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As we embark on a “first ever” for the ASCA by conducting our annual event in 2020 in the virtual world 

– 2020 ASCA Cyber World Clinic – I thought it made sense to celebrate the many years of great talks 

over the years by highlighting four talks that had a major impact on my coaching career. These talks were 

conducted my coaching legends in the sport of swimming and I am confident they dramatically changed 

the quality level of coaching in the sport.

I know that the four talks that I have included in this edition of American Swimming Magazine were ones 

that left a lasting impression on me and gave me the sense that I had been educated while an audience 

member during these talks at the ASCA World Clinic. I hope that by sharing with the current ASCA 

membership that they will leave you feeling inspired and motivated to be a part of this amazing sport of 

swimming and the impact that coaches can have on their swimmers.

It was very difficult to limit myself to just four talks to be included in this edition but encourage any coach 

wanting to learn more from some of the coaching legends that have given incredible talks at the ASCA 

World Clinics over the years to go to the ASCA website for access to The Directors Cut downloadable 

document https://swimmingcoach.org/shop/books/history/directors-cut/  that showcases these talks.

We look forward to providing some great content at the upcoming ASCA Cyber World Clinic that 

will provide you with insights and material from coaches who are paying it forward by sharing their 

information as speakers.

Thank you for your continued support to ASCA!

Steve Roush

Chief Executive Officer 

American Swimming Coaches Association 

COACHES,
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The X Factor From a talk given by Dr. James Counsilman 
at Montreal, 1971. Condensed and Edited by Bob Ousley, 
Past Executive Director, ASCA. 

Is there any one factor or trait that determines a 
successful swimming coach? If there is, could we educate 
a coach to have this particular trait? The business world 
has long wondered what makes a good executive, a good 
administrator, or a good salesman. Research into this 
ingredient of success h led to the use of multi-million 
dollar testing bureaus. For example, the executives of U.S. 
Steel are given personality tests, intelligence tests, leadership 
ability tests, and others in every possible measurable area. So 
far they have very little success in identifying any single trait 
that their subjects have in common. For instance, they 
sometimes find the lowest paid filing clerk to have more 
basic intelligence than the highest paid executive. They have 
determined that once a person reaches a level of intelligence 
somewhere above average, that higher intelligence by itself is 
not necessarily a determinant. So, we cannot give all coaches 
intelligence tests and determine that 1 most intelligent will be 
the best coach. If this were true, then all we would have to do to 
select a good coach is the man with the highest I.Q. It might be 
just the opposite; a man with a high I.Q. might be too smart to 
get involved in coaching. 

Let’s get back to the business world. I personally feel that 
intelligence has a lot to do with success in coaching, 
business, in almost any field of endeavor. However, the type 
of intelligence I am speaking of is not the type to be 
measured by academic testing; it could better be called a type 
of “perception.” The business school at India University has 
found their search for a common denominator from which 
to predict success to be rather fruitless. They have, however, 
isolated an unidentifiable factor which they have named 
the “X” factor. They can’t sharply define this factor, but they 
talk about, and they feel they are closing in on a definition. 

I would like to apply this “X” factor to swimming coaches. 
They know a little about this factor in business, and I would 
like to mention a few of the dangers encountered by business 
in attempting to build a perfect administrator. Business has 
sent its top administrator to training courses — very much 
as you have come to this clinic — the send them to univer-
sities and sometimes to the Menninger Foundation in Kan-
sas. The most outstanding business training course is given in 
Kansas at the Menninger Psychiatric Clinic. Here, three times 
year, a course is offered to top executives at a fee of $1200. 
Entrance is limited to 20 per group in three groups, and is 
called “Understanding Man.” Business sends its top 
executives to this clinic, the theory being that with this type of 
training they will return and do a better job of managing. 

Unfortunately, business has found that many of its executives 
go back from such a clinic and do worse. Likewise many of 
our coaches go home from these clinics and do a worse job 
of coaching than before. I can see some < your kids now 
saying, “Oh my God, Coach has been to one of those 
screwy clinics again. Now we get all of the screwy work-
outs and those crazy ideas on stroke mechanics.” I 
believe that we must continue to experiment, to con-
tinually change our programs and our methods. There-
fore, I do not recommend that we stop attending clin-
ics such as this, but I would caution you about one thing. 
 
There are examples of men who have trained 
themselves to be coaches, devoted their entire lives to that 
end, and failed miserably. Some of these men have been 
warned before they start that they will fail, just as I now warn 
some of my graduate students that they too will fail. Why 
do they fail? Let us take a partially true case and synthesize 
individual, give him a false name — call him Frank Zilch. 

Frank Zilch came to me some years ago and said, “I want to 
study under you, learn all that you know, take all the scientific 
courses available, so that I can become the greatest swimming 

T H E  X  F A C T O R
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coach in the world.” Of course, his approach was wrong; this 
was not the thing he should have said.
As his graduate advisor, I set out to plan his education. 
Theoretically, he had everything going for him; he was good 
looking, he had desire, he had lots of energy, he was intelligent, 
and with good planning, we should be able to make a great 
coach out of him. But, as it turned out, it was an impossible task, 
because he lacked the “X” factor, which we will discuss later. 

Frank Zilch read all the research on swimming he could 
find; he read the “Research Quarterly,” “Swimming Tech-
nique,” “The Journal of Applied Physiology,” and many, many 
others. He attended all the coaching clinics he could find, 
he did research, he lived swimming, he ate swimming, his 
every thought and every waking minute was applied to 
swimming. We designed his courses to cover every area of 
knowledge possible that could contribute toward making 
him a great swimming coach. He knew more facts about 
swimming than any person in the world; his brain was 
crammed with swimming knowledge. In setting up his 
course of study we tried to give him a full education in the 
areas necessary to make him a great swimming coach. 

He had to be a great physiologist to understand the process 
of conditioning; what happens to the swimmer’s body when 
he trains. The perfect coach should know that the swimmer’s 
body changes as he trains, he should understand these physi-
ological changes that occur. In preparing the perfect coach 
for this area of knowledge, he should certainly read Dr. Selye’s 
book on Stress and Adaptation. Frank Zilch studied all of this.  

The thought must occur to you, “does all of this really seem 
necessary?” We all wonder if we should not concentrate on just 
training the swimmers and let Dr. Selye and others do this type 
of research. Maybe we should learn by trial and error, by either 
overworking or under working our swimmers. Most of the 
U.S. progress in training technique has occurred through trial 
and error. The Europeans, in particular those from the Iron 
Curtain countries, are usually surprised and disappoint-
ed when they visit training sites in the United States and 
fail to see the American coaches taking pulse rates and 
electrocardiograms. They expect American coaches to be 
more scientific they expect us to take pulse rates; they expect 
us to take electrocardiograms, and to measure all 
physiological changes in our swimmers. During a recent 
trip to Russia, I gave an hour lecture at the Russian Institute 
for Physics Education in Minsk. During the question 
and answer period the questions were entirely on min-
ute details such as, “did the swimmers take vitamins,” 
“how many milligrams of Vitamin C did they take,” “do 

you measure their electrocardiograms.” They asked no 
questions on training, on swimmers, on repeats, etc. 
Later we had a special conference with officials of the 
Russian sports field. There were about six or eight sitting 
about the table; they had a nutritionist, an expert on fluid 
mechanics, a physiologist, the only thing missing was a swim-
ming coach. Again, the questions were on, in my opinion, ir-
relevant subjects. Their favorite question is on the “T” wave. 
Then they asked the sixty-four-ruble question. They wanted 
to know why they were not getting better swimmers in spite 
of spending millions of rubles. They asked if they were be-
hind the times, they asked what we in the U.S. were doing 
that they were not. I told them that they were actually far 
ahead of our country in scientific methods, but they did not 
understand. I think the Russians are missing the “X” factor. 

We have had similar experiences with the East Germans. 
They too are going about their swimming on a very scientific 
basis. They select their future athletes on a scientific basis, 
as they are also doing for their future scientists, mathemati-
cians, physicists. When an East German child shows promise 
in any area, math, science, sport, etc., he and his family are 
often moved so the child can be enrolled in a special school or 
institute that is designed to nurture this skill. The 
East Germans, like the Russians, wonder why they are 
not having greater success in these areas. 
The answer is again; I believe the “X” factor. 

In the United States we throw our 500,000 age group 
swimmers into the pool and let the best survive. The ones 
that come out on top have the physical ability and have 
fought their way to the top through hard, merciless work. 
We do not coddle our swimmers; our swimmers, also the 
Canadian and Australian swimmers, are not pampered. We 
throw them all in the pool and let the best survive. I favor 
this system over the scientific approach of the Russians and 
East Germans. They approach things too scientifically and 
forget that it is dog-eat-dog competition. The Americans, the 
Australians, the Canadians, and a few others, produce the 
toughest swimmers because of the system that forces them 
to fight their way to the top. This is why these swimmers are 
the toughest in the Olympics and other international meets. 
 
In business they have a saying, “You never see a good-looking 
salesman.” I don’t know how really true this is, but possibly 
he doesn’t sell much because he is too busy with the farmer’s 
daughter. The point is, I believe, you want to stay away from 
people who have everything going for them. I’ve yet to have 
a good swimmer who was talented physically and also well 
adjusted. A person can have all the physical and mental 
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attributes and not do well, because the person with everything 
going for him does not have a strong ego drive. Perhaps this 
ego drive is part of the “X” factor we have been talking about.
 
Now back to Frank Zilch. He had everything going for him. 
We trained him to be a good physiologist, now we will train 
him in stroke mechanics. He studied physics, fluid mechan-
ics, he studied underwater movies, he learned all about Ber-
noulli’s principle, and he studied every aspect of stroke me-
chanics. This is another area in which the Europeans seem 
surprised to find that American coaches are not spending 
more time on the deck with stroke mechanics. I do not be-
lieve any coach could teach Mark Spitz to swim the way he 
does; much of this he has done on his own. The better a swim-
mer is, the less he really has to be coached. If you have a Mark 
Spitz, just sit back and enjoy him and try to learn from him. 
 
How does a swimmer learn? He learns through trial and error. 
Why doesn’t everybody learn the same? Because we all have 
varying abilities. We have photographed dogs swimming, 
and have learned that not all dogs swim naturally, in fact 
some nearly drowned. We found that at first, most dogs 
tried to swim with all four feet, and then gradually learned 
to pick up the hind feet and swim only with the front feet. 
However, in the case of the Labrador Retriever, they learned 
to swim this way usually on the second time in the wa-
ter, much sooner than other types of dogs. We studied 
the Dachshund and on the twentieth time in the water he 
was still trying to work all four feet and nearly drowned. 
 
I believe the Gary Hall’s, the John Kinsella’s, the Mark Spitz’s, 
are the Labrador Retrievers. Unfortunately, most of you will 
get a lot of Dachshunds in your programs; so, many of our 
great swimmers swim well in spite of us lousy coaches. Those 
of us who work only with the Labrador Retrievers have a 
real advantage. So, you club coaches keep on sending us the 
Labrador Retrievers and keep the Dachshunds. Those of 
us with the top twenty college teams just go out and recruit 
the Labrador Retrievers from the local coaches so we don’t 
have to know very much about stroke mechanics. The better 
the swimmer, the less you have to work on stroke mechan-
ics. I believe stroke mechanics are extremely important, but 
at the lower levels. The best stroke mechanics men in the 
U.S. are the lesser-known coaches in the local programs. 

We now have Frank Zilch well qualified in physiology, and 
in stroke mechanics. Next we go to what I feel is the most 
important area of all — psychology. This is one area in which 
the Russians and East Germans were very complimentary 
to the Americans. They marveled at the rapport the Ameri-

can coaches have with the American swimmers. They have 
remarked at what great psychologists the American coaches 
are, how they can motivate the swimmers in spite of the fact 
that we don’t do scientific testing, and don’t work with stroke 
mechanics. I believe that if you gave three different coaches 
— one a psychologist, one a stroke mechanics expert, and 
one a physiologist — identical teams that the psychologist 
would win every time. A good psychologist can motivate his 
swimmers to work hard and to dedicate themselves to the 
sport. They can keep the swimmers happy so they will 
enjoy the sport and stay with it, they can recruit the best 
swimmers, they can handle the city council and the parents. 
The good psychologist in time will become a good organizer 
and administrator; he will have a large team and 
attract the Mark Spitz’s and the Gary Hall’s to his 
team. So, this is the way to become a good coach. 

Finally, let me tell you what I think the “X” factor is in successful 
coaching. The “X” factor is, to quote an old saying, “The ability 
to separate the wheat from the chaff.” Another way of express-
ing it is to say, “You must be able to recognize the important 
things and work on them; and to minimize the unimport-
ant.” Let me give you an example: we have seen mothers and 
fathers, and a few coaches, walking up and down the pool 
deck as the swimmer is swimming with dropped elbows, over 
kicking like mad, and he is being yelled at, “kick, kick, kick.” 
In other words, they ignore the important item, the dropped 
elbows-and emphasize the unimportant by yelling “kick, kick.” 
 
I feel that the present trend of doing everything for the athlete 
is not good. For example, I could put a timer on every swimmer 
in my practice, keep all their splits from them with managers, 
but I do not because I want them to be aware of what they are 
doing. Too often we do so much for them that they stop using 
their brains — they stop thinking about their own activities. It 
is important for the swimmer to know his own times so that 
he understands the significance of what he is doing. Another 
place in which the coach fails the swimmer is when he allows 
parents and others to come on the pool deck and engage him 
in conversations during practices. The coach’s responsibility 
is to the swimmer not to the parent or others. The swimmer 
is important, the parents are not important. This is another 
example of where the coach must recognize the important thing, 
the swimmer, and ignore the unimportant, the parent. The “X” 
factor is then, in other words, the ability to see what had to be 
done and doing it. The great coach recognizes what is needed 
to do the job and then does it. This applies not only in coach-
ing, but in business, in administration, in every aspect of life. 
 
Another way of saying it is: cut through all the detail and get 
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to the heart of the matter. The perfectionist usually does not 
make a very good coach; he is too busy taking care of the little 
details and seldom gets to the heart of the matter.

At the present stage of development in swimming, the great 
coach must have two basic abilities-he must be a good 
organizer and a good psychologist. The good organizer 
will have the large team, he will attract the good swimmers 
from other teams, and he will develop the Mark Spitz’s and 
the Gary Hall’s of the future. The good psychologist will be 
able to handle the parent problems, he will get along with 
the city council, he will be able to communicate and get 
along with the swimmers, he will have the “super” team. 
 
The good coach today need have only an elementary 
knowledge of the areas of conditioning physiology and stroke 
mechanics. He does not need these to get the job done today. 
However, nothing remains static, and in the future these last 
two areas will become more and more important. As more 
superior athletes come out for swimming, a more tal-
ented people go into coaching, as more and better 
facilities become available, all of the aspects of knowl-

edge that we have discussed will become important. 
I frankly feel that we are on the verge of a tremendous 
knowledge explosion in the area of competitive swimming, 
which will make the more technical areas of knowledge more 
important to good coaching. These meetings we are attend-
ing here should help us to separate the important from the 
unimportant and make us better coaches. I would like to 
attend this clinic a hundred years from now to see what 
is being discussed. By that time they should have simple 
electronic devices that can be put in the swimmer’s ear to 
monitor pulse rates, blood lactate, and other such physiologi-
cal data. We are not ready for this sort of thing today, but even 
a hundred years from today, the inherent behavioral patterns 
of the swimmers will be the same as today, good coaching 
psychology today will be good coaching psychology then. 

In closing, I wish all of the speakers the best of luck in commu-
nicating some of their “X” factor so that many of us can gain 
from this conference.

Finally, if Frank Zilch is here, I apologize to him.
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In any successful swimming program, there are three forces that need 
motivating. Failure to enlist the full support of any one of these three 
groups means that the program is operating at less than full efficiency 
and will probably not reach its goals.

These three groups are the coach, the parents and the swimmers.

The Coach
The success of the program must rest on the foundation of the coach’s 
ambition. It is not necessarily true that the most ambitious coach will 
be the best coach. It was suggested, through psychological testing by 
Drs Ogilvie and Tutko at San Jose State that the average high school 
coach is very ambitious and aggressive—notice that this is the aver-
age coach. The older or above average coach does not score as high on 
this particular personality trait, indicating that he is not ambitious fir 
himself as he is for his athletes.

This is an entirely different idea and takes some thought. The most 
successful coaches, in my estimation, are those whose high goals are 
for three athletes. However, should the coach become successful, and 
make other people famous—ipso facto—this must rub off on him 
somewhat. He basks in reflected glory and this satisfies him because 
this is his goal.

The coach must examine his own reasons for coaching. If he is 
basically interested in making money, or if he is interested in 
having an afterhours and weekend job that gets him out of the house, 
then he will probably not have the will or the desire to spend the 
hours of time necessary to make swimmers great. I am certainly not 
criticizing coaches who operate in this manner for the most of the 
swimming clubs in this country are run on one of these bases. They 
are responsible for the fine athletic programs in this country which 
provide healthily wholesome exercise for thousands of youngsters 
and which also keeps them off the streets and clean (by no means a 
minor accomplishment).

The coach must decide where he wants to go with his program. Once 
he decides that, he can then set about putting in motion the other 
forces to help him.

The Parents
The parents are the most difficult. Here is where the coach, who 
really wants to produce a great swimmer, can fail, and it will really 
hurt his program. He may not realize that the good parent can make 

up in a large measure for the average swimmer. Peter Daland, when 
he coached at the Los Angeles Athletic Club, had his workouts in 
downtown Los Angeles for nine months of the year where every child 
had to be driven to workouts through heavy traffic and picked up, 
some as late as 9:30 at night. At that time, Peter said he didn’t have 
good swimmers, but he had good parents.

Many coaches feel that the ideal coaching situation would be in an 
orphanage. College coaching may be closest to that ideal, but parents 
are still important in college because they must be consulted during 
recruiting. Failure to impress the parents can have a devastating effect 
on the recruiting success of a coach.

So how do we motivate the parent? The club coach must succeed for 
the parents are needed not only for the transportation and housing, 
but they are the prime source for the club funds through payment of 
dues and conducting fund-raising events. The coaches, salaries, pool 
rentals and club trips, to a large extent, depend on how motivated the 
parents are.

There are several ways to motivate parents: 
a) You can start off by being civil to them. Usually they are of equal 
age or older than the coach.

b) Grant them respect and courtesy when they come up with 
questions.

c) While it is not necessary for them to watch practice all the time, 
and every club probably has one or two that wish to do this, I think 
it is vital that they be encouraged to come at least once a week to 
show their child that they are interested in him. Therefore, Saturday 
morning might be a good time to encourage them to come. You can 
plan ahead, and do a lot of kicking and pulling training, and also 
be sure that you single out the swimmers of those parents who do 
come for some special attention during that workout.

A good way to motivate parents is to leave the coaching to you is 
to assign ambitious parents difficult tasks, as they usually are people 
who will get things done (meet director, program chairman, social 
events chairman, etc.) Then when you do have conversations with 
them (and you will) you can turn it around to one of their activities 
rather than the child’s.

Motivating parents is a very difficult job, but the hard rule to remem-
ber is that the coach motivates them. If you get in a position where 

by George Haines
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one of them is motivating you, then you will have a problem situation 
which other members of the club become aware of, probably before 
you do.

I make a rule never to accept favors from parents. It is very difficult 
for a young coach starting out who is poor, to resist the generosity of 
wealthy parents. But it must be done, I feel or you lose your indepen-
dence in running the club.

Don’t accept favors from parents—don’t buy cars (maybe one) from 
them at a discount. Don’t go to their homes often for dinner (can 
you go to everyone’s house?) Don’t let the take you out to dinner. Be 
sure to pay for legal and medical services. The club should provide 
insurance. If you are single, be discrete when you date daughters or 
mothers. This will eliminate all sorts of problems in the club. Before 
you starting coaching, you had your own friends—stick with them 
afterwards too.

The Swimmers
After you have discovered your goals, you have the parents working 
on swimmers’ fund-raising; you can then give you attention to your 
swimmers which are the easiest group to motivate. Aren’t they the 
ones who will get rewards?

a) You want them to become great and their parents are behind you 
all the way.

b) Now you “goal set” for the swimmers according to the potential
of each, which you reevaluate constantly.

c) Then you work on getting the swimmers to have identical goals 
with you.

I have three rules I follow as closely as I can—be fair, be firm and don’t 
see too much.

These are the three ideals that you must have to motivate the 
swimmer. You can fail somewhat on the “Be Fair” category, and the 
swimmer won’t even notice. But you must constantly be on the alert 
with yourself, or it can be a problem. I was surprised to find Don 
Schollander was jealous of Mark Spitz in 1967 and 1968—he said 
so when he wrote his book. This was in spite of the fact I never did 
favor mark, and if you asked other swimmers in the workouts those 
summers, they would probably say I favored Schollander.

You see how careful you have to be with older swimmers. You must 
try to make each swimmer believe that you think he can win. Now 
this tricky bit of psychological maneuvering is done by swimming 
coaches all the time. Witness last summer when it was perfectly 
obvious that Coach Dick Jochums had convinced both the 
Furniss brothers, Steve and Bruce, they could win. That is a very 
difficult thing to do. Surely Forbes Carlile convinced Jenny Turrall and 
Sally Lockyer, last year that each one could win. Sherman Chavoor 
is a master at this as he convinced Debbie Meyer, Sue Pederson and 
Vickie King that each could win. These are in races where you have 
two swimmers of equal ability racing each other. If these coaches can 
do it for two, think about simple it is to convince just one swimmer 
he can win. Most of the time this is a simple problem, but it must be 
thought about, and time must be given to convincing the swimmer 
that they can achieve the goal.

Motivation is really done in practice. There isn’t that much difference 
in workouts done anywhere in the country. Everyone is swimming 
similar repeats in Florida, Indiana and California. The winners usu-
ally will come, by and large, from the pools where the repeats are 
done the fastest. I had a great success with breastrokers at Santa Clara 
because I believe I had the fastest breastroke lane in the country—
maybe the world. Brian Job started it and I was able to keep the lane 
full of good breastrokers who had to keep up the fast pace of the lane 
and so I had three of them make the 1972 team and a fourth just 
missed by a few tenths. I have had the same success in the butterfly. 
Spitz got it going, and the others have come along. The pace has been 
terrific and the times keep coming down. They motivate each other 
and drive each other into the finals.

But how do you motivate the guy with the sore shoulder or the sore 
knee? How do you get him to swim faster when he can’t even work 
out enough to get in shape? These are problems I am working on. 
They are very difficult ones and can cause a real breakdown in the 
motivation of that particular athlete.

My rule of “being fair” means I present each swimmer with the best 
workout I can devise for him each day; I try to treat all swimmers the 
same; I try to give equal attention to all the basis of a week’s workouts 
(you can’t talk to everyone each day); I try to find something personal 
to mention to each swimmer once week…about their dog, hobby, or 
girl-friend, or something that has nothing to do with swimming; I try 
to praise each one once a week individually; I make every effort to be 
the same towards every one of them (if I have a favorite, I do my best 
to conceal it).

My second rule of “being firm’ is based on my belief that you can’t 
have any kind of success with a team if there isn’t any discipline. 
I think the parents want discipline, the swimmers want it, and I 
certainly want it. No one wants to pay money to a competitive swim 
team to have fun and games for three hours a day. Oh yes, I break 
the monotony for a few minutes watch practice, but orderly workouts 
appeal to everyone. I like the kids to watch the clock, live by it, know 
their times and complete each segment of the workout honestly. If I 
feel they are not, I will mention it, and if it is chronic, I will probably 
ask them to leave until they are ready to let me be the coach. We 
all know how disastrous this is for the swimmer. I don’t think it is 
necessary to rant and rave, for then I am not being firm. On the other 
hand, my rule of not “not seeing too much” makes it easier for me to 
be firm.

No one can face the music all the time or he will go deaf. Hence, don’t 
follow up every little thing you hear or see. Don’t go out of your way 
to check up on things. Make up your mind what is important to you. I 
once had an assistant coach who worked out his swimmers in another 
pool. I heard that things were chaotic at this pool—boards flying, etc. 
I spoke to him about it, told him there was criticism, and then I never 
mentioned it again. It was his problem and if the swimmers started 
to quit, I would have had to take action, but as long as they didn’t, I 
would assume he was doing his job. No one quit and he remained 
with me for years, but the complaints went on. I ignored them just 
because it just wasn’t that important to me. He produced swimmers.

I have rules for trips and I tell the kids before we leave what is 
expected of them. I don’t do a lot of checking myself. If they are 
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reported to me for glaring discrepancies, I speak to them and may 
even send them home. I try to anticipate difficulties that will come 
up (such as keeping the car keys if we stay over the last night). But 
basically, I treat them as adults and let them know I trust them. I don’t 
attempt to see everything. I do the same with assistant coaches and 
urge them to do likewise. If I leave an assistant in charge, I know the 
swimmers are going to have a little vacation. I don’t want the assistant 
to make a list of all the infractions and present it to me when I return 
so I can ‘punish’ the offenders.

The amazing thing about trying not to see too much is that you usu-
ally do hear about everything. It is difficult for anyone on your club 
to tell you anything about it for you are usually the first to know if 
you keep your “feelers” out. It is really a case of weeding out the really 
valid criticisms and letting the others fall by the wayside.

I think there are a lot of motivational ideas that one must use that 
have nothing to do with workouts. A swimming team is like a little 
world of its own. I always look forward to entering this world each 
day and I want it be as successful and happy a world as I can make it 
for myself.

I enjoy every workout. I look forward to the next one. I enjoy plan-
ning something new each day. I try to never repeat a workout. I like 
to challenge of making up five or six workouts to all start at the same 
time and finish simultaneously. It is like weaving a tapestry—you de-
cide what it will be used for, you pick out the colors, you make up the 
design, you then weave it all together, and hopefully it is No. 1 that 
year. If it is, you’ll probably win the Nationals.

Now that I am coaching in college and do not have a girls team any-
more, I would like to motivate those of you who coach girls with this 
composition, written by a couple of Santa Clara girls:

“Girl swimmers come in all ages and sizes, with or without swimming 
caps, short hair or long hair and braids. You can find them in the 
locker room or on the diving board, sitting on your desk. Sunbathing 
n the deck, jumping off the tower, or teasing the assistant coaches, or 
vice versa. They like to eat ice cream, sundaes and donuts. They like 
to collect bathing suits from Bill  Lee, adjust goggles, go to the school 
proms, work out twice a day and take trips. They hate cold water, 
chlorine, green hair, pulling with tubes, little red headed boys in their 
coach. Many times you think you’d like to coach only the boys, but
then who would remember your birthday every year, send you post-
cards from trip, hug you when they win, tell you that you made me 
famous, and just keep life really interesting. If you don’t coach girls, 
you’re really missing a lot.” That is probably the thing I miss most at 
the moment.

Question and Answer

Q: You had a squad of 44 swimmers at the 1972 Olympic Trials in 
Chicago. How do you motivate such a large group?
A: Basically, a lot of those people who made the cut-off to go to the 
Olympic trials in Chicago had set goals and were self-motivated. 
Those people swam well. I think we had only one person who did 
not swim their best times. They also tried to help those other people 
on the team who really had the chance to make it. I spent time in 
team meetings prior to going to the trials, trying to get them to see 

that there were some who has an outside chance to make it. Their 
goals were to do the best they could, and to do help put those girls 
and boys on the team who could do it. I try to be fair to them and 
convince them that they could swim their best. We did have a team 
meeting every day. We went over their individual problems, and I had 
a quite a bit of help. I had myself and two other coaches, and a couple 
of parents who’d been going along on the trips for a number of years 
that did a heck of a job.

Q: What goals do you have for yourself?
A: I would like my swimmers to feel that they have the same 
philosophy that I have and get some benefits out of swimming. The 
way I feel towards swimming is that what you put into swimming, the 
effort you put into it, will determine the end result. In other words, 
you will get out of it what you put into it. If they feel like that, then 
it’s not really a selfish point of view. I realize swimming is an indi-
vidual sport and it should be. When they are on the staring block it 
should be all for themselves, but there are a lot of people who helped 
put them there. I like to have my swimmers understand the fact that 
the coach help, the parents help, the whole club helps, and that they 
are not there just because of themselves. If they feel that way then 
they’re interested in the whole team and they’re interested in each 
other. At a big meet we spend a lot of time trying to make sure that 
those people on the first day’s event swim well, because if they do, 
everybody else will. We try to convince them, prior to the meet, that 
if they swim well the first day, that means they are in great shape and 
they’ve all been doing the same workouts. Therefore, you should be 
in great shape also, and if they’re interested in each other, then it will 
rub off. That’s my philosophy.

Q: Have you ever lectured your swimmers on outside activities?
A: I learned early in my coaching years that I might lecture them, 
but I never make up a list of rules. I tell my swimmers, “we are 
going to do a lot of hard work and you have to train both in and out 
of the pool to do well. You have to be a good judge on what’s good 
for you. Don’t force me into making rules that you have to break.” 
That’s the way I’ve tried to handle it. Now, I can’t say that there haven’t 
been times that I’ve gotten individuals in and say, “Look either or.” 
Generally, my point of seeing too much is exactly what I mean here. I 
think it’s important that a kid going to High School participate in his 
High School activities, have a girl and have a boyfriend. It’s up to the 
coach to decide how he is going to motivate them to train away from 
the pool as well as in. There are a couple of things that I absolutely 
will not allow, smoking of anything, or drinking beer or hard liquor. 
When we go on a trip, if the older boys think they have to have beer, 
they better jolly well do it after we get back. What I don’t see usually 
doesn’t bother me to much.
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Anybody who says that he knows all about tapering or peak-
ing is presumptuous. I’m going to give you some ideas that 
have helped me in the past, and hopefully will help in the 
future. My ideas are continually changing and I am the first 
to admit that when I have a team in the middle of a taper, I’m 
frightened to death. I have to look in the mirror every night 
and say, “I really don’t know what I’m doing. That may sound 
terrible, but it’s true, because the taper is the moment of greatest 
insecurity for coach and athlete alike. You wonder if it is really 
going to work, and if last year’s system will work this year. You 
think of all the things that you’ve done that are probably going 
to throw it off. You are really out of confidence at that stage. If 
anybody tells me that he’s not out of confidence at that state, I 
just don’t believe him, because I know that most coaches are 
very scared at that time.

First of all we need to define “tapering.” It’s basically 
nothing more than the decrease in quantity and increase 
in quality training, preceding certain competition. By the 
same token, if we use the word “peak,” we’re talking about 
building up to improved performance. I prefer the word 
“tapering” because it can be tied in better with mileage. So, for 
the purpose of this discussion, I’m going to use the word 
“taper” rather than “peak.”

What are the determinants of the length of the taper? How do 
we decide whether the taper will be one day or three months? 
The age of the swimmer is a primary determinant. The 
older you are, the more time you need for the taper. If you’re 
coaching eight-year-olds or six-year-olds, you will probably 
give them about three days of taper, or at most five days. They 
need very little taper. Those little kids are like pieces of rubber, 
they can just bounce right back. A big rest is wasted on them 
because they’ll run around and do twenty other things that 
are much more tiring than working out. Whereas, the older 
person really needs a long time to get over the fatigue of heavy 
training.

The distances to be swum are certainly a factor. The 
distance swimmer, in general, doesn’t need as much taper as the 

sprinter, if the sprinter has been on a relatively honest pro-
gram. If he’s just been fooling around and really not doing 
much work, that’s different. But if he’s been on a good honest 
program, then he will need more time. So basically, the shorter 
the race to be swum, the longer the taper period required.

Then comes the question of the number of events. There’s a big 
difference between going to the Olympic Trials to swim only 
the 100 Free on the fourth day, and going to the block twelve 
times in an NCAA or National AAU Championship. There’s 
an enormous difference. Even Joe Bottom has to have con-
siderable mileage to get through an NCAA or National AAU 
meet. If he’s only going to swim the 100 meters twice, he really 
doesn’t need the same kind of program. So, the more events 
you swim, the less time needed for the taper.

The training level at the start of the taper makes a big 
difference; whether you’re on a 3,000 yard program or a 22,000 
yards per day program. The higher the distance in training, 
the more time it will take to taper off and get down where you 
can have your top swim. Whether you’re going to swim the 
sprint or whether you’re going to swim the 1500, also makes 
a big difference.

All strokes don’t take the same kind of taper. Here we’re in 
an area of experimentation and I think that we probably are 
making a mistake if we’re saying, “well, the breaststroker is 
swimming 200 and the freestyler is swimming 200, 80 I’m 
going to give them both the same length taper.”

The final taper factor is the individual himself. There are some 
people who want and need a long taper and there are others 
who want and need a short taper. Very high strung, insecure 
people, generally speaking, do better on a short taper, because 
during a taper period they start worrying about themselves 
and the longer you stretch this out, the worse they’re going to 
do. So, security, generally speaking, warrants a longer taper. 
Insecurity calls for a shorter taper.

Those are six factors which I consider when I’m talking about 
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a taper for a group of people. I’ve set some arbitrary categories 
on tapers and I’ve picked five, because I think they are fairly 
typical situations. I’ve tried to set these five tapers and will give 
three sample training groups, putting them through the tapers.
The distance group, for example, that is going roughly 16,000 
a day or 96,000 per week, a middle distance group, going at 
roughly 15,000, and a sprint group, going somewhere around 
10,000. I want to follow these three groups through these five 
different tapers to give you an idea of how it would affect each 
one of them.

The first kind of taper is what I call a “no-day taper.” It’s where 
you have a meet and the only thing you give up for that meet 
is the workout that you would have had if you hadn’t had the 
meet. In other words, if you have an afternoon meet, that 
morning you would train normally. Then that afternoon, in-
stead of swimming your four or five thousand, you’re going 
to have the swimming meet. We do a fair amount of training 
at a meet itself, because you warm- up with some kicking and 
pulling, you have pace 50’s or 100’s or whatever, and sprints. 
Then you warm down after races and then you have the events 
themselves. Sometimes in a meet, a person warms up a couple 
of times. So, all of that very often adds up to a half a workout or 
a third of a workout. One of the things we have to think about 
in these tapers is, the mileage loss because of the competition; 
you toss so many thousands of yards of training out the win-
dow. Basically you’ve made a decision that it’s more important 
to swim the meet than to swim the training yards.

On the “no-day taper,” the people on the big 16,000 program, 
will lose 6,500 yards of training. The 14,000 people will have 
lost 5,500 yards, and the sprinters will lose about 4,500 yards. 
So -8-you have to ask yourself if it is worth losing this yardage 
just to have a swimming meet. Of course it is worth it, because 
the reason you’re doing all this training is for competition. If 
you don’t have competition it becomes a very drab sport. So it 
is justified. You lost, about seven percent of the week’s mileage 
by having a “no-day taper.”

Now we move into a “one-day taper.” This means that 
you’ll have two workouts the day before, as you normally 
would only they’ll be a little bit lighter than usual. Then the 
morning of the meet, you’ll have your normal morning 
workout, only it will be lighter. Then instead of the afternoon 
workout, you have the meet. So what you’re doing is 
throwing away one workout in place of the meet, and you’re 
lightening up three other workouts. For the three training 
levels, the mileage losses start to look fairly big. . Now you’re 
talking about yardage losses of 10,500, 8,500, and 6,000, 
or about eleven percent of the mileage for the week. It’s 
surprising that a one-day taper is only eleven percent, where a 
no- day taper is seven percent. All I’m trying to do is to stimu-
late your thinking so that you realize going to a meet is an 
exchange of mileage for performance, which will have an effect 

on the ultimate swim at the end of the season.

The mileage losses in a “three-day taper” are considerable. 
Here we have losses of 28,000, 24,000, and 19,000 yards, 
which is thirty percent of a week’s work. We would normally 
use the three- day taper at USC for something like a league 
championship. In my club program, we’d probably do it for the 
Mission Viejo Invitational. High schools would probably do 
I for the league meet for swimmers who were qualified to go 
on to the high school championships. In other words, it’s the 
semi-finals, it’s the taper you might use for your semi-final 
meet. Most teams go into something like this about once 
during the season and sometimes not very late in the season. 
You might go to an early meet to try to make some standards 
and give everybody a three-day taper. The tragedy of course, is 
when you take the three days and still don’t do the times.

Then we come to the final taper or the fourth type of taper. I 
use “three weeks” as a generalized figure. Sometimes you can 
generalize yourself out of business. I once gave Don Havens a 
three-week taper for the Nationals. He swam fairly well there 
but a week later in Chicago he swam a lot better. He said it 
was a perfect taper for the Chicago meet. In other words, we 
were one week too short. He needed four weeks and I gave 
him three.

The mileage loss at this stage doesn’t matter. That’s the first 
thing to get into your head. Don’t worry about the mileage loss 
unless you’re training somebody for something three years 
away. At this stage you can afford the mileage loss because if 
they don’t come up with some good performances at the end of 
the season, the whole thing was pretty well lost anyway. So this 
really is a mileage loss you can afford. People are very confused 
as to how far down to go and some people are a little mixed 
up about how to go there. I used to think that you should go 
in an even descent, maybe dropping 500 yards per day. Then 
I thought a little bit more about it and realized that humans 
are not absolutely even machines and a little irregularity prob-
ably adds spice. I think it’s better to be a little irregular because 
there are certain things you want to do. There might be some 
days in the taper when the team needs a little more work or a 
little less work. We’ll be a little irregular because someday they 
are a little bit too tired and they need more rest. Another way 
is by increasing the amount of garbage, use a garbage workout 
and keep the mileage level controlled. I think some irregulari-
ties make it more human and more interesting. Otherwise it’s 
really dull when a swimmer knows that one week from now 
the total mileage in our program will be 4,800 and a week after 
that it will be 3,100. If you’re totally predictable then it really 
gets to be a poor show in my opinion. I think swimmers like a 
little bit of the unexpected.

We drop down to the ultimate level about three days before 
the major meet, then we horse around down at this level. The 
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next question is; do you go twice-a-day and stay on twice-
a-day training all the way through, or do you go down to 
once-a-day, which you might carry for a week preceding a 
meet? I personally prefer twice- a-day for two reasons. First 
is the idea that you always do better on your second appear-
ance at the pool in a day. The idea in the taper is to instill 
confidence into the athlete. If he is going to do well, it’s better 
to have a preliminary workout, a warmup type of workout, in 
morning and then his main series in the afternoon. Therefore 
we have two workouts. That’s one reason. The other reason is 
that at the Championships, many swimmers warm up at sev-
en o’clock so they can perform well in the heats. This means 
that if the swimmer swims at seven, then he comes back and 
swims at eleven or twelve. Then he comes back, warms up and 
swims in the finals. It seems illogical to go from once-a-day 
to three- times-a-day in the meet. That’s too big of a jump. So 
for those two reasons I personally believe in staying on twice-
a-day, all the way through. Now if you have a Joe Bottom or 
someone like this who’s only going to swim one event in the 
Olympic Trials, that’s a different situation. Then you might not go 
every morning. You might go every other morning. Something 
like that or maybe only once a day. That would be quite 
individual. I urge you to consider the possibility of twice-a-
day right through up to the meet especially if you’re going to 
go on three times a day at the meet.

For a final taper you really need to have a plan, a rough outline 
of what you’re going to do. I try to have in mind the approxi-
mate yardages that we will go.

During the final taper there are certain kinds of drills which 
coaches round the country and around the world tend to use. 
Training really has to get very specific at this time because 
you’re not just getting ready for three or four events in an open 
AAU meet, or two or three events in a dual meet, you’re getting 
ready for your ultimate swims of the season. You really have 
to be specific and get the athlete thinking of the events where 
he has the best chance to succeed. Maybe, prior to that, he’s 
been concentrating on his secondary events, trying to make 
the time standard. Now he has to put everything on the money, 
so the training really has to be specific. If his primary event is 
400, and his secondary event is the 1,500, his tertiary event is 
the 200, then you have to put the main training towards the 
400 with enough mileage to carry him through the 1500 and 
enough speed to help him succeed in the 200. The 400 is the 
center post of the taper.

Broken swims are certainly an important part of this phase of 
training. t generally do not use many broken swims outside of 
taper periods. I try to save broken swims for the taper so that 
they associate broken swimming with quality swimming. Pace 
work now becomes paramount, especially with the distance 
swimmers. You’ve really got to get the pace 100’s and 50’s, 200’s 
and so forth down so that they really know what they’re doing 

and can think ahead to the races themselves. Sprinting has to 
increase in quality and even in quantity, but not to the point 
where the swimmers are suffering muscularly as a result of this 
intense type of swimming. Quality, of course, is the key note 
and when people do repeats in a series you really have to talk 
quality. It’s really time to end all the low level swimming.

In taper periods we don’t use the word “warmup,” because 
by definition this means to swim slowly. We say, “prelimi-
nary swim” and most people don’t know what that means, so 
they don’t swim it very fast, but they don’t swim it very slowly 
either. Kicking and pulling still are important especially kick-
ing for the sprinters, and pulling for the distance people. We 
do a lot of push 50’s and 25’s for tune-ups very often before a 
main series in a taper, rather than just pulling the main series 
on top of a kicking or pulling drill, we will usually have some 
descending, 25’s or 50s. This series is used to get some basic 
speed. Then when they hit the series, they’ll do better. The 
series has to be good to keep the moral high.

More and more emphasis at this stage needs to go on to the 
“warming down” after you’ve made your effort wins. Most 
swimmers are very negligent about warming down at the end 
of workout. The result is not doing this is that the next day 
they’re very stiff and sore and feeling very sorry for themselves. 
You really have to land on them hard and chew them out for 
not taking care of themselves and warming down properly. It 
takes time, but it is important. If they don’t learn to do it in 
practice, they probably aren’t going to do it at the meet either. 
So you’d better get them in the habit of doing it.

I’ve listed some sample workouts in the handout. I just threw 
in some things that could be used. You can look them over and 
throw out the things you don’t like and insert your own ideas. 
My descent is a little bit too mathematically perfect, it’s sort of 
a story book taper which isn’t realistic, because there will be 
days when you’ll want to go more or you want to go less.

Another thing I want to talk about is the special case of “twin 
peaks.” A lot of coaches have asked me about this because my 
teams at the university have had the “twin peaks” situation for 
about twenty years with the National Collegiate and National 
AAU Championships. Anybody who is coaching an American 
National team, as Frank Keefe and company did so successful-
ly in East Germany and Russia, has to face this. You’re taking 
swimmers from a National Championship, where they were 
totally peaked, to another country for further competition. 
Anybody taking an Olympic or Pan-Am or World Champion-
ship Team has to face this. It really is something that all of us 
have to think about. Sometimes in certain high school leagues, 
the coach has to face it because they have the prelims one week 
and the finals the next week. Prelims have gotten to the stage, 
even in high school swimming, where there can be no fooling 
around. Everybody has to put it on the line. So “twin peaks” 
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are something we all have to live with. Sometimes the peaks 
are three days apart and sometimes they’re three weeks apart. 
What do you do?

The general rule of thumb that I urge you to consider would e 
to work at a reasonable level of training then taper down for a 
week and a half. Generally speaking, you cannot taper on top 
of a taper. A lot of swimmers have tried it successfully. They 
find that they have succeeded at the 3,000-5,000 yard level, and 
just stay there instead of increasing the mileage. They forget 
that the reason for their success is not the 3,000 or 4,000 yards, 
it’s the 13,000 or 16,000 that they did through the mid-season. 
Everyday they’re getting farther and farther away from their 
last honest workout and ultimately it catches up with them. 
I’m sure that Frank Keefe and his cohorts found that by the 
time they got to Russia, some of the people were a little bit 
over the hill.

I’ve found that on trips, the swimmers who will follow this 
general plan of doing some solid work between the meets, will 
continue to perform well, not indefinitely, but for a number 
of swimming meets.t Those who want to keep on tapering, 
gradually get worse and finally they crash totally as their 
confidence oozes away. This is a situation that a lot of 
people face. A lot of the battle in the “twin peak,” is a question 
of morale. If you take a group of swimmers to the big meet, 
then a week, two weeks or three weeks, later take them to a 
lesser meet, you’ve got a tough situation. They were totally 
attuned mentally to the big meet, but they really can’t get 
psychologically into the little meet. That’s why so many 
athletes have a very tough time jumping from the NCAA meet 
to the National AAU meet. The National AAU meet doesn’t 
mean the same thing to them. It should, but unfortunately it 
has not been sold as attractively as the college meet and there-
fore the athlete doesn’t get as stirred up about it.

Finally, I want to say something that I think is important. There 
are two other types of taper that accompany the swimming ta-
per. One is weights. In the programs that I direct, I’ve tried to 
taper swimmers off weights as we taper them off mileage. In 
other words, going from the three-day-taper into the final ta-
per, they go back on weights, which they’ve drifted off during 
the three-day-taper. Then they gradually work off the weight 
program right into the final taper. By the same token, we have 
them work off hand paddles and pulling tubes. So, by the time 
we get down to the 3,000 to 5,000 level, weights are finished. 
Also, pulling tubes and hand paddles are finished. I also try to 
individualize this. If a swimmer really feels he wants to keep 
hand paddles because they help his stroke, or they keep his 
strength up, I will go along with him becau5e this also keeps 
up his morale. Morale is everything!

The other taper that’s going on is a psychological taper. You’re 
devoting more and more individual attention to the athlete. 

The mass program is finish. Each person really has a separate 
taper within the overall structure. I don’t mean you’re running 
forty different workouts. You’re trying to make little individual 
differences which tell the athlete that he is an individual and 
that you care about him as an individual. You individualize 
the program as much as you possibly can. This, of course, 
depends on how many coaches, how many athletes, and how 
much space you have. You also try to keep the psychological 
pressure up with some people and down with others. With 
a very nervous type of insecure person you try to make 
everything seem normal and happy in every way. With a 
person who needs to get excited about the meet, you keep 
dramatizing the thing. You have to be careful about exhorting 
the whole group together because while you’re getting some 
people excited and they’re really going to do well, you’re get-
ting other people too excited and they’re not going to sleep 
nights and they’re really going to do badly. Fortunately, team-
mates can help each other. If you plan it properly, you can 
have your people who are strong psychologically helping the 
weaker ones and telling them everything is going to be okay. 
This psychological taper has to go along with the swimming 
taper and with the taper from weights.

Questions and Answers

Q: In number five on the handout, would you take a specific 
individual and run him through 5,200?
A: We start with a 1500 swim which is a preliminary swim. If 
he is a distance swimmer, I would tell him to go rather easily in 
the first 500 and then push the last 1000 fairly hard. Very often 
during a taper period, when we’re not getting much mileage, I 
try to have them work the back half of the preliminaries swim 
more than they normally would as a sort of a mileage drill.

Then the kicking, ten 100’s. About once a week we have group 
kicking where everybody on the team kicks together on the 
same interval. Actually, the athletes like this. You get to see 
who are the people who aren’t kicking well and who are the 
people who are kicking extremely well. We’ll kick ten 100’s in 
the yards on 1:45. This is for senior swimmers and shouldn’t 
be too difficult because a good kicker will go under 1:20. I still 
have people who’ll just make it with a 1:38, just about time to 
catch their breath and go again. This points the finger at them 
and shows them that they really need to keep working on their 
kicking. Or we might kick ten 100’s on 15 or 20 seconds rest 
going at their own speed. So there are the two possibilities that 
we could use. I would probably use either one of them if we’re 
early in the taper period. This is the beginning of the taper 
period and we’re now looking at the 7,000, 10,000, and 13,000 
level.

On the six 200’s pulling, we would probably not put any 
pressure on that. We would have them do it at their own tempo 
on a fixed rest interval, which might be something like 15 or 20 
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seconds. I usually tell them to really concentrate on technique 
in pulling. “You don’t have to think about your legs. Since 
you’re not kicking, breathing is really not much of a problem. 
Really think about your arm stroke and body position and get 
a really good feel on the water.”

Then the descending series of 500, 400, 300, 200, 100. If it’s 
going to be a garbage type of workout, I might suggest they go 
a little variety on that series, maybe going a two stroke 500, a 
three stroke 400, a one stroke 300, maybe on an off stroke, or 
a 200 I.M. and then a 200 on another stroke. Or, if we’re try-
ing to really test them, then they would probably stick with 
the same stroke or stroke combination all the way through. 
Again it would depend on what you were doing in that par-
ticular workout, based on how tired the group Was and what 
you wanted to achieve.

On the afternoon of the same day, the 1000 swim would be 
done in a similar manner to the morning. The kicking and 
pulling would be similar. On the 200’s we probably would 
never kick as a group because they get too separated. The good 
kicker is too far ahead of the poor one and the rest interval 
becomes too short for one and too large for the other. So they 
would kick on their own on a fixed interval.

The four times 400 with two minute rest would obviously be 
a high quality drill and would be the high point of the entire 
day. I would probably insert some 50’s before the 400’s. Be-
cause you’ve come right off pulling four 300’s, the four 400’s 
wouldn’t be very good. If you’re going to take a two- minute 
rest period between 400’s, the quality better be darn good to 
justify that kind of rest. I’d probably put about four descend-
ing 50’s in between the pulling and the 400’s. Kicking without 
a board is something that I think is a very good spacer drill, 
because it gives them a little more leg work and it allows the 
shoulders a good chance to relax.

I think you should do rested sprints at the end every after- 
noon workout. If you don’t sprint at least once a day, your 
team isn’t going to have any speed. So you should go rested 
sprints. They can be either 50’s or 25’s.

Q: What part do your assistant coaches play at practice 
during a taper period?
A: During the taper period we normally divide the swimmers 
into twos and threes and have them serve as assistant coaches 
during the main series. There’s normally a lot of rest during 
this period and they will help each other. They will time each 
other. They will look for the common errors such as one-hand 
turns in breast and butterfly, poor turns in freestyle, under- 
kicking, overkicking, normal stroke faults and so forth. It’s 
amazing how sharp some of these swimmers are. I will put 
one assistant on one side of the pool and the other on the other 
side of the pool. I will then just be the rover. I will go from one 
group to another with an assistant covering each half of the 
pool and with the swimmers timing and helping each other. 

In this way, every individual in the pool has a swimmer or two 
swimmers caring for him and watching him. He has an assis-
tant coach and he has me. So he really has three exposures to 
people who are backing him up and counseling and helping 
him. I find the partner system very helpful in the taper period. 
We do not use it during the rest of the year because there’s no 
time to sit around and play partners. We’re -14-trying to get 
the work done when you’ve got 10, 15 seconds rest, you can’t 
do that.

Q: What are some specific examples of your warm down 
drills?
A: If the person has been swimming freestyle or butterfly, I 
think a certain amount of backstroke can be helpful in the 
warm down as a sort of stretching drill. I like a lot of move-
ment with the hands at the side rotating the shoulders. You’re 
trying to do several things. First, you’re trying to Blow down 
the cardiovascular system. Secondly, you’re trying to loosen 
the shoulders which have been under extreme stress. You may 
even be trying to loosen your legs up with some light kick-
ing. Most swimmers have a fairly good feel for this and if you 
get them started on things like no-board kicking, back stroke 
stretching, they will quickly adapt and innovate and get into a 
stretching drill that will warm them down. The biggest thing 
is keep them moving in the water. Don’t let them stand, stop 
or talk. Try to keep them in there for at least five minutes. That 
would certainly be a minimum amount of warm down time. 
Another way to do it is to have everybody 8wim 500 yards in 
exactly ten minutes. For any kind of swimmer to swim 500 
yards in ten minutes is obviously very, very, slow swimming. 
You can give a prize to the person who is closest to exactly 
ten minutes. Some of them will pick their worst stroke, which 
might be breaststroke, and swim most of it breaststroke be-
cause that’s a speed that is close to the speed they’re going to 
have to go to get a ten minute swim.

Q: Do you continue hypoxic work during the taper?
A: During the taper, hypoxic training should be con-
tinued, but just as you go off other things, you should 
gradually work off hypoxic training. In other words, I 
think that you need to work away from all of the stress 
parts of training gradually through the taper period. 

Q: What do you do about controlling food intake during the 
taper period?
A: This particularly affects girls. Meals have to be tapered. 
Appetites have to be slowed down as you taper. Otherwise, 
if the food intake stays the same, the swimmer will definitely 
gain weight. One dietary suggestion that has been used is to go 
from a high protein to a high carbohydrate diet during the last 
four or five days. The thing that has not been really answered 
is, what about the weight increase that results from the dietary 
change? Very often, you’ll see swimmers who have gained 
between five and ten pounds during the taper. This has to hurt 
them.
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“TAPERING (PEAKING) IN SWIMMING”
By Peter Daland

Head Swimming Coach, University of Southern, California

The word “taper” to define decrease in quantity and an increase in quality training preceding certain competitions. 

Conversely, we use the word “peak” to define the level of performance that the swimmer exhibits or is ready to 

exhibit in a meet. Since this discourse deals with preparation for competition I will only use the word “taper.”

I. Determinants of taper length:

 (1) Age of swimmer

 (2) Distances to be swum

 (3) Number of events to be swum

 (4) Training level (distance) at time of start of taper

 (5) Kind of events to be swum

II. Types of Taper. 

(To be based on 6-day training week with 96,000 for distance, 78,000 for mid-distance, and 57,000 for sprint.

 A. No-Day Taper. Gives mileage loss of 6,500/5,500/4,500 or about 7% for the week because meet 

  eliminated 2nd workout on meet day.

 B. One-day Taper. Gives mileage loss of 10,500/8,500/6,000 or about 11% for the week because of two 

  light workouts per day before and only one light workout on the meet day.

 C. Three-day Taper. Gives mileage loss of 28,000/24,000/19,000 or 30% for the week.

 D. Final Taper. 2-4 weeks. Mileage loss not important to season results because this taper leads in to end 

  of season. Normally begins with reduced mileage and follows a 3-5 day taper of a previous meet. 

  Consists of steady descent from double quality-quantity through double quality to single quality and 

  finally to warmup and sprints and pace.

 E. Twin Peaks.

 (1) Depends on time between and how fine was first taper.

III. Plan of Final Taper:

To drop team from late season training mileage level to pre-champ level in more or less steady decreases over 

10-30 day period. Usually follows 1-3 day taper meet.

IV. Kinds of Training Drills During Final Taper:

General Principle -- training becomes more specific (less general) but remains as varied as possible.

 A. Main Series

   (1) Broken swims

   (2) Pace work

   (3) Sprints

   (4) Quality repeats

 B. Other work

   (1) Prelim swim (warmup)

   (2) Kicking and pulling

   (3) Push 50’s or 25’s for tune up

   (4) Warm down drills
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V. SAMPLE FINAL TAPER WORKOUTS

(5 min. loosen down at end of each session)

 

A. At beginning of taper period.

AM Day X Day Y Day Z

 1500 swim 8 x 300 pull 1000 swim

 10 x 100 kick 6 x 200 kick 2 x 400 kick

 6 x 200 pull 7 x 200 swim 4 x 300 pull

 500, 400, 300, 200 100 swim  5 x 400 swim

 5200 5000 5000

PM Day X Day Y Day Z

 1000 swim 1500 swim 3 x 400 pull

 4 x 200 kick 2 X 500 kick 2 x 500 kick

 4 x 300 pull 3 min. rest 8 x 50 (min.)

 4 x 400 swim (rest 2 min.) 3 x 500 (100s on 10) 16 x 100 (1;30)

 200 kick (no boards) 400 stretch 200 kick-pull 

 4 rested 50 sprints 10 x 50 (1 min. 11/2 min.) 16 x 25 (30 sec.)

 5000  4900 4800

B. At end of taper period.

AM Day X Day Y Day Z

 400 swim 500 swim 400 swim

 3 x 200 kick 5 x 100 kick 2 x 200 kicks

 2 x 300 pull 300 pull 2 x 200 pull

 1600  1400 1200

PM Day X Day Y Day Z

 600 swim 300 swim 400 swim

 5 x 100 kick 400 kick 8 x 50 kick

 2 x 300 pull 400 pull 2 x 200 pull

 4 x 50 (1:30) 6 x 50 (min.) 6 x 25 (30 sec.) 

 4 x 50 (3:00) 2 x 150 (50s on 10) 3 x 100 (4 min.) 

     4 x 25 sprint 2 x 25 sprint

 2100  2000 1800
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Whether we are aware of it or not; whether we have actually 
sat down and written it out or not, all of us coaches have a 
philosophy toward our profession. If you would like to exam-
ine your own, a good place to begin might be in asking this 
question, “Why coach?” While there are many answers to this 
question, they may finally be seen to center on the basic need 
to establish status, both in the eyes of other people and in your 
own eyes.

We are motivated to action and adopt a certain line of 
behavior in order to satisfy basic needs; we eat when we’re 
hungry, we drink when we’re thirsty, we are stimulated to 
activity when we are bored, we investigate when we are 
curious, we want to fight when our aggression is aroused, 
we seek out other people when our grouping instinct is 
stimulated and--crucial to this discussion-- we desire esteem 
within our communities and within ourselves. All of us re-
spond to the needs listed above, but we respond in different 
ways and in varying degrees. Sometimes we are forced to 
inhibit our response in our own interest or in that of the group 
of which we are a part. For example, if a person is overweight, 
he must override his hunger pangs and avoid satisfying his 
appetite or risk suffering a coronary. When a coach allows his 
appetite for acclaim and personal glory to be satisfied at the 
expense of the opinion of his associates and the athletes in his 
program, he is allowing one need to dominate another; that is, 
the need for status to override the need for social acceptance.

How do you define and recognize the basic needs of the group 
and of the individual with whom you associate and how do 
you decide on the lines of action that you should adopt to 
see that the needs of most of these are fulfilled? The answers 
to these questions should be among the first considerations 
in the formation of a coaches philosophy. Next, how do you 
define your basic needs and decide the means by which they 
are fulfilled? If the answers to both sets of questions parallel 

one another and have identical elements, your philosophy 
is probably very sound. If they do not, you may either be 
too self-seeking or, at the other end of the scale, too 
self-sacrificing.

Most people admire maturity in a person, yet I have seen some 
twelve year old swimmers who were more mature than their 
parents or coach. Some people never mature in their behavior 
patterns nor ever develop a mature philosophy. Let me give 
you an example of an immature young man who swain for 
me. He wanted the best for himself, as we all do. He wanted 
all the headlines, all the world records, to win all the races and 
get all the glory. He swam poorly on relays in order to save 
himself for his individual events. He talked only of himself and 
took no interest in the other swimmers on the team. He was so 
concerned with fulfilling his needs that he failed to an un-
natural degree to consider the needs of anyone else. Yet in 
common with us all, he shared the need to be part of a group—
which in this case was the team--to be liked and respected. His 
immaturity lay in the fact that he failed to recognize that he 
had to help others satisfy their needs to best satisfy his own.

Owning all the world records would fail to make a person 
happy if he knew no one cared for him. Our team member 
was unhappy, but he had no inkling of the reason why. He only 
knew that here it was happening again, so he asked me for 
help. I told him that he had to take an interest in other people, 
had to consider their feelings, had to talk about them. Specifi-
cally, we decided that he could begin by being interested in the 
swimming times of his teammates. He could put out on relays 
and not just be concerned with how he swam in the individual 
events, in practice and in meets. He could try congratulating 
the swimmers when they did well. I told him to remember the 
word “TATNAM”--talk about them, not about me. I gave him 
a $1.50 paperback copy of a very simple book which outlines 
the mechanics of behavior. The book was Dale Carnegie’s How 

by Doc Counsilman

T H E  S E A R C H  F O R
A  P H I L O S O P H Y  O F

C O A C H I N G
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to Win Friends and Influence People and it is as timely today 
as when it was written about forty years ago. Translated into 
over thirty languages and sold in the millions of copies, this 
book is designed to teach people how to fulfill the needs of 
others while satisfying their own.

After reading this book, the swimmer made no overnight 
transition and often he found it hard to adopt the proper me-
chanics of behavior. Eventually, he developed a more mature 
attitude and was accepted by the team. He became happier and 
better adjusted in all aspects of his life and was able to break 
the cycle of behavior that had plagued him for so long. He be-
came part of the group; his self-esteem increased and gradu-
ally affected all his relationships beneficially.

Swimmers and other young people are not the only ones who 
suffer from a lack of maturity. A mature person is one who 
under stands that to achieve the best for himself, he must first 
see that the needs of the group and the needs of the individuals 
he serves are fulfilled. If he wants to be a mature person, the 
coach must learn to consider the needs of the group before he 
considers his own, but without totally sacrificing himself and 
his needs.

There will be many times in your career, chiefly when you 
are in the process of formulating your philosophy, when you 
will have to make choices that have no clearly defined right 
or wrong. Your decisions should be based on a clear under-
standing of yourself and the others who will be affected by 
them. For example, one group, your team members, needs you 
at the pool seven days a week to get them into top physical 
condition and to help them perfect their stroke mechanics; 
another group, your family, needs you at home to fulfill its 
need for love, affection and guidance. Each of us responds 
differently to the demands made upon us, depending on our 
level of energy, interest, goals and needs. In the situation just 
described, one person will compromise and scrupulously 
divide his time between the two groups. He may or may not 
feel guilty about his decision. Another highly goal-oriented 
person may decide to sacrifice his family for his team; if he 
feels guilty about his decision, he can easily rationalize it as the 
third person who decides to neglect his coaching devote more 
time to his family. None of the three is right or wrong, he has 
simply made his decision in light of his needs.

I think you get the point, but I want to present two extreme 
cases that will further illustrate it: A completely dedicated— 
even fanatic—coach once told me he never took a vacation, 
never delegated any responsibility because he felt no one else 
could do anything right (he even filled out entry blanks). He 
worked twelve to fourteen hours a day and passed out twice 
on the deck from overwork in one season. He had an ulcer 
and was so nervous that if someone had goosed him, he’d have 
set a high jump record. On the other extreme is the coach who 
wrote he that he loved his wife and children a great deal and 

wanted to spend a lot of time with them and would I please 
send him a workout that his team could do in one hour a day 
and still get into top shape.

These two types of coach and their divergent philosophies do 
exist and no one can say that either is wrong. We can safely 
say that they belong in different programs. An energetic and 
ambitious coach with a strong desire to achieve success should 
not get into or, once in, stay in a low pressure program where 
the predominating philosophy of the program is to swim for 
recreation and fun. Occasionally such a coach can change this 
philosophy, sometimes not. If he can’t change it, he should 
not sacrifice himself or his needs by adopting the group’s 
philosophy. He should look for a team or situation where his 
philosophy and theirs will parallel. I did this when I left the 
State University of New York at Cortland, New York to go to 
Indiana University. There should be no stigma associated with 
a move of this sort.

On the other hand, the coach with the nine-hour-a-day 
philosophy does not want to put himself in a high 
pressure program where the stress will be so great that he will 
certainly be unhappy. Un fortunately for the people who hire 
the personnel, coaches do not walk around with a rating scale 
of 1 to 10 tattooed on their foreheads. Even if they did, the 
tattoo mark might have to be changed occasionally. Most of 
us are familiar with the young coach who starts out with 
enthusiasm and sets a fast pace early in the race, only to 
slow down or even decide to give up the race and become an 
aquatic director.

Theoretically, as has been said, a very simple solution to the 
problem of conflicting philosophies between the coach and 
the group he serves--parents, team members and administra-
tion--is to move to another position. It’s easier to move him 
than to move all the others. If his philosophy is shared by a 
majority of the group, but conflicts with that of a few, only 
that minor portion of the group should switch situations. That 
this happens is seen when swimmers jump from one club to 
another. These events are always embarrassing, but they are 
an Occurrence that cannot be avoided. Other factors, such as 
social incompatibility between coach and swimmer, between 
parent and coach contribute to club-jumping, but I believe the 
primary reason is a conflict of philosophies. It is important 
that a coach adopt a philosophy that is somewhat flexible, but 
for him to force himself to change his philosophy, compro-
mise his beliefs and change his goals is to invite discontent and 
probably disaster.

I have said that hall humans are controlled to varying degrees 
by their basic needs or drives. It would be easy, if this were not 
the case, to map out a standard approach for all coaches to 
follow. It would also be dull; but that is not the point I want to 
emphasize now. What I want to stress is that what is good for 
one person may be disastrous for another. The assistant of one 
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coach I know so admired his boss that he adopted the head 
coach’s goals and emulated him in every aspect of his coaching 
duties. The head coach was strongly motivated, with a high 
compulsion to achieve and a high tolerance for stress. The as-
sistant coach had a lower ego drive and a lower tolerance for 
stress. In adopting the philosophy of the head coach, the assis-
tant was establishing a situation incompatible with his per5o-
nality and needs. After becoming a head coach in a high stress 
situation, he recognized this incompatibility and settled for a 
coaching job in a less stressful environment.

In recognition of my needs, I sought a stressful situation, 
but I was largely influenced in the formation of my philoso-
phy by my coach, the late Ernie Vornbrock, of the St. Louis 
Downtown YMCA Swimming Team. His primary obligation 
was to the swimmers; to see that they achieved their potential 
academically, athletically and socially. In other words, he 
tried to conduct his program in such a manner as to help his 
swimmers gain self-fulfillment. That I feel the same obligation 
as a coach is due to his example.

I will now outline the needs that are basic to all humans, as I 
see them in the context of a coach-athletic team situation. A 
list of twenty to thirty could be made, but I will confine myself 
to the primary ones that concern an athletic coach. 

1. Love and Affection: A primary need is for love and 
affection--to like and be liked. I want the swimmers to know 
that I have a genuine affection for them and convey it when 
I can. If I see a former swimmer many years after his career 
with me has finished and I find that he has retained a strong 
tie with me and with his former teammates, I am pleased. In 
many cases we have established lifelong friendships. I think 
this is one of the greatest things going for us in athletics.

I try to know every swimmer’s grade point average within a 
fraction of a point. I try to know their best swimming times in 
a meet and in a workout. I know their problems, their girls-- 
sometimes these two are the same. I know their goals and as-
pirations. This is one way I have of showing my affection and 
concern. Affection is a two—way street; to receive it you first 
must give some of it away. Feigned affection is like flattery; it 
is counterfeit and eventually will be detected. If you do not 
genuinely like and understand children, do not try to become 
an age-group coach. I have always liked young adults and am, 
at least in this area, well adapted to coach college-age swim-
mers. Some outstanding age- group coaches have tried col-
lege coaching and found it distasteful, while others have done 
well at both levels. Some coaches find they are better suited 
to coaching girls than boys, or vice versa, or some coach both 
equally well. once again, every coach should consider this fac-
tor before determining what type of job he looks for. Ne and 
those under his charge will be unhappy if he makes a wrong 
decision.

2. Security: Within all of us is a need for security. The security 
of knowing we will, not go hungry, will have an opportunity 
for a job, and SO on. Consider the average freshman student in 
a large school of several thousand students. He goes from class 
to class, seeing very few people he knows. He deals with many 
people whom he knows only casually. He finds himself in a 
new and strange environment where the leader of the group 
is someone he has never met. The students in his class are 
competing with him for grades. He may lack status in the 
group, he feels insecure. He goes to the pool for a workout. 
He walks in the door and the coach greets him with a “Hiya, 
Jim, how are things going?” and gives him a smile. He is in 
a familiar environment where he knows what to expect. He 
belongs to the group and is accepted by the team members. 
He can predict that the coach will be enthusiastic and have a 
positive attitude. He also knows that the coach is an emotion-
ally stable, mature individual. What a feeling of security these 
factors generate. An athlete does not get the same feeling from 
a coach who is hot and cold, who is by turns unpredictably 
friendly or abusive. No one can feel secure in an atmosphere of 
worry, fear, anxiety and resentment. A coach should be a stable 
person the athlete can count on, another example of the im-
portance of maturity in a coach. If a person is contemplating 
coaching as a career, but he knows that he responds poorly to 
stress, he should face the fact that his athletes will be affected 
by his instability and either learn to control his reactions or 
not coach. His highs and lows are too bewildering to his young 
athletes who haven’t learned to be objective and to recognize 
that the moods of others may have little relation to themselves.

3. Status: Whether we like it or not, each of us has a 
certain rank order in the groups of which we are a part. These 
relative ranks in society comprise our status. It has been said 
that life is a struggle for status and I tend to agree. We are always 
trying to elevate our self—image and the image that we pres-
ent to the world. The swimmer is a member of his team; he is 
also a member of the student body and probably of many other 
groups. He may have the lowest rank order on your team, but 
his membership on the team may raise his status in the student 
body. Thus he has raised his status in one group merely by be-
ing a member of another. This is especially true if the team 
is successful and has high prestige. If you want to help your 
swimmers achieve high status, give them a good program in 
order that they may be successful. Then make sure they receive 
recognition of their success in the form of publicity, awards, 
trips and anything else you can think of. An innovative and 
successful program is not the result of “good breaks,” as many 
would have us believe. It is the result of hard and consistent 
effort to learn and then carry out what you have learned. 
As aspiring coach must decide if it is worth the work. Before 
he decides that it is not, he should consider the alternatives 
and ask himself if he will be content with the re- suits of a half-
hearted effort. Whatever he decides will strongly influence his 
evolving philosophy.
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4. Achievement: Within each human resides the desire to 
achieve whatever he undertakes. It is the coach’s responsibility 
to see that his program provides the swimmers with a feeling 
of accomplishment, even of creativity. After a practice session 
in the pool, the exercise room or a stroke lecture in the class-
room, the swimmer should feel he has made progress towards 
a goal. In order to ensure that he will acquire this feeling of 
accomplishment, the coach must educate him concerning the 
theories of training. This information about the physiology of 
training will stimulate him to work more conscientiously than 
if he is merely following orders.

For example, I have heard uninformed people question the 
value of hard training. Such remarks as “why do you need to 
go twelve thousand yards a day in order to swim 100 meters 
in a race,” are quite common. This is no mystery to a swimmer 
who knows what occurs in the muscles, the heart, the lungs 
and blood vessels of an individual in training. His knowledge 
will make the swimmer more CO- operative in workouts.

Part of the job of the swimming coach is to set goals that are 
compatible with the abilities of the individual and the team in 
1 order that they may achieve this feeling of accomplishment. 
If he is unrealistic in the goal-setting process or if he tries to 
protect himself by setting goals that are too low, he will only 
lose the confidence of his athletes.

The coach also must help the athlete evaluate what has been 1 
achieved. This evaluation must be truthful and serve not only 
as an estimate of what has been achieved, but also what lines 
of action must be adopted for the future.

5. Grouping: All of us need to be part of a group. I think I 
every individual, if handled properly, is team oriented. Some 
psychologists refer to this phenomenon as the grouping in-
stinct. It is the coach’s job to foster team spirit, to form strong 
bonds among team members and between them and himself. 
This is mostly I done by setting common goals, such as to win 
a certain meet. Even though humans are self-interested, they 
are also group oriented and it is up to the coach to establish a 
program that considers both of these aspects.

Remember, however, that team spirit should be brought 
about J through positive and not negative means. The cheap-
est method of instilling team spirit is through the use of hate 
psychology: hatred against other teams, an opposing coach, 
certain individual J athletes and so on. The use of hatred is the 
worst form of psychology and, on a moral basis, belongs in no 
one’s philosophy.

Another negative approach that should be avoided is to foster 
the impression that the team is “my” (the coach’s) team, rather 
than “our” team--the swimmers’, the managers’, assistants’ and 
coach’s——with the resulting guilt feelings if an athlete fails. 
Such shot gun tactics can be effective and, if you believe that 

the end justifies the means, you may employ them. However, 
you have then put yourself in a class with those who should 
not be guiding young people.

There are many positive methods by which a coach may en-
hance the feeling of “our team.” One is to allow the athletes a 
voice in decision making. A lot of the things we do at Indiana 
have been decided by the whole team. I don’t want to convey 
the idea that a coach should avoid his responsibilities by ask-
ing the team to vote on every issue. The result of continual use 
of this kind of conduct is to risk losing authority and there are 
many times when authority is needed and there are certain 
decisions only a coach can make.

Because I believe this later point important, let me diverge 
here to present a quote from Freud concerning the importance 
of authority.

“A great majority of people have a strong need for authority 
which they can admire, to which they can submit, which dom-
inates and sometimes even ill—treats them. We have learned 
from psychology of the individual, whence comes this need of 
the masses, this longing for the father that lives in each of us 
from his childhood days.

All people vary somewhat in their need for authority. This is 
why we will hear some swimmers say, “coach is too easy on all 
of us and doesn’t discipline us enough,” while the other swim-
mers will say just the opposite about the same coach, such as, 
“he’s too strict.”
An authoritarian coach who permits the athletes no voice in 
decision-making is as bad as the overly permissive coach who 
never disciplines and sometimes doesn’t seem to care enough 
to rebuke bad behavior.

6. Recognition: Recognition is important to all individuals, 
but it is essential to a hard working athlete. It satisfies the 
ego drive. The worst type of coach is one who displays 
individual difference, never showing enthusiasm for an 
athlete’s performance.

The coach’s second responsibility is to obtain recognition for the 
athlete through the media of the sports page, radio or television 
or if just by his approval in workout or after a race. A slap on the 
back if he does well or a constructive kick in the pants; these are 
forms of recognition. If he is not trying hard enough, the athlete 
is probably really saying to you, “I’m here, be aware of me.”
When talking to the press after a successful competition, 
spread the acclaim around. Never mention “me” or “I,” but say, 
for example, “The boys worked hard for this victory. We want 
to give credit to our divers and our diving coach. Their points 
made the difference.

After a disappointing loss don’t be the kind of coach who 
always tries to protect himself and place the blame on 
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someone else. Don’t say such things as, “We were disappointed 
in Joe’s performance. We thought he’d take two firsts,” or, “The 
kids just didn’t want to win badly enough.” This kind of state-
ment puts a terrible burden of guilt on the athletes and reflects 
badly on your own ability to accept responsibility for failure. 
Rather say, “Both the swimmers and I are going to have to 
work harder,” or, “We swam well, but not quite well enough.”

It is unwise to be so self-effacing as to completely submerge 
your ego, but you must be able to suppress it. Telling the 
media “how it is” immediately after a race or meet may be a 
great method of letting off steam or temporarily getting rid 
of your aggressions, but the repercussions of such behavior 
include diminishing respect of your athletes arid eventually 
losing your self-respect.

The place to wash your linen is in the team meetings and indi-
vidual conferences, not in front of the public and particularly 
not in the press.

7. Self-Esteem: People have a strong desire for self-esteem. 
In’s the coach’s job to help the athlete form a good opinion 
of himself. Do not belittle, ridicule or humiliate the athlete. 
Try to make him see the best in himself and, as the song so 
appropriately says, “accentuate the positive, eliminate the 
negative.” Do not let your team break into cliques or allow 
some team members to make a scapegoat of any person.

The late Maxwell Maltz, author of Psychocybernetics, a book 
all coaches and athletes should read, and populizer of the 
concept of “Self-Image Psychology,” told me that after years 
of success as a surgeon and lecturer he continued to lack self-
confidence in many situations. If this is true of such a per-
son, think how fragile is the self-esteem of a young teenager 
and what harm can be done if he is not permitted to retain his 
dignity?

Here are some variations of Dale Carnegie’s principles about 
how to get along with people. They are chosen to serve as 
guides in protecting another person’s self-esteem.

1. Make every swimmer, assistant coach and manager on your 
team feel he is an important, contributing member. By giving 
praise and recognition when it is warranted, you will convey 
that message. 

2. Be genuinely interested in the other person; know his name, 
his interests and his needs.

3. Before you talk about a swimmer’s mistakes, allow him to 
rationalize them by sharing the blame with him, “John, you 
went out too hard in that race and that was my fault for not 
telling you to control the first hundred.”

4. Never prove another person wrong. Don’t say to an assistant 

coach, “I told you we shouldn’t have swum Jim on the relay. 
Now we’ve lost the meet just because you insisted he would do 
better than Harry.”

8. The Role of Challenge: While it may be an overstatement 
to say that everyone welcomes a challenge, it is probably true 
that people who are attracted to athletics welcome a challenge, 
like to test themselves and invite an opportunity to face new 
experiences.

The coach should plan his program to be dynamic and innova-
tive. He should keep abreast of the latest training techniques, 
even adding to them or improving on them. While it is true 
that challenge places stress on an individual, most of us like 
to take a few chances, to gamble a little bit, to initiate a new 
method or to get a thrill when we prove something. If a new 
technique doesn’t work out, it’s back to the drawing board and 
start over again. Even when a coach can’t be creative, he can be 
enthusiastic and his workouts can be interesting, not boring.

The eight needs just discussed are primary ones that coaches 
must consider in evolving a philosophy. In addition, there are 
a number of other factors that should be mentioned because 
a fledgling coach must make some decisions regarding them. 
If some seem too obvious to mention, let me state that I have 
met coaches who have disregarded them or lost sight of them 
along the way.

There is a place for honesty, truthfulness and integrity in your 
philosophy. Most coaches, If they are admired and respected 
by their athletes will serve as models for them to emulate. If 
you display dishonest practices, are argumentative, dispute 
decisions constantly or are ill-tempered, many of your athletes 
will also tend to adopt these traits. When a person accepts the 
responsibility of becoming a coach, he must accept the obliga-
tions that go with it. He owes this not only to the athletes, but 
to his profession and himself, as a matter of self-esteem.

Early in my coaching career, if I had encountered troubles at 
the pool, I tended to bring them home along with a negative 
attitude. The whole family had to hear my complaints and 
problems. The results were pretty sad; my wife got upset at the 
children, who would soon sour toward one another and some-
one would end up kicking the cat. The entire household suf-
fered just because I had come home with a negative attitude. 
The same atmosphere was duplicated at the pool if I wasn’t in a 
good mood. Then I woke up to what was happening and tried a 
different approach: Even if the day hadn’t been the best, I came 
into the house and shouted, “Hey, Marge, lover-boy is here; 
hey, kids, the world’s greatest dad is here” The whole family 
responded and I started to feel better too. Later, I might want 
to discuss my difficulties with my wife. You don’t want to be a 
clown and phony, but it is amazing how a sense of humor and 
a positive attitude can bring a little perspective to a problem.
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As a coach, you are the leader of your group, the head baboon, 
so to speak. It’s up to you to set a positive mood. No one likes 
to be around a person who is sour and negative all the time, 
except perhaps other sour and negative people. Some of the 
coaches I admire the most are enthusiastic and positive. Jack 
Nelson, and Ed Solotar for example. Just watch Jack Nelson 
and you can quickly see his enthusiasm, his positive attitude 
and sense his affection for his swimmers. Everyone has a dif-
ferent way of showing affection and other emotions, just don’t 
be guilty of hiding them.

The following events took place in the year 1938, during the 
Big Depression. Every day before going to swimming practice 
at the YMCA I would spend several futile hours in the em-
ployment lines, trying to get a job. I came to the pool bitter 
and depressed, but I was always greeted by a friendly, “Hiya, 
Jim how are things going today?” and a big smile from Coach 
Vornbrock. I said to myself, “What’s he so happy about? I wish 
he wouldn’t give me that phony smile.” One day I came in and 
Ernie didn’t notice me for a while and, when he did, he only 
greeted me in an off-hand way. I said to myself, “What in the 
hell is wrong with him? He sure got up on the wrong side of 
the bed. A couple of days later I walked into the pool and got 
the old enthusiastic “Hiya, Jim” and smile I had thought was so 
phony. This time I said to myself, “Thank God he’s got himself 
straightened out.”

Coach Vornbrock either purposely or unintentionally taught 
me the value of keeping a positive attitude.

Frankly, I’m no Ernie Vornbrock, nor would I try to imitate 
him; but there have been times in my career when I tried to 
think of what Ernie would have done because he was able to 
maintain a cheerful and positive manner in most circumstanc-
es. I am sure my philosophy has been affected by my associa-
tion with him.

None of us can be completely positive and enthusiastic all the 
time, but we can try. Before going to practice adopt the policy 
of Houdini the Magician. Before he went onto the stage for 
a performance, he imagined he was going to see some old 
friends he hadn’t seen in a long time and that they would be as 
happy to see him as he was to see them.

An example that demonstrates the importance of showing 
approval and affection is in an event that happened to me in 
1966 in Mexico. I was there to work with the Mexican team for 
a couple of weeks. Every day the swimmers came in the pool 
and every member came to shake hands with me before going 
into the pool. After practice each one also shook hands with 
me before leaving. I decided to eliminate all this ridiculous 
hand shaking and one day positioned myself on the opposite 
side of the As the swim mers came in for practice, I told them 
to get into the water immediately and start their warm-up. 
After practice was over I ended it by waving to them all and 

shouting “see you tomorrow” and left without shaking hands. 
In a few days I could see there was a barrier between us and 
I didn’t understand the reason until one of the parents asked 
me, “Why don’t you like the Mexican swimmers?” I assured 
her that I did like them and wondered why they thought that 
I didn’t. She said I would not shake hands with them and con-
sequently they thought I didn’t like them. I promptly started 
shaking hands all over the place and the barrier disappeared. 
Do not dismiss ritual and ceremony as useless and a waste of 
time. It does serve a purpose. Remember, the most beautiful 
sound to a person is the sound of his own name. The most 
interesting subject of conversation is himself.

I have talked a lot about being positive, but for many people 
this is easier said than done. Inhibited people have to adopt the 
mechanics of such behavior to suit their personalities. There 
are some pitfalls to avoid: Don’t substitute sarcasm for humor, 
don’t exaggerate your mannerisms to the point that they ap-
pear in sincere. As I mentioned before, you must find your 
own style. Everyone is capable of finding a way to show peo-
ple that they like them. Don’t be afraid to communicate your 
feelings.

Nowhere in this discussion have I mentioned the development 
of champions as a goal. Only a fraction of one percent of your 
swimmers will ever swim in the Olympic Games, but all who 
participate in your program can gain benefits of competitive 
swimming.

It happens too often that a coach is guilty of concentrating his 
efforts, attention and hopes on only a few of his team mem-
bers. at the cost of ignoring the others. This practice becomes 
so obvious to all. who are involved; to those who are on the 
receiving end, the pressure becomes too great, to those who 
are neglected, the frustration becomes demoralizing.

The philosophy of a coach should contain room for developing 
the abilities of all the participants, not only those few who have 
proven their talents. You do not have to sacrifice the rest of 
the team to develop the exceptional few. Don’t let yourself get 
caught in the trap illustrated by the remark of one swimmer’s 
parent, “In a race there is one winner; he’s the champ, the rest 
are chumps.” Develop a state of mind that will concern itself 
with everyone on the team. If you do this you will have more 
than your share of champions and fewer of these champions 
will have a distorted idea of their own importance. Teach the 
swimmers to respect one another by your own example.

The high divorce rate of successful coaches is possibly related 
to the amount of effort and energy required to be devoted to 
the job. coaching swimmers on the international level is time 
demanding, self-sacrificing work The ambitious young coach 
as well as his wife must understand this.

We are living in a time when divorce has been made easy, not 
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legally but morally. We have largely forsaken the belief in the 
necessity for maintaining a commitment, come what may. I 
don’t have much advice for young coaches and their wives 
just because my marriage has survived twenty-seven years of 
coaching. I can only say that it makes it easier if your wife is 
involved in your career and finds it as fascinating as you do.

Learn to organize, delegate and supervise. People who 
complain about never having enough time to do everything 
fail to separate what is important from what is unimportant. 
These people are trying to do everything themselves. A coach’s 
job involves so many tasks that he cannot hope to get them all 
done unless he delegates some of them. For example, I never 
have much to do with the running of meets, arranging for of-
ficials and timers, ordering of equipment, and so on. I assign 
one of my managers to do these things and I try to check to 
see that they have been done. Out of season I try to accom-
plish many routine tasks in order to be free of them during 
the season. A coach must allow himself some free time during 
the season to evaluate and plan his work outs, plan his talks 
for team meetings, decide on strategy, consult with swimmers, 
and so on. Delegating jobs to people who do them poorly or 
not at all is worse than not delegating them in the first place. 
Obviously, you must choose responsible people, organize 
effectively and then supervise them consistently to see that 
your plans are carried out. Much of the success of your 
program depends upon your ability to do these things. 
Andrew Carnegie had a friend state to him that he (Carnegie) 
probably knew more about the steel business than any person 
in the world. He told his friend, “No, I don’t, but the people 
who work for me do.” Although no swimming coaches of my 
acquaintance are in the position of an Andrew Carnegie, the 
point is still valid.

Some head coaches like to take care of the details and leave 
the actual coaching of the swimmers to their assistant, while 
others just put up the workout and let the swimmers do it “on 
their own.” This type of office coach has certainly misplaced 
his emphasis for few of his swimmers’ needs can be fulfilled 
unless the coach is on the deck. There may be a few exceptions, 
but I have found that if you show me an office coach, I’ll show 
you a loser.
If you should discover that you are inclined to be an office 
coach, you have two choices: (1) When you have the oppor-
tunity to hire an assistant, be honest with yourself and hire 
someone who will be an effective deck side coach, or, (2) If you 
are not in a position to hire an assistant, consider that you may 
be in the wrong profession because you are probably short 
changing the swimmers in your charge.

The Buck Stops Here: I often get letters from coaches who 
want to move to another job. If a coach is miserable in his job 
and if, as I discussed previously, there is a basic incompatibil-
ity between the coach’s philosophy and that of his team, the 
parents and the administration, then he should leave. Some-

times, however, we rationalize our failures by making excuses-
-some reasonable and some not. Here are a few that are pure 
rationalization; the athletic director doesn’t care about swim-
ming, the kids are lazy and won’t work hard, the parents are 
a pain in the neck. Nobody in the community is interested in 
swimming-—it’s all football and basketball.

When Harry Truman was President, he had a sign on his desk, 
“The Buck Stops Here.” We cannot keep passing the buck and 
rationalizing our deficiencies. Other people are not interested 
in excuses, only in results. It is your job to see that the com-
munity or institution becomes interested in swimming or to 
make the athletic director care. Show that you are sincere in 
building a good program and convince people of the 
benefits that can be de rived from it. It is part of your job to 
motivate the swimmers, no one else’s. You are bound to find 
some swimmers whose talents exceed your first estimation. 
At one time or another everyone becomes discouraged, but 
if you persevere and refuse to blame others when things go 
wrong, you will have your share of successes.

My mother believed in the benefits of prayer, but she also 
thought that God helped those who help themselves. She ex-
plained it this way: A lot of people pray to God, then sit back 
and wait for God to come through for them. According to her, 
God might show the way but you had to follow through and 
do the job yourself. There is no heavenly welfare and this is 
true of a coaching situation. You may need help and seek it out 
in order to do a better coaching job, but after you have talked 
to other coaches, read books and articles, looked at successful 
programs, it will be up to you to fulfill the many functions of 
a good swimming coach. No one else can do it for you and 
people get tired of listening to excuses.

Recently I have become disturbed by the growing number of 
beginning coaches who write to me wanting workouts, manu-
als of procedure, in short, to eliminate the long road taken by 
most coaches who read, study and experiment throughout 
their working lives, and instead want to be handed a blueprint 
to winning. Their letters reveal their preference for the short 
cut of having a proven coach set up their program for them. 
They also want to be given a magic formula and it’s a shock 
to them to find there is none. Even if I had the time to do all 
this letter-writing, because of all the reasons I’ve stated before, 
it wouldn’t work. One coach’s style will not work for another.

On Decision Making: It is obvious that a person in the 
position of leadership must develop confidence in his abil-
ity to make decisions. Perfectionists live in fear of making 
mistakes, but their biggest mistake is often that they never 
make a decision. The general who broods and worries over all 
the mistakes in the last battle is likely to lose the battle he is 
currently waging. Make decisions and expect some of them 
to be wrong, but don’t be too critical of yourself, at the risk of 
losing your self- esteem.
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When you have a problem and all of the pertinent facts to 
solve it, make the decision, don’t put it off. Procrastination will 
only compound your dilemma. If your decision is wrong, don 
t let it discourage you from being decisive in the future.

On Taking Criticism: “Show me a man who is never criti-
cized and I’ll show you a man who has never done anything, 
nor ever made a decision. Even Jesus was nailed to a cross, 
why should coaches be an exception.” This statement certainly 
illustrates an important point for coaches or for anyone in a 
position of leadership.

During the Civil War Lincoln was constantly bombarded with 
criticism and condemnation from all sides concerning his 
conduct of the government and the war. His reply is a classic: 
“If I were to read, much less answer, all the attacks made on 
me, this shop might be closed for any other business. I do the 
very best I know how--the very best I can; and I mean to keep 
on doing so Until the end. If the end brings me out all right, 
then what is said against me won’t matter. If the end brings me 
out wrong, then ten angels swearing I was right would make 
no difference.”

I was very sensitive when I first had some success and heard 
that I was being criticized. I’ve learned to overlook most of 
it. Recently a very young girl swimmer who was attending 
my summer swimming camp came to me and said, “Doc, 
you don’t seem as bad as my coach said you are. He said, if 
your boys don’t swim fast, you punch them in the stomach.” I 
couldn’t help but laugh. I said, “What do you think?”

The best way to handle unjustified criticism ninety per cent 
of the time is to laugh at it and forget it. Try not to get caught 
in a name-calling contest. Remember, unjustified criticism is 
often a compliment. A couple of years ago a writer in Belgium 
published an entire book, not stating what he thought about 
stroke mechanics, but devoted entirely to criticizing a book I 
had writ ten. He Bent me a copy and signed the book, “With 
my compliments and condolences” and his name. My first 
reaction was one of anger, but in thinking it over I proceeded 
to read the book——at least the part written in English—-with 
what I hoped was an open mind. I dropped the author a brief 
note in which I stated that I hadn’t seen too many compli-
ments in his book, but I wanted to thank him anyway. The 
book has an honored position on my shelf since it is the only 
book I know of that is totally and completely written about me 
and my ideas; I am indeed flattered.

On Changing: While everyone is a unique individual, the only 
one of his or her kind in the world, certain things about our-
selves We can and might want to change. I’m sure all of us have 
heard people say, “That’s the way I am, I can’t change.” “I’m a 
night person, I can’t get up at 6:00 a.m. to go to practice,” or, “I 
can’t stop smoking.”

You can change. You can go to bed earlier and alter your 
bio-rhythmic sleep patterns. You can give up smoking, if you 
are sufficiently convinced of the need. If you believe, as I do, in 
the free will of humans to affect their destinies, you can do a 
lot to change the attributes that you believe damage you. How 
does this concern us as coaches?

You and I have heard the coach who says, “They say I have a 
bad temper and am too stubborn. well, I can’t help it, that’s the 
way I am.” I’ve said before that you shouldn’t alter your basic 
needs to suit the situation. However, if you find that there is 
no situation in which your particular personality as a coach is 
acceptable, better take a long look at yourself and consider that 
you might be to blame. If you are convinced that you want to 
coach, you must be prepared to behave acceptably to the ma-
jority of people you encounter. I could name you fifty--maybe 
a hundred--people who sincerely wonder why they have prob-
lems wherever they go. There are fifty--or a hundred--reasons, 
but they involve an inability to recognize the obvious and to 
change. I’m that way too, but, if sufficiently and repeatedly 
hurt, I try to sit down and figure out why. That is why my phi-
losophy is still subject to alternation. You and I can only hope 
we will continue to be perceptive enough for that to be true to 
the end of our careers.

In Conclusion
Satisfying the coach’s needs--Let me repeat, within us all is the 
need for recognition, for love and affection, for achievement 
and so on. We should not submerge them to the point of be-
coming self- effacing, sacrificing martyrs, filled with self-pity. 
We must also realize that we are not perfect and that sometimes 
we will trip on our egos. A coach must develop a high sensitiv-
ity to the effect of his behavior, his words and actions on other 
people. He must at some point in his career stop shooting from 
the hip and reacting emotionally in every situation.

He must adopt a game plan; a list of do’s and don’ts, a set of 
principles that will guide his actions. A philosophy that will 
not subordinate the interests of the team, the assistant coaches 
and so forth to his own. He must develop an understanding 
and empathy with the athletes in his charge. He must be ca-
pable of forgiveness, but must also demonstrate firmness and 
the ability to discipline when it is necessary.

As I stated in the beginning, even though most of us have the 
same needs, we also have different personalities, energy levels 
and goals. Therefore, it is necessary for each of us to formulate 
an individual coaching philosophy, I believe the guidelines I 
have stated, the examples of my own decisions and those of 
others that I have presented will help you in the formulation 
or evaluation of your own.
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