Open Water Swim Tips by Coach Kell
Here are some open water swim tips, and answers to some common questions I receive:

Tip #1 - Develop a strong stroke for open water.  A pool can be more fitness based and then when you head out in open water, your breathing can be different, and you tend to pick your head up more to sight, and also can have waves and current to deal with.  

Fix - First you can work on sighting in the pool.  Pick a focal point and every few strokes, act like you are sighting in open water and practice looking for your focal point.  This mimics the stroke you will use in open water to sight, and typically involves using power to keep you moving forward by sighting.  Second thing you can do, even though it is against what you have learned, is to do some laps in the pool with our head above water.  This takes power to keep up for a lap or two.  Make sure to work on keeping those hips high while your head is out of the water to transition back to your normal stroke as quickly as possible.  Most people lose momentum and power when they sight.  Working on these two things can help you to keep going when you sight in open water.  You need to learn to navigate AND continue swimming at the same time.
Tip #2 – Increasing your stroke rate can help your speed in the open water, but increasing your kick rate can tire you out.
Fix – While many people really focus on the glide phase in the pool, in open water, people tend to speed up their stroke rate.  Learning to go different speeds in practice can help you find a different rhythm if you need to in open water.  By getting stuck on one speed, and one stroke rate, even though it may be efficient in the pool, you may need to change it up a bit in open water.  With the kick, a fast kick rate is ok when you are doing a 100 meter sprint, or need to get by someone in the water, but generally a higher kick rate will tire you out more in open water.  Focus on creating a flutter kick that is more for efficiency and keeping the legs up vs. just kicking harder.
Tip #3 - Know how to breathe bilaterally.  You don’t have to breathe every 3 strokes, but this will allow you to breathe on the same side for a few strokes, then the other side a few strokes to yourself out and get more air.

Fix – Take a couple of months to get familiar with bilateral breathing.  At first, you may need to teach yourself to breathe weak side first, and then move on to bilateral.  Pick a few sets in each workout and do them weak side, and then move on to bilateral.  

Tip #4 – It is not always best to sprint to the front of the pack

Fix – Don’t go the same speed each workout.  Do different intervals, and learn to do longer intervals at varying speeds.  Soon you will know if you can sprint for a 100meters to keep with the big boys and then settle in, or if you will go anaerobic too soon and fade.  Most people who try to sprint out at the gun fade because they couldn’t recover from the fast pace they went out with.  Once you are familiar with how long you can hold different paces, it will be easier to determine if you can stay with the front athletes, or if you need to hold back and pace more evenly.

Tip #5 – Draft.  Draft early, and often.  This is the only discipline out of the 3 that you CAN draft, and that it will make a difference.  You can not draft on the bike, and the run, while you can, it doesn’t help as much.  The swim however, you can draft, and when you get on someone’s feet, you are using less energy than they are to go the same speed.  Especially in longer distance races this can be very useful.  
Fix – Grab a lane mate and ask to draft off of them.  Do this in the pool, and then in open water.  Once you get used to what it feels like and how to follow them, it will be easier on race day.  This is good when you have people around you who aren’t going away.  You cant really get past the, they really cant get past you, so sometimes it can be better to drop back behind them and at least use less energy to get to the finish.  

Questions?  Comments?

coachkell@gmail.com

