Power On – Power Off: The POWER CIRCLE.

By Wayne Goldsmith



There are two key phases in all swimming strokes: The work phase and the rest or recovery phase.

In the work phase, when the arms are applying force to the water, muscles are working hard to propel the body through the water. Generally the arms and hands are moving backwards – i.e. towards the end of the pool you are swimming away from. This feels like you are “pushing” the water backwards, but you are actually pulling your body forward. Ideally, the hand will scull in the same plane with the body moving forward past the hand.

In the recovery phase, arms are moving forward in the direction of the end of the pool you are swimming towards. In butterfly, backstroke and freestyle the arms are recovered out of the water and in breaststroke (for most swimmers) arms are recovered just under the surface.

Think about that word “recovery”. It means rest. It means restoration. It means take a break. It means turn the power off and prepare for the next stroke. Recovery is in many ways just as important as the work part of your stroke.

The POWER CIRCLE concept.

The power circle explains how work and recovery interact to help you to swim fast.

When your arms are working hard TURN THE POWER ON.

When your arms are recovering TURN THE POWER OFF.

When your arms are working, concentrate on great technique, high elbows, correct sculling and smooth hand actions. Then when you have finished working, TURN THE POWER OFF again during recovery.

This is particularly important when swimming butterfly.

1. Young swimmers often struggle to swim fly repeats longer than 25 metres. They mistakenly believe that the reason they struggle is due to a lack of strength or fitness. 

2. One of the main reasons long fly repeats seem tough is that swimmers don’t turn off the power in recovery – they keep working their arms and tiring their muscles even when they are in recovery (i.e. when their arms are moving forward out of the water). 

In other words, their POWER CIRCLE is POWER ON, POWER ON, POWER ON, POWER ON…….they are not recovering!

To ensure that the work phase in your stroke is effective, it is essential that you learn to stroke correctly and apply force to the water at key points in your stroke.

Current thinking in swimming and under water stroke power tells us that the best swimmers reach out long, catch the water, “hold the water” right to the end of the stroke, release and then recover.

You can practice this by remembering the three power tips:

(When applying force in freestyle, breaststroke and butterfly)

FINGERS POINTING TO THE BOTTOM OF THE POOL

ELBOW POINTING TO THE SIDE OF THE POOL

BACK OF YOUR HAND FACING THE DIRECTION YOU ARE GOING

In backstroke this is changed around:

FINGERS POINTING TO THE SIDE OF THE POOL

ELBOW POINTING TO THE BOTTOM OF THE POOL

BACK OF YOUR HAND FACING THE DIRECTION YOU ARE GOING

Underwater film of the best swimmers in the world taken at the Olympics and World championships gives us the answers we need. Looking from front on (i.e. with the swimmers moving towards the camera) you can observe the back of the swimmers’ hands when they are stroking and see the back of their hand all the way through their underwater pull.

By keeping their hand in that position (with the back of their hand facing the direction they are swimming), the swimmers are able to keep constant pressure on the water (i.e. feel the pressure of the water on their palms) and keep pushing the water backwards (pulling their bodies forward).

However, this constant pulling force is far more effective over the duration of the race if you also practice to rest and relax during your stroke recovery phase. 

Power on when pulling, Power off when not. Turn the power on when you need to. Turn it off when you don’t. It’s a simple way of improving stroke through saving energy and relaxing your muscles when you don’t need to use them.

Why does it work?

3. By resting your muscles during recovery your body uses less energy overall and using less energy means you have more left when it really counts – the last ten metres of your 100, the last 25 of your 200.

4. There are basically three different types of muscles in your body. The ones that work, the ones that rest and the ones that support the others. The aim in being efficient is to learn how to work the “workers”, rest the “resters” and allow the “supporters” to support without over stressing them. Recovery is all about being able to rest muscles when they are not working and not getting the “supporters” involved in the swimming action so they can keep doing their support job.

1. It is logical. Muscles help move your body through the WATER. They don’t need to help you move through air! Why waste effort and energy working those muscles hard when they are out of the water recovering? 

2. It is a great mental technique because it gets you to focus on the feeling of resting and recovering and helps you to stay relaxed right through your races.

And the best part!!! Learning to recover and to turn the power off means you will learn to swim faster, swim faster for longer and have more power left for the last part of the race when it really matters.

It doesn’t require doing more training, or more laps or eating special foods or buying special equipment. The POWER CIRCLE concept means you swim fast by doing less – i.e. learning to rest your arms when you are recovering! Who says you can’t get something for nothing!!!

Tips for developing the POWER CIRCLE.

3. In fly, try the “POWER CIRCLE” chant. When you pull say to yourself POWER ON. As your fingers leave the water to recover say POWER OFF. You will soon develop a rhythm of POWER ON-POWER OFF – POWER ON – POWER OFF which not only reminds you to use the power circle correctly but helps you develop a nice stroke rhythm as well. This rhythm in turn helps you to develop a long, relaxed stroke.

4. Try some slow – (very slow) swimming with a deliberate, purposeful POWER ON – POWER OFF approach. Initially you may have to use fins to maintain momentum. In freestyle, try reaching out long and tall, catch the water and feel the pressure of the water on your palm. Think POWER ON and pull your body forward with power and strength. Then, as your fingers leave the water to recover, think POWER OFF and relax your arms, fingers and hands as you reach forward for the next stroke.

5. Imagine there is a big “ON” button just out in front of you as you swim. With each stroke, reach forward, feel the water, then get your elbow high ready for the catch. As you catch the water, imagine your hand is pushing the “ON” button.

6. Use an exaggerated one arm drill in free, back and fly where you feel a long, easy, relaxed recovery with each stroke. This works particularly well with an exaggerated straight-arm recovery when doing one arm free and fly drills in training.
7. Think of CUES - words like easy, smooth, relax, long etc in recovery to teach your brain to turn off the power.
Work when you have to – rest when you can,

This is the way to be the best in the land.

Turn the power on when your arms are in the water,

Turn the power off when your arms are out of the water (or moving forward).

Learn to use the POWER CIRCLE – it really works.
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