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Introduction 
   

 

Welcome 
 

  One of the biggest secrets of swimming  

is summed up in this picture. 
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Everyone Can Learn to Swim 
 

When I was taught to swim ( a very long time ago ), it was the English way. We were told 

to kick our legs vigorously and rotate our arms like big windmills. Once a week we went 

to an indoor pool called ‘the Baths’. When we could swim the width ( not necessarily the 

length ) of the pool we were given a certificate that said we could swim and our attendance 

at the pool was no longer required. 

Because I was not very good at it I didn’t particularly enjoy swimming, so this was the end 

of my swimming training for the greater part of my life. I always considered myself 

hopeless at swimming, so I never tried very hard. 

A few years ago I had the need to do a fairly short swim, and even though I was relatively 

fit, I failed the swim dismally.  I asked a swim coach walking past what they thought and 

all they could say was, “At least you didn’t drown”. 

So started my journey on how to become a swimmer who could swim with ease, like many 

of the other people at the pool. This eventually led to me becoming a swimming instructor 

specializing in teaching adults to swim. 

In this book I will pass on all of my discoveries and the many secrets of swimming so that 

you too can learn to swim effortlessly and gracefully. 

 

 

No Laps Required! 

I see many people trying to become better swimmers by swimming lap after lap. This 

works well when your technique is good and you are building strength and endurance. If 

your technique is not good then you are just reinforcing a poor way of swimming. 

With this program, you will be practicing techniques when you are in the water with just 

a few laps thrown in when you are ready. It is likely as your swimming improves you will 

want to swim more laps because it is easy and excellent for your health. 

 

 

How Long Will It Take? 

Not as long as you would think! Whether you are a beginner or a person who wants to 

swim with more ease and style, it will typically take six one-hour sessions, to see some 

significant improvement. It is also okay if it takes longer. This is your step-by-step journey 

and the only thing that is important is that YOU learn to swim properly. 
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The Three Parts of Learning to Swim 
 

Fear of Water 

Learning to swim is mostly about overcoming physical barriers and a fear of water is 

mostly about psychological barriers, so we consider them separate. There is a section 

under ‘Absolute Beginners’ that may assist people with a fear of water. 

It is normal to be nervous about learning to swim, and as you learn this will go, but a 

genuine deep fear of water may need professional help. 

   

The Three Parts of learning to Swim 

These are: 

o Floating 

 

o Propulsion 

 

o Breathing 

   

We will cover them in that order, with each building a solid foundation for the next stage.  

From the experiences of the many people I have taught to swim, this is the easiest and 

most efficient way to learn to swim. 

 

  

3

Mastering 

Breathing

2

Forward Propulsion

1

The Art of Floating
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Key Words and Principles 
 

Following are some words and phrases that are used throughout this guide along with 

their meaning. 

 

Entry, Catch, Pull and Recovery 

In swimming the entry is the first part of the stroke when your fingertips and hand enter 

the water. The catch is when your arm is extended in front of you but you have not yet 

begun to pull back. The pull is the motion through the water after the catch until your 

arm leaves the water. The recovery is the part of the stroke from when your arm leaves 

the water until it re-enters the water in front of you. 

 

Gentle Flutter Kick 

During this program we will only be using a gentle relaxed flutter kick. This involves 

moving your legs and feet back and forth a short distance in a very relaxed kicking 

manner. As you become a more experienced swimmer, you may decide to increase the 

intensity of your kick.  

 

Land Drills 

The following sections have a topic called ‘Land Drills’. These are exercises you can 

practice out of the water. Many can be practiced in front of a mirror so that you can see 

yourself doing the drill and check that you are doing it correctly.  

These provide two important functions:  

o Helps the body learn the movements required for swimming.  

 

o Stretches and strengthens the muscles required for the swimming actions. 

 

Muscle Memory 

These are motor skills that once learned allows us to repeat physical processes without 

having to think about them. Riding a bike is an example, as is a good golf swing. 
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Relax 

This word will appear often in this guide. When many people are learning to swim they 

are often very tense and it makes it harder to learn to swim. This is because tense muscle 

does not float as well as relaxed muscle. As well as making floating more difficult it also 

constricts arm and leg movement. 

If during this program you feel tense, say to yourself, “Relax” and take a deeper breath.  

Once you feel calm, continue the exercise. 

 

 

Self-Talk 

The thoughts you have about yourself, your abilities and your actions are called self-talk. 

This self-talk is very powerful. If you repeatedly tell yourself you are no good at something 

then you will not be any good at it. Conversely, if you repeatedly tell yourself you are good 

at something then your mind and body, to the best of its ability, will try and make it true.  

 

 

Streamline 

Think of a boat cutting through the water. They are designed to be straight, balanced and 

have a minimum amount of resistance through the water. In swimming we aim for the 

same and call this having a streamline body position. 

  

 

Sculling 

Water drill that involves moving your hand and forearm in a sweeping motion that 

propels you through the water. 

 

 

Stroke 

This is the movement of your arm through the water.  
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Safety Instructions 
 

Theses instructions are to help keep you safe as you learn to swim. 

It is best to learn to swim in waist deep water where you can stand up.  

If you are a non-swimmer then never learn to swim alone. Always have a friend or 

professional nearby who can assist you if required. 

If at a pool with a lifeguard, inform them that you are learning to swim. If at a beach, only 

swim where there are lifeguards.  

Ideally, any water you learn to swim in should be clear so that you can see the bottom 

and avoid any submerged objects. 

At all times remain safe, follow any professional advice you may have been given about 

your health and abilities, don’t exceed your limitations and only do the activities in a safe 

manner.  

 

Pools 

The ideal place to learn to swim is in a pool that never gets deeper than you can stand up 

in. In some cases, you can use the width of the pool instead of the length.   

There should also be a safe and easy way to get in and out of the pool. 
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Beaches, Rivers and Lakes 

Only learn to swim at beaches, rivers and lakes if there are no pools available. The water 

should only very gradually get deeper and still be only waist deep ten meters from the 

shore. Ensure that the water is completely calm.   

Many beaches have steep drop-offs and strong currents, these must be avoided while you 

learn to swim.  

 

Rivers 

Avoid any quickly moving rivers as the water can drag you into deeper water. In many 

rivers, the water can get deep very quickly, and the current can look calm but be 

misleadingly strong.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary 

Ideally, you need flat, calm, clear water you can stand up in, and someone nearby who 

can assist you if you need some help. If you do not have these things, it is best not to enter 

the water while you are learning to swim.  
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Let’s Get Started 
 

Here is some information and principles to help make your learning to swim journey 

easier. 

 

Equipment  

The only equipment you require is a swimsuit ( close 

fitting, not baggy ) and a pair of goggles. I prefer the 

style of goggle that seals around your face and has 

bigger lenses for better visibility. 

 

 

Swim Fins 

In most cases it is better to learn to swim without fins. Once you can 

swim you may choose to use them as part of your swimming 

training. They can add variety to your training as well as strengthen 

your legs. 

 

 

 

 

Your Mindset Self-talk 

Step one of this program for you is to say “I am a good swimmer”. It doesn’t matter that 

this is not true at the start because as you say it over and over as you learn, you will see it 

start to become true.  

Saying, “I am a good swimmer” before each session, during the session when you do 

something well and when you are having trouble with a skill will help you keep a positive 

mindset. The more you say it the quicker it will become true.  
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I am a Good Swimmer 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mental Imagery 

Another tool you have to help you learn to swim before you even get in the water is mental 

imagery. The next time you are resting, close your eyes, take a few deep breaths and imagine 

yourself swimming confidently with style.  

 

 

Mistakes and Failures 

Mistakes and failures as you learn are great things, welcome them!  

Nobody starts off perfectly. It is the mistakes and failures that helps you learn what works 

and what doesn’t. Some people beat themselves up when they find something hard or 

difficult, this doesn’t help them or their swimming.  A change in attitude to ‘mistakes and 

failures are good because they help me and my body learn to swim better’ will make a big 

difference in how quickly you learn and how much you enjoy it. 

Swimming movements are different actions to what we normally do. When else do we kick our 

legs and move our arms in a circular motion at the same time? Some of what you in this 

program may seem awkward at first. This is normal as you are moving your body in ways 

it has not moved before in an unfamiliar water environment and possibly you are even a 

little afraid of it. The experiences will be new and you need time for them to become 

familiar. It is like riding a bike, it takes a while, but then your body works out what it needs 

to do and the movements become easy.  
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Using Muscle Memory 

There is an old Martial Arts saying, “To learn something you must do it 100 times, to 

unlearn something you must do it 1,000 times.” This is very pertinent to your learning to 

swim. Our aim with swimming is to lock in good technique into our muscle memory. To 

achieve this, we need to practice until we can do the drills in a relaxed manner without 

thinking about them. This is why it is important to take your time with each of the steps.  

Creating muscle memory with the right technique will save you a lot of time in the future.   

 

 

 

Stretching and Warmups 

Before exercising it is always recommended that we do a 

little stretching to warm up before we start. As everyone is 

at different levels of fitness and physical health I will leave 

it up to you to do some stretching and a warmup that is 

suitable for your health and ability level. However, it is best 

to always include this step, as a warm up and stretching 

prepares your body for exercise and can reduce the 

likelihood of injury and cramping. 

Some of your muscles used for swimming may not have been used for a while, so you 

may feel them at first and it will take a little time for them to strengthen up. 

 

 

 

Swimming Development Toolkit 

Another way to look at this guide is as a swimming development toolkit. It contains all 

the information and exercises you need to become a swimmer. Once you have worked 

through the guide and you want to improve a specific area of your swimming you just 

select the tool or exercise to help you to do it.  
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Drill Sheets 

Following each section is a one-page summary of the drills from that section. It is 

recommended that you print these out, put them in a waterproof sleeve and take them to 

the pool with you. 

The last page of this guide is a one-page summary of all the drills. 

 

 

Have Fun 

Play and have fun. The more you decide to play and have fun when you are practicing 

the drills in this guide the more motivated you will be and the quicker you will learn them. 

 

 

Throughout this book you will see this little guy and a suggestion for an activity 

to add some fun to the exercise you are doing. 
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Absolute Beginners 
 

The absolute beginners section is for people who are very uncomfortable about being in 

water and are concerned about having their face in water. 

If you feel quite confident in the water then proceed to ‘Confidence Test – Bobbing’ 

which is just after this section. This is a simple test to see if you are ready to move to the 

floating section. 

There should be no rush to move from one step to the next. It does not matter if you are 

at step 2 in 2 minutes or it takes you 2 weeks. The key is to be totally comfortable with 

one step before moving to the next. So, relax, and let’s get started. 

 

Overcoming a Fear of Water 
 

Here are some steps that can help you overcome some of your anxiety about water before 

you get into a pool: 

o Firstly, you need a good reason to want to learn to swim. Write down all the 

reasons you want to learn to swim. How committed to them are you? 

 

o Practice letting tension go. Think of something that makes you tense or nervous. 

Now take a few deep breaths and focus on the breaths, not what the worry is. This 

is one of the oldest techniques for releasing stress. You can use this in the water if 

you feel the tension or panic rising. 

 

o Practice holding your breath. Take a breath and then time how long you can hold 

it with very little effort. Once this is 15 seconds or more you know you can easily 

hold your breath this long if you put your face in the water. If you practice you can 

hold your breath for longer periods. Just be careful not to struggle to hold your 

breath. Again, if you are stressed or tense this will be difficult. So, take a few deep 

calming breaths and know you are in control. 

 

o Get to know water. Pay attention and really feel it when you have a drink, wash 

your hands or have a shower. Even try filling up a large bowl or sink and move 

your hands in the water – not only the way it feels but the way the water responds 

to your movements.  
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o Remember you are in control of all of the exercises in this guide. As you work 

through it, the speed and intensity at which you do each exercise is up to you. So 

listen to yourself and know your comfort and skill level. 

 

o Water on your face exercises 

 

i) In the shower let the water flow over your face. 

 

ii) The next time you are in a bath, try putting your face in the water.  

 

With both of these exercises try breathing out gently through your mouth and nose 

when the water is on your face.  

 

When you can do these exercises comfortably  

you are ready to move on to the next section.  
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Learning to Enjoy Being in Water 
 

Now it is time to get into the water. It is a good idea to do these exercises with a friend. 

Enter the pool and stay where the water is only waist deep. Do not go any deeper.  You 

might be more comfortable to do these exercises holding onto the side of the pool. 

 

1) Get comfortable standing in water up to your waist. Walk around and feel the 

water with your hands. When you are comfortable move to step 2. 

 

 

2) Lower yourself until you are immersed in the water up to your chest. Move your 

arms around under the water. Only when you are comfortable move to step 3. 

 

 

3) Lower yourself down in the water until your chin is in the water. When you get 

comfortable with this lower yourself a little further until your mouth is in the water. 

Only when you are comfortable move to step 4. 

 

 

4) Take a breath, hold your nose, close your mouth and place your face in the water 

for a few seconds then take it out. Repeat until you are comfortable. 

 

 

5) Take a breath, place your face in the water and then blow out bubbles from your 

mouth and nose. Repeat trying different variations like breathing out through your 

mouth only and then breathing out through your nose only. Some people like to 

hum when they do this. 

 

 

6) Try putting your head under the water. 

 

 

 

Watch some YouTube videos on ‘graceful swimming’.  

 

 

As with all of this program, only proceed at a pace you are comfortable with.  
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Confidence Test – Bobbing 
 

Purpose – This bobbing drill is used to see if you have enough confidence in the water to 

move to the first major step of learning to swim. 

 

o Safely enter the pool and stand in waist deep water 

 

o Hold onto the side of the pool  

 

o Take a breath and lower yourself in the water until it covers your face 

 

o Breath out into the water through your lips ( your mouth barely open ) and nose 

for a few seconds 

 

o Stand up, breath in through your mouth, lower yourself back under the water and 

breath out. Repeat this process 10 times. 

 

If you find this difficult then keep working on the exercises in the ‘Absolute Beginners’ 

section.  

Once you feel comfortable immersing yourself in the water, repeatedly putting your head 

under the water and blowing bubbles then you are ready to move to the next section. 
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Training Session Plans 
 

 

This is a suggested plan only, put in as much or as little time you are comfortable with. 

 

Floating two 1 hour sessions 

Propulsion   two 1 hour sessions 

Breathing    two 1 hour sessions 
 

 

Time 

Gentle Stretching  

 
5 mins 

Think About Your Swimming 

 
2 mins 

Revision of Drills 

 
10 mins 

Practice Drills 

 
40 mins 

Cool Down and Stretching 

 
5 mins 

Review Session 

 
2 mins 

 

 

 

 

Ongoing 1 hour sessions 

 

 

Time 

Gentle Stretching  

 
5 mins 

Think About Your Swimming 

 
2 mins 

Revision of Drills 

 
20 mins 

Swimming 

 
30 mins 

Cool Down and Stretching 

 
5 mins 

Review Session 

 
2 mins 
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Section 1 - The Art of Floating 
 

The biggest mistake I see in people learning to swim is that they don’t know how to float 

properly. People often fight with the water and this makes it harder to swim. As you learn 

to ‘feel’ the water you will see that it will keep you afloat and help you swim.  

Our aims in this section are to become a friend with the water and a floating master. Once 

you can do this swimming gets much, much easier. 

When you first practice these floating drills, you may sink, feel off balance and 

uncoordinated. Your body is operating in a new environment and it needs to learn what 

it needs to do. Keep practicing and it will keep adjusting things until you can float easily 

and you feel balanced. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

You are now participating in mastering the greatest secret in swimming!  

When you get this, it will be possible to swim one armed with little or no kicking, so 

imagine what you will be able to do using all of your limbs. 

 

Suggested self-talk – “I float easily with style”  
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Why Being Streamline is so Important 
 

This illustration shows that if your head is high and your legs are low a high percentage 

of your energy is going towards lifting you up and out of the water instead of along the 

surface of the water. 

 

 

 

 

This second illustration shows that the more of our body you have underwater the more 

drag or resistance the water creates. 

 

 

 

 

If you are directing your energy forward, and you have a low level of water resistance, you 

will find that it will be much easier to swim. 

This program will get you swimming in a streamlined manner.  
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Land Drill 1 - Getting Out of the Floating Position 
 

Purpose – To learn the easy way to get your feet back on the ground after a float. 

The best way to exit a front or back floating position in the water is to bring your knees 

up towards your chest. Your bottom will sink and you can put your two feet securely on 

the ground. 

o Lay flat on your back and bring your knees up to your chest. Doing this on land 

will help you remember it in the water. 

 

Land Drill 2 – Full Breaths 
 

Take a few deep breaths and feel the air flowing into your lungs. The more air you have 

in your lungs the easier it is to float. Deeper breaths also help you keep calm and can 

reduce fatigue. 

 

Land Drill 3 - Streamline Position 1 
 

Purpose – This drill helps you see and feel the streamline body position. 

In front of a mirror stand up straight and tall. Put both your arms up over your head. 

Straighten your arms so they are parallel. You are aiming to be straight from your feet to 

your hands. As you can see, swimming in this position would have a low level of water 

resistance and is the best way to swim. How is your streamline position? 
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Now it is time to get wet! 

 

With many of these floats we will be holding our breath. Float for as long as you can 

comfortably do so. It is a good idea to do these exercises with a friend. 

 

Water Drill 1a – Ball Float 
 

Purpose – Floating is the foundation block of swimming and this drill will give you 

confidence that you can float and ultimately swim well. 

 

Some people can do this float quite easily, but many need more time to learn to do this 

properly. It is very important that you spend the time on this first drill to be able to get 

into a comfortable float.  

 

 

o Take a deep breath. 

 

o Put your face in the water.  

 

o Draw your knees up. 

 

o Hold your knees with your hands. 

 

o Relax... Aim to have your back on the surface of the water and the rest of your 

body underwater.  

 

o When you are able to float comfortably, try moving your head to see how it affects 

your body position. Tilt your head up and look forward, tilt your head down and 

look at your knees. You will see that your floating position changes.  

 

If you continue to sink it could be that you did not draw in enough air with your breath, 

you are too tense, or it could be that your body just doesn’t know how to float yet. Relax, 

keep practicing and trying things until you are comfortable with the ball float. Some 

people like to start by holding onto the edge of the pool with one hand. 
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Water Drill 1b – Ball Float into Streamline 
 

Purpose – This drill helps you practice being streamline, and to have the correct body 

position for swimming. Your body needs to learn how to be in this position. 

 

o Do the Ball Float and as soon as you can slowly stretch your arms and legs out 

until you are in the streamline position you practiced in the Land Drills.   

 

o Your hands and feet should be near the surface of the water.  They will probably 

start to sink and you can try doing some little movements with your hands and feet 

to help keep them at the surface. If they still sink that is still okay, it is early days. 

 

o Keep this comfortable for yourself by not holding your breath for too long. Stand 

up before you are gasping for air by bringing your knees back to your chest and 

putting your feet on the ground.  

 

 

Repeat the exercise moving from the Ball Float into the Streamline float until you are 

relaxed and it is easy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

See if you can make yourself sink to the bottom of the 

pool. 
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Water Drill 2 – Front Float, Back Float 
 

Purpose – These floats help improve your floating abilities. 

 

o Float on your front, face down in the water.  

 

o Spread your arms and legs and try and keep them near the surface. You may find 

it helps if you arch your back just slightly to help left your legs up. 

 

o If you need to gently flutter your feet or hands to help keep them up.  

 

Keep repeating this until it is easy and comfortable. 

 

 

If it is comfortable for you to do so you can repeat this drill as a back float. Some people 

find back floats too stressful, if you do then skip this part of the drill until you have more 

confidence in the water. 
   

o Float on your back looking up to the sky.  

 

o Make sure your body is straight and your belly is up at the surface of the water.  

 

o If you need to gently flutter your feet or hands to help keep them up.  
   

As with the ball float, if you sink, it is possible that you did not draw in enough air with 

your breath or it is more likely you are too tense, so relax. 

 

 

 

Try moving your 

arms back and 

forth to move 

you through the 

water. 
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Water Drill 3 – Superman Glide 
 

Purpose – This drill is getting you to float in the correct swimming position. 

 

o Stand up straight with your arms straight and raised.  

 

o Your hands should be shoulder width apart, and in a position such that they will 

be about 30 centimeters ( 12 inches ) under the water when you are gliding in the 

water ( see photo below ).   

 

o Now lower yourself in the water and use the edge of the pool, or the bottom, to 

gently push off and glide on the surface of the water in the superman position.  

 

o Your face should be looking straight down.  

 

Repeat until you can easily glide on the surface. 

 

 

 

Once you can do this with some confidence and ease, try it with a very gentle flutter kick.  

 

 

 

See how far you can go with a big push off. 

 

We are keeping the focus in on floating and feeling your body move through the water 

with little to no exertion. We are not swimming yet, but we are aiming to be floating 

comfortably. 

When you can float easily move to the next drill, otherwise keep practicing the previous 

drills. It will come as your body works it out.   
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Water Drill 4 -  Side Float 
 

Purpose – When we swim rotate from side to side so we have to practice staying 

streamline in this position. 

 

This drill involves floating on your side. Just like with your front and back floats your 

body should be straight and relaxed.  

 

o Stand in the pool with one arm raised, the other by your side. 

 

o Gently push yourself off and float on your side.   

 

o One of your shoulders and possibly one of your hips should be out of the water.  

 

 

 

 
 

o You can keep your face out of the water at first, but when you are more at ease 

put your face in the water and look down. 

 

o Once you feel comfortable, add a gentle flutter kick. 

 

When you have some confidence and feel relaxed on this side, try it on the other side.  

Alternate practicing on one side and then the other until it feels natural and comfortable. 

 

 

 

See if you can alternate from one side to the other 

without stopping. 
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Water Drill 5 - Superman to Side Float with One Underwater 

Stroke 
 

Purpose – This drill helps us practice rotating to one side, taking a stroke and staying 

streamline. 

This is easier than it sounds It is just a superman glide that turns into a side float. When 

you can do this with confidence and ease on one side then try it on the other side 

o Gently push yourself off into a superman glide. 

 

o After you have travelled a small distance but are still gliding, leave one arm out in 

front and pull the other arm through the water to your side. This pull through the 

water should help you turn onto your side and glide further.  
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The Art of Floating Drills 

 

 

  

 

Land Drill 1 – Streamline - Look at yourself in front of a mirror in the 

streamline position 

 

 
 

Water Drill 1 – Ball Float 

 

                         Ball Float to streamline 

 
 

 

Water Drill 2 – Front float, back float 

 

 
 

Water Drill 3 – Superman glide, gentle kick 

 

 
 

Water Drill 4 – Side float, arm extended, gentle kicking 

 

 
 

Water Drill 5 – Superman to side float with one underwater stroke 
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This is the end of section One. 

 

Complete this section as many times as it takes for you to feel 
comfortable and in control of floating.   

When you are ready move onto section Two - Propulsion. 

 

If you are still having trouble floating then refer to the ‘Common 

Swimming Issues & Solutions’ section at the back of this guide. 
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Section 2 - Propulsion – Front and Back 
 

Well done getting to this stage. Once you can easily float and glide, you will find that 

swimming will be easier than you thought. 

In this section, we will look at propulsion to move you forward through the water. As your 

floating skills should have your body straight and streamline on the surface of the water, 

most of your energy can go towards moving forward, rather than keeping you afloat. 

There are two main parts to propulsion. Your arms at the front pulling you through the 

water and your kick at the back pushing you through the water. Depending on the strength 

of your kick it will contribute between zero and at most 20% of your forward propulsion. 

While it could be using as much as 80% of your energy. 

Many people learning to swim often try too hard with their kick. Their legs get tense and 

tired and then sink further which makes the person kick even harder and they soon get 

exhausted. They can be swimming uphill with their feet low in the water and their head 

high. It takes a lot of energy to swim this way. Using the light flutter kick will help keep 

legs up and give a little forward propulsion. 

As the arms, shoulders, back and body rotation are creating at least 80% of the propulsion 

we will focus mainly this rather than the kicking. You can further develop the kicking 

once you have the correct swimming technique. 

 

Suggested self-talk – “I move efficiently and relaxed through the water” 

 

Body Rotation 

As we do these drills you will discover that you are tipping from side to side rather than 

being flat on the water.  

This has many positive effects on your swimming:  

o It makes it easier to lift your arm out of the water. 

o It makes it easier to breathe to the side. 

o When your arm is in the air and spearing into the water the tipping will use gravity 

to help drive your arm and body through the water. 

o It engages more of your back muscles and core, rather than relying on just your 

arm muscles. 

 

Your hip and shoulder should move together as one.  This is more efficient as you are 

employing ‘whole body’ swimming. 
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What Should I Do with My Head? 

The head weighs about 5 kilos ( 10 lbs ). This is quite a lot of weight to have positioned 

at one end of your body. This weight and position influences your swimming technique.  

In simple terms where your head goes your body will follow. If your head is high when 

you are swimming then your body will try and follow it out of the water, and it takes a lot 

of effort to hold it up. If it is bobbing side to side then your body will do the same. 

The ideal position for the head in freestyle swimming is relaxed in the water, in line with 

the spine ( as practiced in the streamline position ) with the eyes looking straight down or 

just a little forward. The top of your head should always point in the direction you wish 

to go.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stand facing a mirror. Keep your head perfectly still 

and rotate your shoulders and hips from side to side.  
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What Should I Do with My Hands? 

Use a relaxed ( not floppy ) hand where your fingers are slightly apart in a natural position.   

This way it holds more water when pulling through the water, plus the hand, arm and 

shoulder stay more relaxed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Spear Hand Entry 

Using our hand like a spear to enter the water makes our swimming easier. It cuts through 

the water rather than pushing through it. There is much less splash, which is actually water 

resistance, and plus it creates a small amount of forward momentum. 
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Parallel Arms 

When you swim you want to direct your energy and effort in a forward direction. When 

your arm enters the water and drives forward it should be in line with the shoulder and 

heading directly forward.  

This will keep you swimming straight. 
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The Pull 
 

The pull is the motion of your arm through the water that ‘pulls’ you forward.  

The incorrect, but very common, way to pull through the water is with your arm straight. 

This first illustration shows the direction of energy when you do this. At first, the energy 

is pushing down which pushes your body and head up and makes your legs sink. There 

is then some push in the right direction. Towards the end of the stroke, the energy is 

pushing up which tends to push your body and head deeper into the water. 

 

The correct way to pull through the water is with a bent elbow and the fingers and forearm 

pointing down for as much of the stroke as possible. Your arm should accelerate as it 

moves through the water. Swimming this way, you get much more forward propulsion 

with no extra effort. This illustration shows that the energy is much more in a straight line 

so it propels you forward rather than pushing you up and down.  

 

 

It is good to keep this in mind as you are practicing the drills.  
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Inefficient Kicking  

A common mistake in kicking is doing big movements from the knee.  People thrash the 

water rapidly moving mostly just from their knee to their foot. It often creates a lot of 

splash but little forward propulsion. 

 

 

 

Other major issues are if your legs are too deep in the water or your toes are not pointed. 

You can actually be creating backwards rather than forward propulsion.  

 

 

 

 

The Right Way to Kick 

Kicking should be a whole leg movement starting from your hips, with just a slight knee 

bend. Your legs are fairly straight but relaxed. Feet and toes are pointed out behind you. 

Your legs and feet should be near the surface. A little light splash from your kick indicates 

that your legs are in the right position.  
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Land Drill 1 - Light Flutter Kicks 

 

Purpose – This drill allows you to see and feel how the kick should be before you get in 

the water. 

 

o Lay flat on your back with your legs straight and your feet about 30 centimeters     

( 12 inches ) off the ground.   

 

o Point your toes away from you.  

 

o Keeping your legs straight but not stiff and gently move your feet up and down in 

a relaxed, light fluttery type motion. There is a little movement at the knee. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

You may feel it in your stomach muscles, but your legs should be quite relaxed.  

Practice this until you are comfortable with the idea of kicking with nearly straight legs. 

You may wish to try great big kicks moving your legs much further apart to experience 

how much more energy big kicks use. 

 

o Now lay on your stomach and repeat the drill. Stay relaxed and just do light fluttery 

kicks. 
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Land Drill 2 - Standing Stroke Practice 
 

Purpose – This drill is good way to practice the full arm stroke out of the water. 

 

o Lean forward and support yourself on a secure object. Put your arm in the catch 

position.  

   

o Pull your arm through with a bent elbow until your hand is near your hip. 

   

o Rotate your body a little to the side and raise your arm up keeping it relaxed with 

the forearm hanging down. Just after your hand goes past your head drive it 

forward like a spear. 

   

Once it feels comfortable on one side then try it on the other.  
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Land Drill 3 - Walking Stroke Practice 
 

Purpose – This drill helps you learn the swimming stroke with the rotating body 

movement. 

 

o Stand with your left foot forward and your left arm out in front of you.  

Your right hand should be near the side of your head and your elbow raised to a 

comfortable level ( a little higher than your shoulder ). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

o As you step forward with your right leg, simultaneously extend your right arm out 

and move your left arm to your side and then up to near the side of your head.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

You should now be in the same position as before you took the step, except your right 

arm is now extended out and your left hand is by your head.  

Repeat this with each step forward. One arm extends out the other moves to your side 

and then circles up near your head.  

Once you have the actions you can continue to walk forward and move your arms without 

stopping after each step. 

 

 

 

Try this in front of a mirror without the walking.  
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Water Drill 1 – Kicking Practice 
 

Purpose – This drill is to get you to focus on kicking correctly and to test how effective 

your kick is. 

   

Sit on the side of the pool with your kegs in the water, your toes pointing away from you 

and practice kicking. Aim for relaxed almost straight legs with just a little knee bend. Use 

gentle kicking and try to feel your feet pressing on the water on the way down and the way 

up. 

 

 

 

Test that your kick is working by floating face down with your arms stretched out in front 

of you and kicking. You should be moving forward. If not, keeping practicing until your 

kick propels you forward, even if it is slowly. Be mindful to ensure you are not moving 

too far away from the edge or heading towards the deep end before you are comfortable 

doing so.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Try and make yourself go backwards with your kick. 

 

As you progress in your swimming you may wish to increase the intensity of your kick, 

but for now relaxed and gentle is good.  
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Water Drill 2 - Walking Strokes in the Water 
 

Purpose – This drill allows you to practice the swimming arm actions in the water and to 

give you a feel of pulling through the water. 

 

Now practice the walking strokes land drill in the water. You need to be in waist deep 

water so that you can still walk in the water. Do everything the same as the land drill but 

push the hand that is extending out into the water and pull through the water with the 

hand that is moving to your side and then up to near your face.  

Think of the arm entering the water like a spear. The hand and forearm are straight with 

the fingers entering first followed by the hand then the forearm and finally the elbow. 

Try pulling the arm through the water at different speeds. Feel the water resistance on 

your hand. This resistance on your hand and forearm is what helps pull you through the 

water. Play with this and find the speed and hand position that gives you the most 

resistance. Many new swimmers find that they don’t have much pull resistance and their 

hand ‘slips’ through the water without giving them a lot of forward propulsion. 

If you are finding this difficult practice it standing still on one side only until it feels right 

and then try the other side. 

Keep your face out of the water so that you can focus on your arm movements. 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

Try doing this drill really fast and really slowly. 
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Water Drill 3 – Falling into Stroke, Spear Hand 
 

Purpose – This drill allows you to feel your hand spearing into the water, body rotation, 

and the glide that comes from this momentum and the pull through the water. 

 

Start in the same position as the walking strokes. Have your right arm extended out and 

your left hand should be near the side of your head with your elbow raised to a 

comfortable level ( a little higher than your shoulder ). 

Now step and fall forward into the water ( your face will go under the water ). Your left 

hand will spear out and your right arm will pull through the water to your side and you 

should glide through the water in a side float. Repeat until you are relaxed and feel the 

glide.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When you feel some confidence and ease on this side then try it on the other side.  
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Water Drill 4 – Long Arm Dog Paddle 
 

Purpose – This drill gives you practice at moving through the water on the surface and 

practice at pulling through the water. 

 

Many dogs swim reasonably well without lifting one paw out of the water. Doggie paddle 

style is often the first type of swimming people learn to do. It is natural and is effective 

enough to keep you afloat.   

This drill involves keeping your arms under the water and getting the feel of the 

underwater part of the stroke. In the face down streamline floating position, gently push 

off with one arm in front of you and the other at your side.  Take the hand by your side 

and spear it forward as you pull the hand that was out in front back to your side. Keep 

repeating this until you need to come up for air.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Try keeping your head out of the water by doing small 

quick doggie paddle strokes. 
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Water Drill 5 – Single Arm Swimming 
 

Purpose – This will help you practice your stoke and streamline. As you are only working 

with one side of the body you have time to focus on how your stroke is going. 

 

o Keep your left arm out in front of you in a streamline position and swim stroking 

only with your right arm and kicking. Stop when you need to take a breath. 

 

o Some people manage to roll enough to take a breath as their arm comes over. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To make this easier for yourself you may choose to put a little more energy into your kick 

and move your arm a bit faster through the water. 

Practice this on both sides. 
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Water Drill 6 – Four Perfect Strokes, No Breathing 
 

Purpose – This drill is to practice putting together all you have learned up to this point. 

 

Push off in the side float ( one arm out in front ) and with a gentle kick, swim four strokes.  

This will be two on each side. Stop, take a breath and repeat.  

How does it feel?  

Are you getting some glide from each stroke? 

Are you feeling like you are moving forward as your arm pulls through the water?  

 

 

 

Feel where your feet are as they kick. Are they coming 

up for air near the surface where they should be? 

 

  



 
47 

Water Drill 7 – Parallel Arms 
 

Purpose – This drill is used to practice swimming with our arms entering the water in the 

direction we want to swim, that is straight forward. 

 

Without taking a breath, swim along above the line at the bottom of the pool. When you 

need to, stop for a breath. Check that your arms are in line with your shoulders and 

pointing straight ahead as they enter the water. Each arm should enter the water on its 

side of the black line. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If safe to do so, try swimming a few strokes with your 

eyes closed. 
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Propulsion Land Drills 

 

 

 

  

 

Land Drill 1 – Light flutter kicks laying down 

 

 
 

Land Drill 2 – Standing strokes practice  

 

 
 

Land Drill 3 – Walking strokes practice 

 

 
 

Land Drill 4 - Practice strokes in front of a mirror 
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Propulsion Water Drills 

  

 

  

 

Water Drill 1 – Kicking practice 

 

 
 

Water Drill 2 – Walking strokes 

 

 
 

Water Drill 3 – Falling into Stroke, spear hand, feel the glide 

 

 
 

Water Drill 4 – Long arm dog paddle 

 

 
 

Water Drill 5 – Single arm swimming, the other arm out in front 

 

 

 
 

Water Drill 6 – Four Perfect Strokes, no breathing 

 

 
 

Water Drill 7 – Parallel arms  
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This is the end of section Two. 

 

If the freestyle stroke is not working for you then see the other stroke 

options after the Mastering Breathing section. 

If you are comfortable propelling yourself through the water then it is 

time move to the next section. 
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Section 3 - Mastering Breathing 
 

The easiest way to learn how to breathe properly when swimming is to build up to it step 

by step. That is what we will do in this section. 

Swimming, like brisk walking or running, does not require us to completely empty our 

lungs on each breath. The more relaxed and naturally you breathe the easier it is. 

We will learn and master breathing on one side. When you are ready you can practice 

the drills on the other side. Breathing on both sides is called Bilateral Breathing and for 

training and longer swims, it is superior as it helps keep you balanced. 

 

Head Troubles 

Most people new to swimming lift their head out of the water to take a breath. As soon 

as this happens their body sinks and they slow down. It then takes more effort to get back 

to cruising speed, just in time for them to raise their head again and repeat the slowing 

down process. The perfect swimming breath is a turn of the head, taken as we roll our 

bodies with the stroke. 

 

 

The secret to breathing when you swim is to: 

o Breathe out when your face is in the water at the same rate you breathe out on the 

land. Avoid holding your breath. 

o When you roll your body to take the stroke, turn ( not lift ) your head. It is a key 

point that the breath works with the roll of the body. 

o When your mouth is clear of the water take a quick breath in. 

o As your arm stroke comes over put your face back in the water. 

 

Suggested self-talk – “I am relaxed and roll to breathe” 

 

The following drills will help you to master breathing while swimming.  
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Land Drill 1 – Head Turn 
 

Purpose – This drill helps you practice the body movements and position required for 

breathing when swimming. 

 

Stand up tall and straight. Turn your head and look over your left shoulder, turn your 

head to the other side and look over your right shoulder. Repeat a few times. This is a 

very simple drill, but this is how your head should move when you breathe in the water.  

 

 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Next, raise your left arm up to the streamline position and turn 

your head to look over your right shoulder. This is the correct 

body position when you are breathing when swimming. One 

arm is out in front, your body is streamline and your head turns 

to the side. 

Try this on the other side.  
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Water Drill 1 – Walking Breathing 
 

Purpose – These drill helps you practice breathing out relaxed in the water and then 

taking a quick breath in when your mouth is out of the water. 

 

Firstly, let’s revisit the “Bobbing Drill” from the start of the book. Holding the edge of 

the pool take a breath in, duck under the water and breathe out, quickly pop out of the 

water, take a breath and duck back under. Practice this drill until you can comfortably 

repeat it 10 times. 

    

 

 

 

 

 

Walking Breathing Practice with Arm Strokes 

In this drill we walk across the pool with our face in the water and do the arm swimming 

actions, as learnt in the previous section. At the appropriate time ( when your arm is 

coming out of the water ) turn your head to the side out of the water, take a breath in and 

then put out face back in the water as your arm comes over. 

Repeat this on one side only as you walk across the pool. 
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Water Drill 2 – Side Float Breathing 
 

Purpose – This drill helps you practice the correct way of turning your head to breathe 

while staying streamline. It is also good floating practice. 

 

o Start with a side float, one arm extended, face down and gently kicking.  

 

o Turn your head to breathe, put your face back in the water and blow bubbles. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Try this with your outstretched arm holding onto the 

side of the pool. 
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Water Drill 3 – Over-roll to Breathe 
 

Purpose – This drill is about getting more relaxed, staying streamline, and turning the 

head with the body roll to breathe. 

 

In this drill, to get you more comfortable with breathing, we will over-exaggerate the body 

roll.  

 

Swim, roll to breathe and turn your head until your face is well clear of the water and you 

have the time for a leisurely breath, then roll back and take another stroke. When you 

roll it does not matter if you end up on your back, just roll back and keep swimming when 

you are ready.  
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Water Drill 4 – Single Arm Swimming 
 

Purpose – The is one of the best technique drills. It will help with learning to breathe, 

and also with your stoke and streamline. As you are only working with one side of the 

body you have time to focus on how your swimming is going. 

 

o Keep your left arm out in front of you in a streamline position and swim stroking 

only with your right arm and kicking. If you find it easier to breath on the other 

side, keep your right arm out in front and swim with your left arm. 

 

o Roll to breathe on each stroke or every second stroke, whichever feels the easiest. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To make this easier for yourself you may choose to put a little more energy into your kick 

and move your arm a bit faster through the water. 

Practice this on both sides. 

 

 

Water Drill 5 – Torpedo Barrel Rolls 
 

Purpose – This drill will help increase your confidence and skills in rolling to breathe. 

 

If you have swim fins you will find this drill easier and more fun. If you don’t have fins 

try it anyway. 

 

o Keep your arms by your side as you move through the water in a streamline 

facedown position.  
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o Roll to breathe keeping yourself streamline, take a breath and then roll completely 

over and end up facedown again. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Variations you can try are: 

o Having your arms in front of your head rather than by your side.  

o Rolling one way for one breath and then roll the opposite way for the next.  

o Swim normally, but barrel roll for each breath. 

 

 

 

Play with floating and rolling and swimming and 

rolling. 

 

   

 

 

Water Drill 6 – Swim a Lap 
 

Purpose – To test how your swimming is progressing. 

 

Swim one lap, focus on being relaxed, rolling to breathe. Rest. Swim another lap. Repeat. 

Go easy on yourself and take the time to enjoy your new-found skillset. If there is an area 

you feel needs improvement, go back to the section and do the drills again. If you are not 

happy with freestyle then have a look at the section titled ‘Two Other Stroke Options. 
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Mastering Breathing Drills 

 

 

  

 

Land Drill 1 – Turning head side to side. 

 

 
Water Drill 1 – Walking Breathing – Walk across the pool practicing the 

swimming arm movements and breathing. 

 
 

Water Drill 2 – Floating on side, arm extended, gentle kicking, turn head 

to breathe, blow bubbles 

 

 
 

Water Drill 3 – Swim, roll to breathe, swim. Stop. Repeat. Over-roll for 

breath if required. 

 
 

 

 

Water Drill 4 – Single arm swimming, the other arm out in front 

 
 

 

Water Drill 5 – Torpedo Barrel rolls 

 

 
 

Water Drill 6 – Swim one lap, focus on being relaxed, rolling to breathe 
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This is the end of section Three.  

 

You now know the secrets to swimming  

and have opened the door to endless swimming possibilities!  

 

 

 

  



 
60 

Two Other Stroke Options 
 

Some people find that they are having no trouble floating but trying to do freestyle is just 

not working for them. There can be a number of reasons for this. The most common is 

people finding it difficult to move their arms in the required manner for freestyle. Some 

people have shoulder issues, some flexibility issues, others float low in the water making 

it difficult to raise their arms out of the water for a relaxed stroke. 

The good news is that there are alternatives you can do. One is Breaststroke and the other 

is Sidestroke. 

The following pages are simplified versions of the strokes. This is enough to get you 

swimming. Once you get the basic idea you can experiment with them to see what works 

for you or get further instruction on these strokes. 

 

Some advantages of these styles are: 

 

o You can swim with your face out of the water so you can breathe freely and 

easily.  

 

o They require less effort as you are not lifting your arms out of the water. This 

makes it easier to swim further if you are not an experienced swimmer. 

 

o The movements are easy to learn. 
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Breaststroke Style 
 

To swim this style: 

o Float on your stomach with your face in or out of the water and use your flutter 

kick or any other type of relaxed kick if it comes naturally to you.  

 

o Stretch your arms out in front of your chest. Your hands should nearly be 

touching and just under the water.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

o Keep your arms in the water and move them in a horizontal sweeping motion 

from in front of you to no further than your shoulders.  
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o Circle your arms around past your chest and back out in front of you.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This can be done with your face out of the water but it is more efficient to have it in the 

water and rise up for a breath. When you need to breathe, sweep your arms more 

downwards than to the side to lift up for a breath. You might find it easier to breathe on 

every second or third stroke.  

The full breaststroke style has what is commonly called a frog kick. This can take a while 

to master and requires hip flexibility and leg strength. Initially I recommend just 

continuing with the freestyle kick that you have practiced up to this point.  
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Sidestroke Style 
 

This is a very useful stroke as you can swim in a relaxed manner, get plenty of oxygen and 

you can see everything that is going on. 

To swim this style:  

o Start off in a side float with one arm extended past your head. 

 

o Keep your face out of the water. 

 

o Your aim is to be streamline on your side 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

o Your extended arm does a small stroke ( not moving past your shoulder ) while 

your other arm and legs are getting ready for the next stroke and kick. 

o The non-extended arm moves forward near your chest then does a strong stoke 

from front to back, the kick occurs at the same time. Glide forward for a second 

or two then repeat.   
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o As you are on your side your kicking will be more of a scissor action. Your legs 

splay a bit wider than a normal kick and the propulsion from the kick comes as 

your legs come together. Like in freestyle kicking your toes should be pointed 

towards the end of the pool as the legs come together. The non-extended arm 

does the stroke as the legs come together. 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

o With the propulsions from your legs and the arm stroke you will be able to glide 

a short distance before kicking and stroking again.  

o Both arms stay in the water the whole time. The front arm will help keep your 

head out of the water.  
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The Lazy Person’s Way to Tread Water 
 

Treading water can be described as remaining in the same place in the water with your 

head out of the water. 

The lazy person’s secrets are: 

Ensure you have taken a few deep breaths and have a lungful of air. 

Relax, the more you relax the easier it is. 

The arms and legs move at a steady pace, not a fast frantic one. The more frantic, the 

more it disturbs the water and the harder it is to stay above water. 

The hands scull back and forth with the palms facing mostly downwards but tipping side 

to side. 

The legs move in an eggbeater ( circular ) type motion with the soles of the feet facing 

mostly downwards. 

If you are completely vertical the buoyancy of the water is only working on a small part 

of your body. If you lean back a little the buoyancy of the water has a much greater 

surface area to push you up with. 
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The Learning to Swim Secrets 
 

Before you get in the water 

Have a good reason for wanting to learn to swim. 

Use land drills to stretch and strengthen the muscles needed for swimming. 

Use positive self-talk and visualize yourself swimming. 

Understand the principles of swimming. 

 

Floating & Body Position 

The better you float, the easier you swim.  

Relaxed bodies float better than tense bodies. 

A straight streamlined body, with arm in front, feet near the surface and face looking 

down, creates a shape that cuts through the water. 

 

Propulsion 

Kicking only provides a small amount of propulsion but can use most of your energy. 

Use light kicking to keep your legs up. 

Focus on your arms, shoulders and body for propulsion. 

Spear hand into the water then accelerate your arm as it pulls back through the water. 

 

Breathing 

Have one arm extended out in front of you. 

Turn your head with the roll of the body. 

Normal breath out in the water, quick breath in. 

 

Other Things 

Set yourself the goal to swim a certain distance in a certain time. 

Experiment and play when you are practicing.  
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Common Swimming Issues & Solutions 
 

General Issues Possible Solutions 

 

You tire very easily 

Check your technique. If okay, then possibly 

not getting enough air with the breaths. Try with 

your head out of the water breathing freely, if 

still tiring then fitness is possibly the issue. 

 

 

Not sure if your technique is correct 

Have a session with a swim coach. Get your 

swimming videoed above and below the water. 

 

 

You are floating okay, but just cannot 

get the freestyle stroke happening 

If, for various reasons, you really struggle with 

the freestyle stroke, try using breaststroke arms 

or side-stroke. 

 

 

Floating Issues Possible Solutions 

 

 

You are unable to float easily 

Try taking a deeper breath. Make sure you are 

very relaxed. Practice floating with momentum 

by pushing off the edge of the pool. Put in the 

time and play with floating in all types of 

positions, your body will work it out. 

 

 

Your feet and legs are too low in the 

water 

More floating practice. Put your head lower in 

the water. Keep one arm out past the head at all 

times. Use your core to hold legs up. Relax your 

legs as they may be too tense. Try gentle kicking 

to keep your feet up near the surface. 

 

 

Even after a lot of floating practice 

you still feel you are sinking 

Try using a pair of swim fins ( flippers ) with a 

gentle kick and see if it makes any difference. If 

it helps, practice with and without fins. 

 

 

Propulsion Issues Possible Solutions 

 

You are not getting much pull 

through the water.  

Short choppy freestyle stokes can be the issue, 

practice spearing the hand into the water and 

ensuring that it extends out in front of you.  

Not enough grab on the water. Try accelerating 

your hand as it moves through the water 

Your kick seems splashy and 

ineffective 

Practice relaxed leg kicks using your whole leg. 

Your feet should not come out of the water. 
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You are kicking but not moving or 

going backwards 

Ensure your toes are pointed. Check that your 

legs and feet are near the surface of the water. 

  

Your arms crossover in front of head Practice parallel arms drill. 

 

 

Your arms are going too deep in the 

water 

 

Practice strokes with a bend in the elbow, hand 

and forearm pointing down with your palm 

pointing towards the back of the pool. 

 

 

You float okay but sink when 

swimming 

If you are swimming very slowly then make your 

stroke quicker. Try kicking a little harder.  Feel 

that you are getting a good catch and pull of the 

water. 

 

Your arms and shoulders tire. There 

is difficulty getting your arms out of 

the water for the recovery 

Possibly swimming flat. Check that you are 

rotating side to side on each stroke. Practice one 

arm swimming.  

How is your fitness level? If you are not used to 

using that muscle group it may take a little time 

for it to build up strength and flexibility.  

 

 

Breathing Issues Possible Solutions 

Raising your head to breathe causes 

your body to sink 

Practice rolling to breathe and single arm 

swimming. 

 

 

 

 

You are not getting enough air when 

swimming 

Ensure you are breathing out when your face is 

in the water so that you can get a good breath in 

when your mouth comes out of the water.  

Don’t hold your breath.  

When you roll to breathe give yourself a 

moment longer to take a breath in.  

If your stroke is too quick you might not have 

enough time for a proper breath.  

Could it be your fitness level? 

 

 

 

 

Water keeps going up your nose 

If you are holding your breath you might 

actually be breathing in slightly through your 

nose. Don’t hold your breath. Practice 

swimming breathing by standing in the water 

and turning your head in and out of the water. 

Breathe out gently through your nose and lips. 
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Improving Your Swimming 
 

Practice Drills 

Great and champion swimmers practice drills even though it looks like they are swimming 

perfectly. At the end of this guide is a complete drill sheet page for you to print and take 

to the pool. I suggest always doing the floating drills then select an area you would like to 

work on and practice that. Once you have finished doing a few of the drills it is good to 

swim a few laps to lock it in. Try picking a drill at random just to check you are using the 

correct technique and build on those skills. 

 

The Art of Constant Improvement 

When you practice swimming focus on one thing at a time. Thoughts like, ‘Stroke this 

way, kick like that, breathe now, am I rolling enough, is my hand relaxed?’ can result in  

no area being practiced very well. Focusing on just one thing will help you discover the 

ins and outs of the technique you are working on and help you to improve it. 

 

Get Videoed  

Ask a friend to video you swimming. They should video you from the side and with you 

swimming towards the camera. If they have a waterproof camera they can also get 

underwater shots of you from the side and front. 

The things to look for are what you have learnt in this guide. Are you streamline on the 

surface of the water? Does your stroke look even and balanced? Are you rolling to 

breathe? Does your kick look relaxed? Is your body rotating side to side? Are you making 

very little splash? After looking at the videos, focus on one thing to work on. 

 

Watch Other Good Swimmers 

Next time you are at the pool watch other good swimmers and see if you can work out 

what makes them look effortless in the water. There are also plenty of good videos online. 

 

 

Get your popcorn ready and have a movie night 

watching swimming videos 
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Set Yourself Some Goals 

Simple goals like wanting to be able to swim a certain number of laps or to swim a certain 

distance in a certain time are great motivators to get you to practice more.  

 

Professional Help 

There are swimming instructors in most towns and cities. Once you are able to swim a 

little, even having just one lesson from them can be very helpful. They will quickly pick 

up on the finer points that you need to work on. 

If you are very concerned about swimming then a swimming instructor is a good safe way 

to get started. 

Swimming workshops are another useful way to improve your swimming quickly. 

 

Swim Squads 

Most local pools have adult swim squads and many cater for beginner / intermediate 

swimmers as well as advanced swimmers. 

The advantages of squad swimming are that: 

o Swimming a program set by someone else adds interest to your training. 

o Many people like the routine of training at a set time each week. 

o You should receive a few tips on improving your swimming. 

o It pushes you to train harder. 

o There is the social aspect of swimming with others. 

 

Keeping Practice Interesting 

Some ways to help keep your swimming practice interesting are: 

o Swim with a friend. 

o Always take the opportunity to swim somewhere new. 

o Work towards a goal. 

o Mix it up. Swim some laps fast and some laps slow. Try different things. 

o Learn a new stroke. 

o Use some swimming aids such as flippers, kickboard, pull buoy and hand paddles. 
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Advanced Swimming Resources 

The ‘Swim Smooth’ book by Paul Newsome and Adam Young is excellent to help you 

take your swimming to the next level.  

Google ‘Total Immersion Swimming’ and you will find many useful books, courses and 

free videos that can help you with this graceful, yet effective style of swimming. 

 

Still Having Trouble Swimming? 

If you are still having trouble swimming it could be one of two things: 

 

1) How much practice have you done? Non-swimmers are notorious for wanting to 

swim but not practice. Do you have a good reason to want to learn? 

 

2) Have you mastered ‘The Art of Floating’? Your trouble is possibly because you 

have not mastered one of the foundations of swimming. Try all the drills again and 

if any are difficult it could be exposing a weakness in your foundation. I used to 

struggle with swimming and always seemed to sink. Now I float so easily that I can 

swim with one arm and no kicking, and you can too. 

 

 

 

Visit www.SwimBetterToday.com. There is more useful 

swimming information, resources and videos. You can ask 

questions and we will help solve any swimming issues that you 

may still have.  

 

 

Being a Swimmer 

You now have all the tools and knowledge you need to be a swimmer.  

 

Suggested self-talk – “I am a good swimmer”  

http://www.swimbettertoday.com/
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One day, when you are floating with style 

and moving gracefully through the water, 

someone will watch you swim and say,  

“I wish I could swim like that”. 
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Swimming Water Drills 

 

 

Floating & Streamline 

Aims: Be RELAXED, float flat on the surface of the water, face looking down, body 

straight 

Water Drill 1 – Ball Float, ball float to streamline 

Water Drill 2 – Front float, back float 

Water Drill 3 – Superman glide, gentle kick 

Water Drill 4 – Side float, arm extended, gentle kicking 

Water Drill 5 – Superman to side float with one underwater stroke 

 

 

Propulsion 

Aims: Use motion of body rotation, spear-hand and gentle pull to move forward. 

Water Drill 1 – Kicking practice 

Water Drill 2 – Walking strokes 

Water Drill 3 – Falling into Stroke, spear hand, feel the glide 

Water Drill 4 – Long arm dog paddle 

Water Drill 5 – Single arm swimming, the other arm out in front 

Water Drill 6 – Four Perfect Strokes, no breathing 

Water Drill 7 – Parallel arms  

 

 

Breathing 

Aims: Relaxed easy breathing, master one side first then add the other side 

Water Drill 1 – Bobbing & Walking in pool Breathing practice 

Water Drill 2 – Floating on side, arm extended, gentle kicking, turn head to breathe, blow 

bubbles 

Water Drill 3 – Swim, roll to breathe, swim. Stop. Repeat. Over-roll for breath if required. 

Water Drill 4 – Single arm swimming, the other arm out in front 

Water Drill 5 – Torpedo Barrel rolls 

Water Drill 6 – Swim one lap, focus on being relaxed, rolling to breathe 

 

Putting it All Together 

Pick one thing you wish to improve and swim one lap focusing on just this one thing. Then 

swim one lap normally. Repeat 

Pick a distance that will push you a little and then swim it without stopping 
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Swimming Land Drills 

 

 

  

General  

 Stretching before swimming 

 Strengthen muscles used for swimming 

 Deep breathing. Breathe in drawing air down to the bottom of your 

lungs and then fill your lungs up to the top. 

  

Floating  

 Look at yourself in front of a mirror in the streamline position. Try with 

two arms raised and then with just one arm raised at a time. 

  

Propulsion  

 Light flutter kicks laying down on your front and back 

 Standing stroke practice 

 Walking stroke practice 

 Practice strokes in front of a mirror 

  

Breathing  

 Turning head side to side in front of a mirror. Try with one arm raised 

in streamline position. 

 Practice strokes with breathing in front of a mirror 

  

 

 

 


