Taking Care of Injuries
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Introductory Note

  Unfortunately injuries are common in this sport. They may come from trauma, anatomical dysfunction or from overuse. A trauma injury comes from something such as a direct blow to a body part or a tear due to a sudden, powerful motion. An anatomical dysfunction simply means that there is something inherently wrong with the structural integrity of their shoulder. Overuse is as it sounds… something is used so much that it simply begins to weaken and wear out. Luckily, we have VERY, VERY few trauma or overuse injuries on this team. In fact, you'd be incredibly hard pressed to find any senior athlete on this team who CAME THROUGH THE RANKS of this team who has an overuse injury. I hope this is due to our philosophy of progressive training and acute attention to stroke mechanics more than it is due to blind luck. We have had several athletes in the past with such injuries that have come to us from other teams and have had tremendous success bringing these athletes back to full capacity. But, you need to know that the #1 place for injuries in our senior athletes comes in the weight room whether it's at school or at the health club. If your athlete is going to lift weights please make sure that they have the proper instruction on weight training techniques before doing so and that they have proper supervision while exercising. This is no joke… the weight room has been the #1 spot for injuries in the senior athletes that we have had in the past. 

Preface
  There is a trend to put many athletes into the water for rehabilitative purposes but to take swimmers out of the water to do so. To date, no one has ever given me a solid reason as to why this is practiced but it is a very real fact. I believe it is because there is a fear that the swimmer is in their “environment” or their “medium” and, as such, won’t know how to hold back and control themselves. Too, I feel there might be concern that the coach will not be “on board” with that which the athlete needs to do to ensure their own personal safety. If it is the fact that there is a fear that the swimmers will not control their swimming routine so that it is rehabilitative and not debilitative then I can see the point. Still, we MUST TEACH THESE ATHLETES HOW TO TAKE CONTROL at some point in time and I believe that the earlier that we do this the better! While I agree that there are times such as immediate post-surgery or immediate post-trauma that there needs to be complete rest I also believe that the sometimes standard practice of pulling a swimmer out of the water simply is delaying the inevitable. The inevitable is that the athlete will HAVE to learn how to deal with their injury and adjust their training regime based on the day to day status of that injury. Whether that is right now or two weeks from now or 2 months from now they will still have to get back in the water and be very, very careful about what it is that they are doing. The need for that caution will not simply go away with time. 
   By keeping a swimmer in the water, we can teach them early in their career how to take control of their body so that they know how to take care of themselves. The biggest thing that they will need to learn is how to read the signs and signals that their body is sending. They need to know that it is THEIR body and that they should let no other athlete, no coach, no challenge nor any other situation force them to cause further harm by disregarding their body’s signals and that further harm will, indeed, occur if they do not listen to those signals. Too, by keeping them in the water we can improve a great many other aspects of their development and keep them in a more positive mental state, which has proven to of benefit whenever one is coming back from illness or injury.

  Swimmers who are injured need to take care of these injuries to ensure that they can continue to have a prosperous career. Some basic things that they can do to prevent injuries or to better care for their injuries that have already occurred are outlined below. This information is not meant to supplant the advice of your physician but it can be extremely helpful as portions of this may not be brought into discussion about swimming injuries. 
Out of the Water Care – Shoulder Injuries
1 – Don't do anything that really hurts. This is actually the first rule for ANYTHING and EVERYTHING that you do in relation to your shoulders. If something causes pain, don't do it. This is your body telling you that you are hurting it. Discomfort is one thing… pain is another. 

2 – Sleep on your back with your arms slightly elevated off of the mattress by blankets or small pillows if at all possible. Avoid sleeping on your sides.

3 – External factors weight heavily on what you can do day to day. Major weather fronts (barometric pressure changes), lack of sleep, fatigue, dehydration, improper nutrition, menstruation, illness and other injury ALL can have a negative affect on existing injury conditions. You can control many of these factors so DO SO. Stay rested, hydrated and well nourished. When the other factors come into play then you may well have to adjust your practice regime accordingly making it easier and less intense than normal.   

4 – There should be NO ballistic (bouncing, pounding, quick moving, etc.) exercising done with the shoulders as this will irritate injuries much further. Athletes will shoulder problems should refrain from fast moving overhead activities (volleyball, water polo, tennis, cheerleading, etc.). Too, they should NOT run as running is one of the worst things that you can do if you have shoulder problems due to the swinging of the arms and the pounding on the shoulder with each step taken. Stationary biking is a safer form of alternative aerobic exercise for swimmers with bad shoulders. With this though, be careful of keeping your shoulders in one place or bearing too much weight (leaning on the handlebars) for any length of time.

5 – Be wary of how you carry book bags. Heavy book bags, gym bags or purses slung over a bad shoulder can cause additional damage or irritation. Even if you have one good shoulder and you consistently carry too much weight on it by using this shoulder to carry your bags, you stand the chance at irritating this shoulder more due to the increased workload. It is better to have the weight of these book bags equally distributed on the shoulders. It may even be better to carry the weight in front of your body and not on your back so that the straps of your bags are not being driven into the anterior portion of the shoulder joint by the weight of the bag. This can irritate the biceps tendons even more by having these straps grinding into them under the pressure of the weight of these bags.

6 – Dress warm in the winter. Keeping a joint warm makes it more pliable and allows for more effective 

blood flow. For shoulders, try a thermal undershirt to help keep your shoulders warm and pliable. If the thermal insulation is too much for your torso, cut out a portion of the chest and back leaving breathing room for these areas.

7 – I am not big on anti-inflammatory drugs as an answer to swimming on compromised shoulders. Swimmers often take these before a practice to “get through” the practice but this is not how this should be handled. This can be giving you a false sense of security and can make you dependent on the effects of these drugs, which in turn can make you dependent on using them. I prefer to have you learn what you can and cannot handle without anything masking the physiological status of their shoulders. I believe that these should only be taken after a practice and only if there is a throbbing pain in the shoulders. The athlete should not be allowed to swim in practice for 2 days after such occurrences and should come back with much less intensity than the night that caused the pain. During that 2 day time period they may kick and do light stroke development drills but they should be restricted from straight swimming.

8 – This is the same protocol that I would suggest for icing shoulders. There should be no less than 2 hours between when an athlete ices and when they participate in activity. In the case of icing injuries one should NEVER ICE THEIR SHOULDERS DIRECTLY BEFORE PRACTICE. Again, icing their shoulders can cause a numbing effect which might make the athlete think the shoulders are better than they are. This might lead the athlete to practice harder on their shoulders than they should causing yet further and more extensive damage. It is safe to ice after practice but, again (and as with anti-inflammatory agents), by doing so you may not get an accurate idea of how your shoulders reacted to practice because of the masking effects of the treatment. I’d rather you be able to feel those shoulders under natural conditions to learn what you can and cannot take in terms of intensity and volume. Again, I would only suggest icing when there is throbbing pain and then stand by the same 2 day “no swim” routine as discussed above.   

Pre-Practice Care – Shoulder Injuries
1 – If you are doing a rehabilitation routine on your own, with us or with a professional you will need to plan on having an easier water practice if that rehab is done immediately prior to your water practice. Your shoulders will be a compromised (fatigued) state and will not be able to handle that which it might have been able to handle without such a rehab session beforehand. Simply be prepared to alter your water practice regime if your rehab session is done within a couple hours of that water practice. Our dry land training program encompasses many exercises that help to stabilize the athlete’s core torso area and strengthen (specifically) the shoulder region in the athlete. This program is mandated for each and every GCSTO coach to follow and all athletes now take part. 

2 – Morning practices should be approached with the most caution possible since the body is less prepared for smooth movement at that time of day. As such, swim easier than in evening practices and warm-up longer at a more relaxed pace if you do have sore shoulders.

3 – Cold water or cold air conditions can cause more problems than you might think. When most think that colder is better for an injury it simply causes you to tighten up throughout your entire upper torso. Too, your blood flow in very cold water (note that for swimmers very cold starts around 77-78 degrees and below in an outdoor environment) decreases to the periphery which is counterproductive to the safety of your shoulders. As such, in colder water you will have to adjust your practice regime accordingly. 
4 – Stretching, as most people see it, is normally NOT something that needs to be automatically done with injured swimmers. A swimmer must first be assessed for their own personal flexibility. Most swimmers are extremely flexible and it might be that extra stretching to increase joint flexibility is adding to a problem. When one is too flexible in a joint the anatomical parts of the joint can be caused to act of out synch from that which they are structurally intended to do. Parts may come in contact with other parts in a manner that they were not intended to come in contact with during normal activity. As such, further irritation can occur due to this factor because the joint is simply moving in ways that it may not have been intended to move or in a manner which is much less efficient for the joint. Both of these factors may result in an increase on the stress experienced by the joint. Swimmers should focus on strengthening the joint so that all anatomical parts are brought back into synch with one another allowing them to work more efficiently together with subsequently less stress experienced by the joint. As such, in addition to their strengthening program these swimmers should focus on warming up their joints through moderate movement of the joint and not on “stretching” as so many see stretching. Simple fluid and repetitive movements done in a controlled manner can serve to help warm up a joint. 

In-Water Care – Shoulder Injuries
1 – Plain and simply… you can swim but DON’T do what hurts. If it hurts to do butterfly but not freestyle… DON’T do fly. If it hurts to swim free at 90% effort but not at 80% effort then DON’T swim at 90% effort. It can be that simple so simply listen to your body as this may well vary from day to day.

2 – When dealing with sore shoulders, there should be no diving in (forward or backward starts), no intense spiking off turns and all exits from the pool should be done at the ladder.

3 – Most often, poor technique is at the root of most shoulders problems in younger athletes if not in almost all athletes. If poor technique is not specifically the cause of the problems it will assuredly add to the problem if the athlete has shoulders problems related to a different outside factor (trauma, anatomical dysfunction or overuse). Allowing an athlete to swim at slower speeds allows the athlete the opportunity to focus on technical improvements. Often this focus is heightened due to the fact that they know that they cannot train hard and feel like they must get their edge some other way (thus the increased focus on technique).

4 – Swimming at slower speeds also reduces the stress on the shoulders while still reproducing the neuromuscular firing and blood flow patterns specific to that which will best rehabilitate your stroke patterns. This moderate aerobic movement action (active recovery) should accelerate recovery time as compared to passive (idle) recovery. 

5 – Swimming at slower speeds also allows the rest of the body to continue to function which should help maintain its’ current level of conditioning. Their musculature from their neck down to their back and on through their legs still will have the opportunity to be trained or to be at least kept in condition. As the efficiency of these muscles increase the stress on the shoulders is reduced. 

6 – There are other drills that can be learned that still allow the athlete to “swim” but to isolate the shoulders so that they are not involved in the action (for athletes with greater amounts of pain) or are only moderately involved (for athletes with more mild shoulder tenderness). Again, this allows all other portions of their body to be exercised, maintained and/or improved. These drills are simple and can be learned in a very short one on one session.  
7 – When kicking, do NOT use a kickboard for any length of time or hold the arms in an overhead position for any length of time at all if your shoulders are hurting while you swim or without even swimming on them. If they only hurt after you swim you may use a board for about 1 out of every 4 laps but it should be a ZURA board as these boards ride very low in the water which causes fewer problems with your shoulders.  You may kick on your stomach, side or back ensuring that you do not keep the arms motionless while doing this kick. Move the arms into different positions after each lap for better circulation to the shoulder region. Vertical kicking can also be done but it should be done with your shoulders in an anatomically neutral position. 
8 – Sculling is NOT good for someone with sore shoulders in almost all instances. This will be especially true of sculling with the hands in a forward (further down the pool than the head) or mid-range (held under the shoulders) position. Sculling with their hands at their side may be gentler on them but will still often irritate sore shoulders further so this should be approached cautiously. 

REMEMBER…

  It should be the goal of the athlete once they are finally able to swim the entire practice to ensure that they CAN make the entire practice at an easier pace. They do NOT want to swim hard for a short period of time only to find out that they have to kick the rest of the night because “hard” was too hard. It is much, much better to UNDERESTIMATE what you can in terms of intensity and total volume do to OVERESTIMATE it. You can come back more easily the next night to practice if you underestimate yourself than if you overestimate yourself. Listen to your body, trust yourself and understand that we MUST TRUST YOU when it comes to your body. Communicate with your coach and you will learn to work together very well under such injury circumstances.  
