk about workout structure. 

It is a very subtle way to get to those parents 
that I have a higher priority than how many 
times your kid goes back-and-forth in the pool. 
I want them to go back-and-forth with purpose, 
with integrity, with class; in the philosophy 
that we design. So that is an important thing. 
I do that almost every phone call. And very 
rarely do I get a person that will call me up 
from another program and say: what’s your 
philosophy? It does not exist. 

Training. You need to have a training 
philosophy. And I am not talking about, you 
know, your set design—I believe you have 
to have a philosophy there too. But I want 
my kids to train a certain way, with a certain 
presence. I want them generous. I want the 
knuckle bumps underneath the lanes. I want 
to see somebody reach over lanes and pat 
somebody on the head in between repeats 
when they are getting crushed. I want to hear 
jokes being told as they walk to the locker 
room. I want them to train a certain way. 

And that is important. Whatever that looks 
like for you. I believe that they need to train 
under the philosophy of your program; 
whatever that looks like. 

I think your athletes need to expect that it is 
going to be group-level appropriate. Meaning, 
if they are swimming in a pre-Senior program, 
they need to behave like pre-Senior athletes. 
If they are Senior-level athletes, they need to 
behave like Senior-level athletes. And they 
need to know what those distinctions are as 
they move from level to level.

One of the things that we do in Pleasanton 
is we do group visits with our kids. If I have 
a child that is preparing to move from our 
Junior program into what we call our Pre-
Senior program, we are going to start with 
some group visits. That kid is going to drop 
into those Pre-Senior practices once a 
week, for a couple of weeks, maybe twice 
a week for the next couple of weeks, and 
then they transition-in completely. You 
know, we will have it set so that when the 
end of the season comes, that is when they 
make that transition. It is a great way for the 
coach that is receiving a child to have some 
connectivity with that kid, some history with 
that kid, before that transition takes place. 
It is a great way for those young athletes to 
kind of get a snapshot of what is coming. We 
have had great success with group visits. 
And we have been doing that for forever. 

Does anybody do something similar like 
that with their kids? Kind of prep them to 
go? I found this a little bit more appropriate 
than just flipping the switch. 

Age group Swimmers  (Continued)
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Now sometimes we have to flip-the-switch. 
You have a situation come-up and this kid 
has got to move for whatever reason. Maybe 
I misplaced him when I originally had him; flip 
the switch and go—sometimes that happens. 

I believe in praising, at the Age Group 
levels, their effort. I do not believe in false 
positives; I think that you need to be honest 
with your kids. But I think there are ways to 
be very, very honest with your kids and still 
be positive with your kids. I do not believe 
in telling a kid that they did a good job if 
they did a crappy job. I will find a way to 
positively encourage that kid to do better. 

Same thing with performance: I think that 
your kids need to perform under the same 
philosophy that you have for your program. I 
believe it is a by-product. If they train a certain 
way, they are going to perform a certain way. 
So at the end of the day our program is 
about teaching life skills through the sport of 
Swimming; that is really what it comes down 
to. I want them to strive to be better, but I 
want them to do it in a certain way. 

Questions about that? Now a lot of these 
concepts, guys, I am just kind... I mean 
probably every one of these little areas you 
could talk about for hours, and that is not my 
intent here. Just going to throw some ideas 
out, get a couple of bullets to you, and then we 
can talk about it at the end of each segment 
or at the end of the presentation. I will give 
you guys my email address, you can certainly 
email any questions or concerns or thoughts.

Next component I want to talk about is trust. 
I think that when we are talking about trust 
this maybe the most critical aspect of dealing 
with kids. Kids are incredibly smart and they 
are incredibly intuitive. And they are going to 
see things that you do not even know that 
they see. You have to be trustworthy. At the 
end of the day, you need to know that your 
kids are looking at you as a role model. 

They are going to need to trust your 
knowledge. We need to remain students of 
our craft; that is why all we are here, to learn. 
Your students need to trust that you know 
what you are saying. You have an obligation 
to your kids to stay sharp and stay focused 
and stay up-to-date on our sport. 

I think that you should do club visits. If you 
have an opportunity to visit a club, get off-deck 
for a couple of days and go visit—incredible 
learning takes places. Even if it is just local. 
I mean we are blessed that we have a lot of 
wonderful clubs in our area. You do some club 
visits, spend a day or two with them, you will 

learn an incredible amount. And it gives you 
another contact, another resource, to share 
ideas and bounce ideas off of. 

There is a club in our area, Osprey Aquatics, 
run by Brian Bolster. Brian is an incredibly 
intelligent coach; he is a very conscientious 
coach; he does a tremendous, tremendous 
job with his athletes. I am happy to call him 
a friend as well as a colleague. But at the 
end of the day, Brian and I sit and talk a 
lot—we talk a lot—about Swimming and 
life. It is a great connection; I appreciate his 
friendship. I appreciate his ability to share; 
he is one of the most generous coaches I 
know. Sorry Brian, but if somebody sends 
you an email, you deserve it.  Shoot this 
guy an email and talk to him. But find ways 
to connect with other people.  

You are going to need to know that your 
athletes are going to trust your preparation. 
I do not believe in showing-up on the deck 
and just winging it. I do not believe at the Age 
Group level you necessarily have to have 
your work out written in stone; I believe that 
there has to be engagement and you are 
just as much a pied piper as you are a swim 
coach, at the Age Group levels. Certainly 
along the way it changes. But you have to 
understand that whatever your goal is, you 
need to be prepared to teach that. Some of 
you need to list your workout, some do not. 
Find what works for you, but be prepared. 
Kids will know when you are winging it. 

They need to trust that you are going to be 
professional. They need to know, are you the 
coach that at the end of a meet will walk by the 
head ref and thank them for his time? When 
an official approaches you with a challenge 
or a DQ, are you going to just immediately 
challenge and get in their face, or are you 
going to be thoughtful and inquisitive? And 
we have all been there, guys, okay. We are 
emotional people; we are competitive people. 
But you have got to be professional.

And your kids are going to see how you 
respond to those situations, and you need 
to be mindful of that. If I expect my kids 
to be thoughtful and analytical and go 
through proper channels, I need to model 
that whenever I can. Does that kind of 
make sense? And again, they see it; they 
really do see it. Your actions have to be 
consistent with what you are telling them. 

We are going to talk about communication in 
just a little bit, but they are going to trust that 
you have the ability to communicate. We 
are a jack-of-all-trades here guys: we have 
coaching obligation, we have fundraising, 

we have board member meetings, we have 
city council meetings; whatever it looks like 
for you. Many of us have straight jobs as 
well. We have got a lot of obligation. 

I need to be able to communicate at a lot of 
different levels. The way I talk to an 8-year-
old is not the same way I talk to a 12-year-
old. And you need to be able to morph and 
adjust. You need to know the appropriate 
energy levels when you are dealing with 
those kids. Young kids, those that coach 
Age Group, you are a remarkable breed. 
It is amazing the energy that you folks 
pour into your kids, and you need too. It 
is just dealing with kids—I have got three 
children of my own, I am living it, I know. 

I think this is important: they need to 
trust your instincts. If they come to you 
with an issue, if they come to you with a 
situation, that you are going to be relying 
on instincts. If you have been faking-it, 
like we talked about earlier—coaching like 
somebody else—your instincts are not 
going to be true. They need to trust that. 

So I try and avoid a lot of the knee-jerk 
reactions to situations. I will take a step back. I 
am not a yeller; I am not a screamer. Anybody 
who knows me knows that if kids are having 
an issue, I am usually going to step-back a 
little bit and figure out what is going on. I try 
and go after the situation before I go after 
the athletes. Certainly you have to lower the 
hammer sometimes, and I get that. But there 
is a lot of things that, maybe situationally, I 
can do differently that are going to interfere 
and steer that in a different direction. 

How you respond instinctually is going to 
dictate how those kids approach you later. 
If you respond professionally and within 
your character, you really cannot miss. 

Communication. Basically, four pieces that 
I want to talk to about briefly. Number one, 
I just said it, the common thread between 
all great coaches is they have an ability to 
communicate, at a lot of different levels. 

At the end of the day as an Age Group coach 
you must make contact with every athlete, 
every single day, preferably multiple times. 
How many of you have very large groups that 
you train? Keep attendance after you talk to 
them. For a while I had a fairly-large group and 
I wanted to ensure that I was connecting with 
every kid every day: I would not mark them off 
on my attendance sheet until I spoke to them, 
gave them the correction, whatever it was. 

Put it on the back of your workout, keep a 
running total; whatever it takes for you, you 
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have got to find a way to talk to everybody, 
every day. And if you are not doing that, I 
think you are going to have some serious, 
serious problems at some point down the 
road. I try and get to my kids multiple times 
a day. For some of you, that is very easy to 
do: you are very skilled at that. For some of 
us, we need to work at that. But you must 
make contact, every practice, every day. 

Some of the things that I will do to ensure that 
I have contact with kids. I have always done 
knuckle bumps or handshakes at the end of 
practice. I do not believe that they need to 
come and necessarily shake my hand; I will 
give them a knuckle bump, a fist bump. They 
are free to go to shake Steve’s hand, thank him 
for being here; they are free to go give Coach 
Brian a fist bump; you know Coach Joe, walk 
over. My kids have to make contacts with one 
of our coaches, every day. A lot of times, our 
dryland coaches—we have a dryland trainer 
that comes and helps us. My kids are always 
going over there, thanking: Thank you, Dan. 
I think it is really important. Again, I used to 
mark them off of my attendance sheet so I 
knew I was not missing any.

I want to talk about verbal versus non-verbal. 
I think a common mistake that coaches 
make is to minimize the impact of non-verbal 
communication. Non-verbal communication 
like: facial expressions, gestures, body 
language. Showing anger, frustration, 
happiness, whatever, have a profound effect 
on your athletes. You can be saying one thing 
and looking another way, and they are reading 
your body language more than they are 
reading what you are saying. The bottom-line 
is: young swimmers assume that non-verbal 
cues are more revealing of a coach’s actual 
feelings and thoughts than their words. You 
have got to understand that. Certainly, verbal 
is vital and what we say is important. But if it 
does not jive with your body language, there 
is going to be a disconnect and young kids 
most often are going to read your physical 
cues more than the verbal stuff. 

I think I was guilty of this for a long, long 
time, in that: some coaches talk too much. 
You can over-coach, you really can. The 
kid does not need to know the history of 
the backstroke turn; just teach him the 
damn turn. They do not need to know that I 
used to do the spin turn. They do not need 
that; what does it matter? In a different 
environment maybe that is a fun way 
to teach tradition, but they do not need 
that. I think that is really important. And 
sometimes when you talk too much, you 
are going to lose some of the effectiveness 
of it—that just a fact. Especially during 

practice: they do not want to hear you all 
the time, okay; even little ones. 

Listening. Obvious guys; this is not earth 
shattering stuff here. But you have got to 
listen to what your kids are saying, and read 
their body language more than what they are 
saying. You have got to know as a coach, 
you have got to kind of recognize when 
things are going well and when the things 
are not. You have got to have that instinct. 
And sometimes you put a well-placed word 
or a well-placed phrase in, it can change the 
dynamics of a practice. But you have got to 
have that skill and that instinct: when do I 
say something and what I am going to say. 
You slip something in there. But you have 
got to listen to them when they are talking.

And I think that respect comes into play here. 
Again, your response to them is going to 
dictate how they approach you in the future.   
So you need to be mindful of that. Especially 
those young ones: you want to be a resource 
for them, you want them to feel comfortable 
coming to you with questions and excitement. 
You know, if I have a kid that is playing soccer 
and he scored a goal last weekend, I want to 
know about that. I do not want him to come to 
me and tell me that they scored a goal and say 
Listen, you are swimmer; I don’t want to talk 
about soccer. I want them to feel comfortable 
coming to me and sharing those things. 

I think that a lot of the athletes that have 
come through our program. It is funny, 
for the first you know twenty years, I was 
really working with very young swimmers, 
always 12 & Under—always. And I was very 
proud of the fact that even when these kids 
were heading-off to college, I had a great 
relationship with them. And that was fun 
for me as a coach, because I think I had a 
decent relationship with them; I think I made 
a connection on a level above swimming. At 
least that is what I like to tell myself I think. 
But that is rewarding for me as a coach: 
it motivates me and it keeps me excited. 
Certainly, I think it is helpful for those kids. 

The implications here are very clear: what you 
do is far more important than what you say.

I want to talk about visual cues; some of the 
things that I think are important for young 
kids. Memory tags. I call them memory tags; 
I do not know where I stole this from, I do not 
know where the name came from. I think it 
might have being within your organization, 
Steve may have used a phrase like that. But 
I call them memory tags, and it is basically 
a quick visual cue that has a specific history 
attached to it. A hand signal.

When you are talking about connecting 
with athletes, I do not want to just be able 
to connect to them when they are on the 
wall breathing, and stepping on their water 
bottles. I want to be able to connect with 
them in the moment; I want to connect with 
them while they are training, while they are 
in the middle of the set, while they are in 
the middle of the pool. So a lot of times 
what I will do is I will give a specific hand 
signal, and it might mean a specific skill. 

If I have an athlete that is struggling with 
early-vertical forearm on freestyle—high-
elbow catch, whatever you want to call it. I 
would demonstrate with that athlete: this is 
what this means. When you see me standing 
on the deck, doing this, that tells you that 
you need to be mindful of your early-vertical 
forearm. If I want my kids breathing every 
third stroke, I may give them a visual cue, 
maybe it is tapping my chin. It is tag, so all 
they have to do is when they are looking at 
the side of the pool, they will see me point at 
them and do something, and I am with them 
and they know I am with them. That is a great 
connection with kids. I do not have to wait 
until they repeats ends, and go over and try to 
have twenty conversations. It is a very quick 
and instantaneous. You can also do auditory 
cues; a lot of you guys do this already. But I 
think visually is very, very helpful. 

If you are not using video, you are missing 
a huge opportunity. Even with Age Group 
of kids, drop a video camera on those 
kids, you are going to be shocked what 
you see. Anybody put video on young Age 
Groupers? Holy Christ; it is incredible, 
right? It is incredible. They need to see 
themselves, and it is helpful for you to see 
what you are actually teaching—or not 
teaching, as the case maybe. I think video 
is a great way to teach mechanics. 

Speaking of mechanics, since I mentioned 
it: Steve Haufler is in the room. I do not think 
there is a finer coach in terms of teaching 
technique than Steve; I have learned a lot 
from Steve. But he does a tremendous job 
teaching foundations for fast swimming. 
(So Steve, thank you, for the insights that 
you provided over the years; I appreciate 
that.)  Again, I steal all the time guys; 
stealing ideas. And, hopefully, we can give 
you some to think about. Use video. 

This is critical for age group kids: your 
demonstrations have to match what you 
are saying. It is so important. If I am telling 
a child I want early-vertical forearm, I better 
make sure that what I am actually doing 
is demonstrating that. I want early-vertical 
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forearm [demonstration as well]. That is not... 
this is what they are seeing. They are visual; 
this is what they are going to key into. 

You need to make sure that you practice 
what you are teaching. My wife thinks I am 
the biggest dork ever—she knows I am the 
biggest dork ever—but I will stand in front of 
the mirror—you know, we have a full-length 
mirror—and I will just work on things. I try and 
get perspectives on when kids are down below 
me what it is going to look like; I will pull them 
up to my level, right, so I know that what they 
are seeing is actually what I am explaining. 
It does not make a whole lot of sense to 
demonstrate something that does not match 
what you are saying. Your visual cues have 
got to match, so practice that skill. And your 
wife will think that you are a dork too—and you 
can be in the dork-estra, as my son says, with 
me. (Yes, I am in the dork-esrta.)  

You have got to use your older athletes. 
Again, recognize the demands of the Senior 
schedule and the limitations that you have, 
but I think you are smart to build those things 
into your program. Sometimes, just a quick 
visual. Look I have a kid that is struggling with 
a specific... simple streamline; maybe kids are 
struggling with streamline. Okay, come here. 
Three lanes over I have got a National-level 
kid swimming. Come over here, look; see it, do 
that. Okay, use that; use those opportunities 
that are in your area all the time. It helps to 
create heroes within your organization as well. 
So visual cues are important. 

Verbal, we are not going to talk too much 
about, except a few points. Number one: 
paint the picture positively. If I want a child to 
hold their breath for three strokes off the wall, 
that is what I am going to tell them: I want you 
to hold your breath for three strokes off the 
wall. I am not going to tell them: Don’t breathe 
off the wall. Because if I tell them that, that is 
what they are picturing: not breathing. Don’t 
breathe off the wall has a very different picture 
than Hold your breath for three strokes off the 
wall, and you would be amazed how much 
more quickly the kids will key-into what you 
are saying. So I think that what you say has 
to be painted in a picture that really illustrates 
what you want it to look like. 

And again that is a practiced skill; there are 
some things that are difficult to explain that 
way. The more advanced your athletes 
are, the more difficult that might be. So you 
have got to find ways to talk; you have got to 
develop a language that is going to help you 
convey, in a positive manner, what you are 
trying to teach. Does that make sense, right? 

Again get to their level. We already talked 
about that; I think that is important. If you 
are working with little kids, get them up 
on the deck when you talk to them, get on 
your knees, talk to them. Whatever it looks 
like, but get to their level, okay.

Know your limits with your kids. Attention 
spans are vastly different from 8 years-old to 
9 years-old; 9 years-old to 10 years-old. Be 
quick, be concise, be repetitive: those are 
things that I do that really help me with the 
younger groups. And avoid the over-coaching 
that I think some of us are guilty of. 

Content. We already talked about knowledge, 
right? Knowing what to say is certainly 
important—I am not discounting that. But the 
content, I think this is a critical step. It should 
be systematic. Your system, your club, should 
have a systematic way of talking. And the 
reason I say this, in the text of connecting with 
your kids, is this: if I have an athlete that is 
preparing to shift from my group to the next 
level group, or from a group into my group, it 
is an instant connection when I want to tell that 
kid, maybe we are working on a certain drill, it 
has the same name as what they learnt it as. 

Early-vertical forearm, whatever it is, I want it 
to be the same. So when that kid comes into 
my program and I say Hey, little Johnny, you 
need to work on early-vertical forearm, he is 
going to know that is what he has been taught 
already. It is a good way to connect right away 
with that kid; they put a little bit more faith in 
you because it is familiar. So those key issues, 
in terms of developing your younger kids, I 
think you really need to work on terminology. 
Whether it be calling your drills the same 
things, could be just the verbiage that you use, 
but you have got to have a certain language 
that I think is helpful and consistent. 

Certainly written communication is critical. 
Emails, newsletters, bulletins. I put 
bulletins on the... we have little coach’s 
boards, sometimes I will put stuff up there: 
test results, whatever it is. Just find ways to 
get the content out to them. We have little 
mail boxes in our pool, every kid has got a 
hanging file folder, put information in there 
for them. I do think it is important when 
kids are trying to transition from group-to-
group that they have that continuity. 

Goal setting is a great way to connect with 
a kid. Most of us think... I am sure that 
everybody here uses goal setting, yes? 
Nobody does? There you go. If you do not 
use goal setting, I think you should. Not just 
in the sense that you need to know where 
you are driving the bus and where you are 

taking this group; but it is a way for you to 
have a conversation with your athletes, 
early, about your program and about you and 
about what they are trying to accomplish. It 
is a connection: it is another opportunity for 
you to work with that athlete one-on-one.

The problem with goal setting, guys: it is 
time consuming. Tracking and following-
through is the crucial step when it comes 
to goal setting. I want those kids to know 
that when we set goals they are going to 
be track-able. Great athletes, they set 
immediate goals: every set, every repeat, 
everyday they are setting a goal. But you 
have to track it and follow through with that. 

If you are smart, you will put systems in-
place to help you do that. We have a system, 
we use what we call split sheets. And split 
sheets for us, we have race results with 
different splits and a sections for comments. 
At the end of each meet, we circulate that 
amongst our staff; every staff gets to look at 
it. You are looking at splits, you are looking at 
comments. If a kid hit a goal, you mark that 
in the comments at the meet; and then when 
you review that information later, you make 
your notes and take it to practice. Have your 
kids come to you. Tell you, after every meet, 
they self-evaluate: yeah, I hit this goal. But you 
have got to recognize it, okay. And you need 
to make sure that you are following-through 
and providing them with some feedback. 

But I really like the way it helps you to 
connect with kids. New kids to your group as 
well as those that have already been in your 
group, it is an opportunity to re-establish a 
connection. So that is a really good way to 
kind of follow-through with that. 

Using your goals to teach your philosophy. 
Again, kind along what we just talked about.

Building-in opportunities. Building-in 
opportunities to connect with the athletes 
on your team. Some of you guys are 
probably pretty good at this, right. We talked 
a little bit about the programs that you are 
running on Friday nights: Fun Friday nights. 
Some of the things that I think are helpful. 
Certainly group visits—we talked about that 
already. Preparing your athletes to shift from 
one group to the other is a good, built-in 
opportunity to connect with the kids. 

I talked about the junior coaching model—I will 
explain this a little bit further. Basically what I 
do is on Friday nights, 15 minutes of practice 
for my Senior kids, what they will do is... we 
have got multiple Intermediate-, Pre-Junior-, 
Junior-level groups below us. And what they 
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will do is: I will send a schedule out to the 
coaches; every week, a certain group has got 
the junior coaching slot. And what my kids do 
is they are available for 15-20 minutes on 
Friday night. The coach will identify maybe 
some weaknesses that those kids have; send 
them to me on Wednesday—they will send 
an email to me on Wednesday night, saying 
I have this kid who is really struggling with 
breaststroke pull-outs or I have this kid who 
really is poor on his streamlines or whatever it 
is. And then what I will do is that Friday those 
kids show-up to my practice, 15-20 minutes 
before the end of my workout, and we are 
going one-on-one with those kids and we are 
teaching that skill. 

It is a great way obviously for the older kids to 
connect with the younger kids, but here is the 
other piece of it that is really, really valuable for 
me. Number one, I am connecting with the little 
kids that are not specifically under my primary 
care—if you will. But I am also connecting with 
my athletes: teaching them how to teach. Jeff, 
you are going to be working with an athlete 
on breaststroke pull-outs. Here are some 
thoughts, here are some ideas, on how you 
might want to teach it. It is a conversation I am 
having with one of my athletes; it is another 
connection. Now, go teach that. And it is time 
consuming for me: it takes a while for me to 
teach my kids how to teach. But it is important. 
And I do it systemat... it is a rolling schedule, 
every Friday night with my kids unless we are 
doing a meet or something; it is just a rolling 
schedule through our program. And it is a 
chance for me to connect with my athletes.

And here is the other secret: assign your 
kids a skill that they suck at, because then 
they get better at it too. If I have a kid that 
is teaching somebody how to streamline, I 
am going to make sure that is somebody 
that struggles on streamlining, so that they 
are aware of it. If they have to teach it, 
oftentimes it raises their standard. So that 
is something that I do with my guys. 

We talked about this: end the [practice] 
swimmer handshake, thank a coach with a 
handshake. It is a fun way to connect. 

Guest coaching. Ten minutes; we have a 
built-in gap in our program on Tuesday and 
Thursday, when we are transitioning from the 
pool to our dryland session. The kids are all 
getting dressed; 10-15 minutes, whatever, 
to get out to our dryland spot. That is 10-15 
minutes for me that I can walk over to our 
Junior program, say hi to the kids, whatever; 
look at a couple of things, offer some 
suggestions, just say hello, whatever. That is 
a 15 minute window: do you know how much 

damage I can do in 15 minutes? I can also do 
a lot of good in 15 minutes. 

And that is not extra time that I have on 
the deck; it is already there. So you have 
got to look at those holes that you have 
in your schedule and any opportunity you 
might have to just drop-in. You would be 
shocked how far that goodwill goes with 
little kids, and the coaching staff. It is 
great, sharing ideas with your coaching 
staff. Hey, why are you doing that? What’s 
going on? Keep their energy up. So you 
have got to look at different opportunities 
that you have to connect with those kids. 

When it comes to discipline, again I talked 
about this already guys: I believe in going 
after the situation initially. Okay, I am not 
saying that you cannot discipline your kids; 
of course you have to. The hammer falls 
and there is a reason for that. But at the 
end of the day, if there is something that 
structurally can change, I think those are 
important things to look at. I believe in 
disciplining in private, rewarding in public. 

Again I told you earlier: I do not yell, I do not 
scream. I do not have the energy for that 
crap anymore. I work a full-time job, I have 
got three kids; I am not a yeller, I am not a 
screamer. It is not my style. I have enough on 
my plate to have to worry about that. But I try 
and avoid hurting the ego and I try and avoid 
hurting the dignity of an athlete. I am not afraid 
to have ugly conversations with my kids when 
it is necessary, but I do it in that realm.

I talked about avoiding the false positives. 
I think it is your job to catch your kids doing 
something right everyday. You have got to 
look for things they are doing right and make 
sure that they know it. Okay? Again, I am not 
going to just make an effort... he did a great 
job today. That is lazy coaching. If that kid 
had one good push of the wall with a great 
streamline and kick out: That was a great 
streamline, great kick out; good for you. Find 
them; find those moments and share those 
with your kids, to avoid rah-rah false positives. 

And I believe at the end of the day you 
can reduce the need to discipline your 
athletes through your structure and your 
environment. If you are in control of your 
environment and if you are in control of 
your philosophy and you are living your 
credo, so much of the need to discipline is 
gone. I am not saying... guys I live in a real 
world with you. The kids. But if the structure 
is in place, a lot of those situations can be 
avoided earlier. Does that makes sense?

Well, I think that... in conclusion I just wanted 

to reiterate the importance of what you do. 
I am constantly in awe of USA Swimming 
coaches. I am telling you guys: I do not know 
of a more generous group of professionals. 
That are willing to share and willing to talk, 
and really collectively work together as a 
team to make our swimmers in our country 
the best in the world. And I appreciate you 
and I will continue to try and learn from you. 

I would encourage you, if you have got 
nothing out of this discussion, I am sorry 
about that.But I do think it is important that 
you take some of these thoughts and just 
let them bounce around your head a little 
bit and maybe you will get a nugget that is 
applicable to your particular program. For 
those coaches that I called-out personally, 
I appreciate you—I really, really do. And 
there are so many of you out there, but I 
really do appreciate your professionalism. 

Are there any questions that you have that 
I can answer before we finish up? I know it 
is New Orleans dinner time and you are all 
anxious to get to that shrimp etouffee, but..

[audience member]: What do you mean by 
avoid false positives, what does that mean?

[Tucker]: What I consider a false positive 
is if a kid has a poor performance, I tell him 
good job. I do not believe that is true; I do not 
believe it is a good job. The effort may have 
been good; Good effort is a lot better than 
Good performance. So I am just kind of very 
select with my language. And if they are not 
doing anything good, I am going to have to 
find something that they are doing good. 
But I am not just going to tell them they did 
something well if they did not, okay. 

If I am working on a stroke correction, and 
I say, “Listen, we need to concentrate on 
a little bit more on rotation” or maybe early 
catch in your backstroke, whatever it is. 
They demonstrate it, it is not happening, 
I am not going to tell them good job: they 
have not changed it. Okay, it was maybe an 
inch better, but you’ve got to go further. I do 
not believe in just a false positive that is not 
there. Does that answer your question?

[audience member]:  And when you fake it, 
they know it.

[Tucker]: They do; guys, they know. When 
you are faking it, they know it. These kids 
are smart. Well I put my email up here for 
you. If you have any questions or comments 
or concerns, or if what I said does not 
resonate, please feel free to reach-out to 
me. I welcome your advice, I welcome your 
insight, and I want to thank you guys for 
being here today. Thank you very much.
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PauL ardenPauL arden
Excerpt from It’s Not How Good You Are; It’s How Good You Want to Be

The book is by Paul Arden and is titled It’s Not How Good You Are; It’s How Good You Want to Be.
As a teaser we’d offer the following excerpts in no particular order.

It’s Not How Good You Are, It’s How Good You 
Want to Be is a handbook of how to succeed 
in the world - a pocket ‘bible’ for the talented 
and timid to make the unthinkable thinkable 
and the impossible possible. The world’s 
top advertising guru, Paul Arden, offers up 
his wisdom on issues as diverse as problem 
solving, responding to a brief, communicating, 
playing your cards right, making mistakes and 
creativity, all notions that can be applied to 

aspects of modern life. This book provides 
a unique insight into the world of advertising 
and is a quirky compilation of quotes, facts, 
pictures, wit and wisdom, packed into easy-
to-digest, bite-sized spreads. If you want to 
succeed in life or business, this is a must!

Paul Arden began his career in advertising 
at the age of 16. For 14 years he was 
Executive Creative Director at Saatchi and 

Saatchi, where he was responsible for 
some of Britain’s best known campaigns 
including British Airways, Silk Cut, Anchor 
Butter, InterCity and Fuji. His famous slogans 
include ‘The Car in front is a Toyota’ and ‘The 
Independent - It is - Are You?’. In 1993 he set 
up the London-based production company 
Arden Sutherland-Dodd where he is now a 
commercials director for clients such as BT, 
BMW, Ford, Nestle and Levis.
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RenoSys began in 1988 with a simple proposition: Deliver Game  
Changing Ways to Solve Commercial Pool Operator’s Problems. 
Thousands of clients and 25 years later we are proud to be the  

unquestioned leaders at fulfilling the promise within that mission state-
ment.  Involve RenoSys early in your pool construction or renovation 

planning, and we promise to show you superior products, creative ideas 
and state-of-the-art technology as well as how they can all be integrated 
to save you substantial amounts on bid day.  Call for the whole story or 

visit our special web page…www.renosys.com/game-changers

Game Changing Ideas for AquaticsTM

Call for a Free Estimate 800.783.7005 
www.renosys.com •  info@renosys.com

Gutters, Grating & Perimeter Solutions Aquatic ConversionsPVC Pool Shells Stainless Pools & SpasPaddock Evacuator Elevated Pools & SpasRecreational PVC Flooring

RenoSys... Where Renovation 
Meets Innovation

See Us On
You Tube
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Where Does It End?
Stop Throwing Money Down The Drain Year After Year
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Get The Superior Pool InteriorTM   From RenoSys® 

Trying to keep your pool facilities open, watertight and attractive can drain your budget – especially if you’re dealing with a leaky pool.  If 
you’re planning new construction or renovation - specify RenoSys, The Superior Pool Interior.TM  RenoSys will help keep your pools open 

and looking great for decades. Unlike fiberglass, paints and epoxy coatings, RenoSys does not depend upon a mechanical bond with 
your old pool shell, allowing it to expand and contract with the freeze thaw cycle making even existing cracks and cold joints completely 

watertight. RenoSys has a full complement of integrated products and systems designed to renovate and build new commercial pool 
facilities.  Give us a call today for a free, no obligation quotation and ideas on how to solve your pool problems.

800.783.7005 • www.renosys.com • info@renosys.com

Call for your free sample!
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Winter Is Coming...
Avoid the Spring Rush and Renovate Your Pool This Fall.

Don’t wait until Spring like everyone else to try to schedule 
your pool renovation for a Memorial Day completion.  
Involve RenoSys early in your pool construction or  

renovation planning. We’re taking reservations now for  
Fall renovations. You’ll receive priority scheduling, huge  
savings, superior products, creative ideas, and state-of- 

the-art technology.  Call 1-800-783-7005 for more  
information or visit: renosys.com/game-changers

Schedule Now for 
Fall Renovation


