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Understanding The Race Model

By Tim Manley

There are very few teams in the United States who coach swimmers using a science based training system and race model which mimic’s each other, such systems are used by very successful European countries.  Therefore what is done during practice is so critical and teaching athletes to understand the relationship between times achieved in practice and times achieved in swim meets.  For example you cannot swim slower times in practice and expect to swim faster times in swim meets.  Let’s compare to elite marathon runners, they do not start out racing 26 miles at a 5 minute per mile pace.  They start by holding a 5 minute pace for 3 miles, 5 miles, 10 miles and building up to 26 miles.

During practice athletes are given chances to mimic race speeds, for instance a set of  # x 50’s repeat on 1:30.  During the beginning of the season it may only be 4 x 50, but by the end of the season the athlete may advance themselves to 20 x 50 repeats on 1:30.  The athlete is asked to hold these race speeds or swim faster than their race speeds in practice, but they cannot swim slower than race speed or there will be no progression in performance.  This constantly allows the coaching staff to monitor improvement and predict race results.  Attendance in this type of program is very important and can effect meet performance.

By training in this model not only is the athlete becoming physically conditioned to swim at race speed, but also to make training time more effective so that more time can be spent on developing the technical skills of the athlete.  Also by training within these parameters it is important that the athlete performs within their training speeds during a race.  For example, a swimmer who swims # x 50’s on 1:30 at 35.5 seconds not only at 4 repetitions, but can hold this speed for 10 repetitions, cannot expect to race a 200 yard swim with splits much faster than 35.5 seconds.  Look at the race models below!

Poor Race Model:   200 Yards / 1st 50 Split 30.9 / 2nd Split 38.4 / 3rd Split 41.1 / 4th Split 40.5

Total Time of 2:50.90  During this race model the athlete put themselves in oxygen debt, raised their heart rate beyond need and caused exhaustion which led to the rest of the race being very difficult and a hard earned time.  Basically this athlete tried to do something in a meet they had never practiced.

Great Race Model:  200 Yards / 1st 50 Split 33.9 / 2nd Split 35.9 / 3rd Split 35.6 / 4th Split 36.0

Total Time of 2:35.60  By holding back on the first 50 split the athlete has reserved their energy to hold split times near that of what they swim in practice during their training set and swam a faster time and done it with greater ease to the athlete.  This builds confidence and allows the coaching staff to recommend faster training times to reflect the performance and progress towards a new goal.

I hope this information has been helpful in educating not only athletes, but parents as to why the athletes may or may not have a best performance because of their willingness or lack of to train at race speed, as well as; perform within their own training / race parameters during competition.
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