
1. Closed-fist Freestyle. 

One of my favorite drills, and about as simple as it gets. 

You ball up your hands, removing the surface area that your out-stretched 
fingers would usually provide for your pull, and otherwise swim freestyle as 
you normally would. It reinforces the notion that when you are pulling that 
you should be also using your forearms, and not just your hands! This 
added emphasis on the surface area of the forearm also pushes you 
towards a higher elbow recovery. 

Your stroke count per length will go down a little bit, and once you unclench 
those hands you will get a little jolt of power, your hands now feeling like 
over-sized swim paddles. 

Best for: Increasing feel for the water with your forearm. Encouraging high 
elbow recovery. 

2. Underwater Freestyle with Fins. 

This drill is basically an advanced version of the dog paddle drill. Auburn 
University head coach Brett Hawke dropped in to share this drill that is 
designed for you freestylers that like to go really, really fast. 

A problem many competitive swimmers have once they get to a particular 
level of conditioning is that their turnover is too slow. They have the 
distance per stroke aspect nailed down, but need to crank up the RPM. 

This drill creates resistance on the arm recovery, which will have your arms 
flying once you return to regular freestyle. 

Best for: Freestylers who want to improve hand speed in the water. 

3. Head-up Freestyle. 

Not my favorite, but it does a couple things for your swimming. It puts you 
off-balance, forcing you to kick harder to maintain a somewhat straight 
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body line. It removes any over-glide at the front of your stroke because 
gliding will sink your face into the water. 

I find that having your head up out of the water gives you another angle at 
your hand entry. The removal of the glide also forces you to maintain a 
continuous rhythm with your stroke, which will encourage a higher elbow 
recovery. 

Best for: Freestylers who are prone to over-gliding. A good warm-up for 
sprint work later in the workout.  

4. Hand-drag Drill. 

Coach Hawke shared another one of his favorite drills for increasing hand 
speed and arm recovery speed for you freestylers with a classic, and one 
of my old stand-by drills– the hand-drag. 

How do you do it? Swim freestyle normally, but during the recovery phase 
drag your hand through the water. Keep your hand rigid for added 
resistance (i.e. don’t just drag your hand limply through the water). 

When you return to normal swimming your arm recovery will feel like it’s 
slashing through the air. 

Take it to the next level by throwing on some paddles to make it even more 
challenging. 

Best for: Improving hand speed, maintaining body line. 

5. Freestyle with Dolphin Kicks. 

At the Sydney 2000 Olympics Michael Klim lead of the Australian men’s 
4x100m freestyle relay. In the final 15m he switched his kick over to 
a dolphin kick (Klim is a multiple world record holder in the butterfly) as he 
powered into the wall, breaking the world record in the 100m freestyle with 
his hybrid stroke, clocking a 48.18. 
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It wasn’t until late 2015 that another elite swimmer–Michael Phelps–began 
also experimenting with fly kick at the end of freestyle races in international 
competition. 

The reason that it works for these athletes is because they are both natural 
butterfliers, but also because the rhythm of using dolphin kicks helps to 
keep the stroke rate from tapering off when fatigue and exhaustion are 
setting in at the end of the race. 

By adding dolphin kick to your freestyle arms you cannot help but begin to 
develop a rhythm that promotes the smooth, kayak stroke we want in our 
freestyle. The first time trying it will be a little awkward, but once you get 
comfortable with it you’ll be surprised at how fast you can get going. 

Best for: Improving stroke rhythm. Increasing stroke rate. Encouraging a 
high elbow catch. 

6. Sculling. 

Sculling is the Swiss-army knife of swimming drills. The variations you can 
come up with are nearly endless, and can help improve your feel for the 
water. 

 Having trouble sticking the hand entry? Spend some time sculling 
back and forth (none of those half-breaststroke strokes!) with your 
hand or hands outstretched above you. 

 Want more power and more “stick” with your catch? Angle your arm a 
few inches below the surface and scull your way down until your arm 
is perpendicular to your body. 

When you are doing sculling drills get your body positioned as closely as to 
when you are normally swimming to maximize effect. If this means using a 
pull-buoy or fins to achieve a proper body position, so be it! 

Best for: Trouble-shooting the weak parts of your stroke. 

7. Dip & Kick. 
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I stumbled across this freestyle drill last year and fell in love with it right 
away. It comes courtesy of Mike Bottom (University of Michigan’s head 
coach), and one of his former swimmers Bobby Savulich who demonstrates 
it below. 

I prefer doing it in a long course pool so that you can get a few stroke 
cycles in. With swim fins on in particular once your arms get going you can 
build up some great speed. 

Best for: Exploding the shoulders out of the water. Proper hand entry. 

In Closing 

Developing a smoother, more powerful freestyle is actually pretty simple 
when you start to break it down into sections. 

Whether it is improving stroke rhythm, keeping your elbow from dropping, 
or increasing your stroke rate there is a drill to help you break it down and 
improve it. 

Try out the above freestyle drills during your next practice and drill your 
way to a faster and more technically proficient freestyle. 
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