F.F.A.S.T. – The F-Fast Principle:

FAST FINISHES – AGGRESSIVE STARTS AND TURNS.

By Wayne Goldsmith

The skills of competitive swimming - Finishes, Starts and Turns are vital to success. However as it is with excellence in all fields of endeavour, PRACTICE DOES NOT MAKE PERFECT. PERFECT PRACTICE MAKES PERFECT.

There is a big difference between just practicing starts, turns and finishes in training and perfectly practicing perfect starts, turns and finishes in training that will help you to race faster.

As a general rule, once you have developed technically correct basic skills in starts, turns and finishes, train by the philosophy:  

EVERY START IS A RACE START.

EVERY DIVE IS A RACE DIVE.

EVERY TURN IS A RACE TURN.

EVERY FINISH IS A RACE FINISH.

There are no easy, slow or sloppy skills in a great training program.

Skills training to be effective should be based on the F.F.A.S.T. principle.

F – FAST

F- FINISHES

A – AGGRESSIVE

S- STARTS

and

T – TURNS.

Your brain is an amazing learning instrument. However, it learns good habits and bad habits just as easily.

In training, if you slow down when you approach a turn, your brain learns that this is the way to approach all turns. Result: When you race, your turns are slow.

The same goes for starts and finishes. Practice and train the way you would like to race.

Finishes

What happens at the finish of the Olympic 100 metres track race? 

The athletes all drive their head, hips and bodies forward towards the finish, whilst keeping their arms and legs driving at the tape. They use their speed, body weight, momentum and skills to get themselves to the line first. The better athletes are able to “touch out” their less skilled opponents by timing their “lunge” or “dip” towards the tape perfectly.

So it is with swimming. The name of the game is get to the wall before anyone else and winning often comes down to your finishing skills over the final five metres.

All great swimming finishes have four things in common:

FINISH WITH YOUR HEAD FORWARD

FINISH WITH YOUR HIPS UP

FINISH ON THE WALL ON A FULL STROKE

FINISH ON THE WALL WITH A FULL KICK

Why?

Let’s think about the alternatives!

Use your head!!!!

Finishing with your head up or down or backwards doesn’t make sense. Your head weighs up to 7 kilograms. By driving your head forward towards the wall in finishes, this head weight is helping you get to the line. Try to think “FORWARD” with your head – not up and down. Up and down head movements in swimming waste energy and will slow you down.

Finishing with your hips down doesn’t work either. If your hips are down it means your body is low in the water and effectively falling away from the wall instead of driving towards it.

Finishing on a half or quarter stroke won’t cut it in tight racing. In anything less than fully extended arm stroke, your body is not streamlined and therefore not as fast as it could be. Also being on a full stroke allows you to stretch and drive towards the wall and gain those vital few centimetres of advantage in tight, close finishes.  

Not kicking all the way to the wall also is a bad habit. At the finish you want your legs still driving you forward, keeping your body high and tall in the water all the way in. Can you imagine the 100 metre track runner stopping his leg movements two metres from the tape??

F.F.A.S.T. Finishes for each stroke:

In butterfly – Your head should be forward heading towards the wall. Hips up high and driving towards the wall. Arms and hands forward on a full arm stroke aiming to hit the wall precisely at the same time as your legs finish a full down kick.  Don’t breath on your last stroke!

In backstroke – Your head should be back (still “forward” as you are heading forward) and heading towards the wall. Hips high and legs kicking fast at full speed. Aim to time the final lunge to the wall so that at the same time:

· One arm is on full stretch and touching the wall

· Both feet are together and driving upwards with a strong, fast, explosive butterfly kick. Hips up high in the water.

· Head driving towards the wall. 

(Be careful with this technique! Mistime the final lunge and be caught fully submerged on the finish and you risk being disqualified). 

In breastroke – Your head is forward and moving towards the wall. Hips high and driving towards the wall. Arms driving forward, with your elbows close together (for a streamlined shape) and timing to hit the wall precisely as they reach full stretch. Kick driving fast and feet accelerating together to finish exactly as both hands hit the wall.

In freestyle – Your head is forward and heading towards the wall. Hips high and driving towards the wall. One arm is almost on a full stretch to touch with the other arm still working the water and push through towards your hips. Feet are moving fast and kicking at full speed.

Fast Swimming finishes, like track and field sprint finishes, means driving everything – body, head, hips, arms, and legs – everything towards the finish. Pushing and pulling upwards or downwards to get to the wall first doesn’t make sense. 

In tight finishes, concentrate on the big four – Head – Hips – Full stroke – Full kick and you will win most of them.

Aggressive

Controlled aggression is the driving force behind F.F.A.S.T. training. 

Being aggressive in swimming training and racing has nothing to do with kicking doors down, getting angry or punching your nearest competitor.

Aggressive swimming, particularly in starts turns and finishes means to attack the walls with speed, power, drive, determination and excellent technique regardless of how slow or fast you are swimming.

Attack your wall work (starts, turns and finishes) with power and controlled aggression in training and fast skills become a habit that will improve your racing.
For example:

Your coach has set 400 freestyle as the warm up.

Your choice is to swim it one of two ways:

Choice A: Slow swimming, sloppy stroke, poor turns, no streamline, breathing inside the flags, head up finish.

Choice B (F.F.A.S.T.): Slow swimming, great technique, fast explosive turns, tight streamlines, no breathing inside the flags on the finish, with hips high, head forward, finishing on a full stroke with a strong kick.

Quick Quiz: Which one of these training choices helps you to race faster?

STARTS

There are two crucial aspects of starting well – the physical side (leg power, technique, take off angle, streamlining, pull out strokes, reaction time etc) and the mental side.

The physical side of starting.

The physical side of starting means being ready to go when you have to. It starts with a great warm up. Do a warm up that gets you ready to compete – one that makes you feel fast. Take plenty of time to stretch, warm up in the pool (practicing F.F.A.S.T. techniques even in warm up) and get loose. Get familiar with the blocks, the walls, the backstroke flags and “T”’s on the bottom of the pool. (See my article “What Does Ready Feel Like”).

The mental side of starting.

Swimmers have many different ways of mentally preparing to start fast. One good method is the “block out”. Stand behind the blocks and mentally block out the other seven lanes. Take a deep breath, exhale, close your eyes. Say to yourself, “There is no Lane 1”. Take another deep breath, exhale, close your eyes again. Say to yourself, “There is no Lane 2”. Repeat the process seven times until you have blocked out all the other lanes (and competitors). This works well if you are a bit nervous about competing against older or much faster swimmers. Remember you need to concentrate only on your own race.

Another technique is to focus on a “TRIGGER” – a key word or phrase that you think about and concentrate on when you are standing behind the blocks. For example, your own “trigger” might be the word “EXPLODE”. When standing behind the blocks or getting into take your marks position, you concentrate completely on the word “explode”. In training you practice perfect starts with power, speed, drive, controlled aggression and so on. With every training start, think of the word “explode”. Your brain soon learns to associate “explode” with executing perfect starts.

On race day, instead of thinking about the 101 things you need to do to start well, just think of the word “Explode” and the great start will come.

Remember the phrase “In training – MAKE IT HAPPEN – In racing – LET IT HAPPEN”. Make every start a race quality start in training and you will have no start “stumbles” on competition day!

TURNS

When you think TURNS think TIGHT – they both start with the letter “T” – they both contain five letters – it’s easy to remember.

Fast turns are tight turns. “Tight” means bringing your arms and legs in tight and close to middle of your body. Bend at your knees, hips and elbows and make your body small and compact.

In Freestyle and backstroke – Approach the turn at maximum speed. Chin tucked to your chest to start the turn, kick yourself in the butt with your heels to get your body tumbling fast, then kick back at the wall with both feet with power and controlled aggression.

In breastroke and butterfly – Tuck hips, knees and feet up tight under your body. Get your feet on the wall fast and kick back at the wall with both feet with power and drive. Keep your leading arm (first arm off the wall) in tight by bending it at the elbow and keeping it in close to your side. Keep your trailing arm tight by bending at the elbow and “saluting” or pretending to “pick up the phone” as you leave the wall.

Swimmers come in two broad categories – RACERS and PACERS.

A pacer is someone who does the laps, turns the turns, starts the starts etc – does what the coach asks, sets a minimum standard for workouts and basically just goes through the motions at training. They do just enough to get through the sessions and not much more. 

A racer is someone who sees training as an opportunity to develop a full set of swimming skills to meet the demands of every competitive situation they encounter.

They see every lap, every repeat, every set and every session as a chance to improve their skills and technique and practice F.F.A.S.T. techniques all the time. In doing this, no matter what happens in a race, they can rise to any swimming challenge and race competitively in any circumstance.

The question is, Are you a pacer or are you a racer?

And if you answered “pacer” what are you going to do about it today?

Summary:

1. Every day, in every session, in every lap, practice F.F.A.S.T.

2. Really concentrate on F.F.A.S.T. when you get tired. Having great starts, turns and finishes when you are fatigued is what winning swimming is all about.

3. Practice F.F.A.S.T. even when you are warming up and swimming down. Remember that warm up and swim down means GREAT SKILLS, EXCELLENT TECHNIQUE, F.F.A.S.T., CONTROLLED BREATHING with slow swimming speed. Swimming slow is a great time to practice F.F.A.S.T. techniques.

4. Controlled aggression in starts, turns and finishes is the key. Being aggressive by itself does not guarantee fast swimming. In fact it works the opposite way – the faster you want to go, the more relaxed you need to be. Be aggressive by “attacking” your wall work.

5. In finishes remember the BIG FOUR – Head Forward – Hips Up – Full Stroke – Full Kick. They are the essential elements in a great finish.

6. With starts, get your head right! Think of a key word like “POW”, “BANG” “EXPLODE”, “DRIVE”, “TAKE-OFF”, “NOW” or “FIRE” to concentrate on when waiting for the gun. Your own personal key word gives you a clear focus when you need a clear head.

7. With turns think T FOR TURNS – T FOR TIGHT. Fast turns are tight turns. Tight turns are those where arms and legs are held close to the middle of your body when you tumble or turn. The tighter you can get your arms and legs, the faster the turn will be.

8. Think of F.F.A.S.T. when you approach any wall. Remember the wall gives you more speed than anything else. You are faster coming off a wall than at any other time in your race. Walls are for increasing speed – not resting or slowing down.

9. The flags at the end of the pool are like the flags waved by the starter at the beginning of a car race. At the beginning of a Formula One or Nascar race, the starter waves a flag to signal it is time to take off and go really fast. Think of the backstroke flags the same way. The backstroke flags are your signal to pick up speed and go fast.

10. F.F.A.S.T. will help you get your G-GOALS and put a S-SMILE on your face.

Wayne Goldsmith
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