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BIG ARMS OR HIGH ELBOWS? 

Some swim teachers prefer encouraging students 
to “swim” no matter what the technique, then 
concentrating on stroke correction later in their 
development. Indeed, when teaching freestyle, the 
younger the child, the easier it is to ask for, and 
receive,  “big”, “windmill” or “rainbow” arms rather 
than a “high elbow recovery”!

However, once the student has mastered the 
“windmill” arm technique (which looks like they are 
bowling a cricket ball), their swim teacher will move 
onto drills for practising high elbow recovery and 
shoulder rotation such as “shark fins”, “zip-ups” 
or “fingernail trails”. These reduce resistance and 
increases propulsive forces.

“Big arm” recovery leads to the head being raised, resulting in the hips dropping and subsequent loss of correct body position. 
The hand may enter the water flat, leading to an inefficient hand “catch” resulting in an unproductive use of lift force, which in 
turn initiates a lack of propulsion. Straight arms with fingers pointed to the pool floor results in a poor use of friction against the 
water and again, a lack of propulsion.

With the high elbow recovery, a high streamlined body position is maintained with the water level remaining at the forehead, 
eyes facing down, and hips up. The “high elbow” swimmer rotates along the horizontal axis, keeping one shoulder out of the 
water, therefore reducing frontal resistance. The hand with the index finger leading is in a position to maximise the catch on entry, 
resulting in great lift force and an increase in propulsion. (Thanks to Chris Smith whose articles in Swimming Australia (June 2009) 
inspired this story.)

TERM 3 2009 DATES 

Holland Road: 
July 13-October 3 (except morning classes on July 15, 16 and 17 and all day 
on August 10 and September 21)

Turf City: 
July 13-October 4 (except August 9 and 10 and September 21)

AISS after-school classes: 
July 20-September 30 (except August 9, 10 and 12 and September 21)

AISS Sunday morning classes: 
July 19-October 4 (INCLUDING  August 9 and September 20)

Sunday squad at AISS: 
July 19-October 4 (INCLUDING August 9 and September 20)

Tuesday and Thursday squad at Queenstown: August 18-October 1

DOMESTIC HELPERS’ WATER SAFETY/LEARN-TO-SWIM CLASSES

Over at our Turf City pool, teacher Wendy Liam is working wonders with several enthusiastic domestic helpers many of whom, 
when they first started, could not swim at all. There are still a few places on weekday mornings if you would like to give your 
hardworking maid the gift of a lifetime – or even just the chance to cool off and have some fun exercise once a week!

Straight freestyle arms result in hips and legs 
dropping underwater and a poor catch or 
even a “smacking” of the water on hand 
entry.

“Bent elbow” freestyle arms result in a higher, 
more streamlined body position and an efficient 
hand entry.

Wendy Liam and a few of her keen students, who work in 
Singapore as domestic helpers.

THE BREASTSTROKE PULL-DOWN

Breaststroke is the least efficient of the four strokes because greater resistance is created by the body position and movement 
sequences. For this reason, all breaststrokers should take advantage of the pull-down done at the start and each turn. Working 
on your turns can be the simplest way to improve your times and your workout efficiency.  Breaststroke races are won and lost 
at the start and turns. 

The breaststroke turn can be broken down into four parts: 

THE APPROACH
THE TURN ITSELF
THE PUSH OFF 
THE UNDERWATER  PULL-DOWN
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TUESDAY AND THURSDAY SQUAD SESSIONS START FROM AUGUST 18!

Sunday squad, which resumed at the Australian International School pool in June, 
was a resounding success, with many of our former swimmers returning – if not fighting 
fit, then at least fighting! Senior coach Louise Tang is looking forward to many members 
stepping up their training to two or even three sessions a week. We are very happy 
to confirm that our weekday hour-long fitness and technical training sessions will 
resume at Queenstown Swimming Complex, Stirling Road, on August 18. Younger 
children will be catered to in the 4pm session, with older/more advanced children 
at 5pm, on Tuesdays and Thursdays. Priority will be given to former Marsden Swim 
Squad members, so please register your interest as soon as possible.

Marsden Swim Squad offers opportunities to compete in exciting meets such as the 
All Nations Cup last year.

THE APPROACH 
The first rule to remember for the breaststroke turn is to always kick into the wall. 
Often, breaststrokers are lazy and pull into the wall. This causes two problems:  
Firstly, it’s impossible to continue the momentum with just a pull, and secondly, 
pulling alone causes the hips to sink, making it difficult to begin the turn. The key 
ingredient for success is to prepare early. 

THE TURN
It is important to ”hit the wall” at the apex of your stroke extension with maximum 
forward velocity. Think of the wall as a hot plate, forcing you to spend as little 
time as possible touching it. Your arms must act as springs so that you bounce off 
the wall (always remembering not to grab the gutter). Simultaneous with hitting 
the wall, your heels are brought up to your buttocks and your knees are tucked 
under your body. 

As your legs are brought directly under your body, your head and torso should 
lunge backward. Throw your head straight back so that you are looking directly 
up. If you are looking into the gutter or to the side you are doing it incorrectly. 
The hand that recovers over the water should pass beside your ear and the arm 
that recovers under the surface should remain close to the body, slicing through 
the water like a knife. Continue to ”fall back” until your feet are planted on the 
wall and your hands meet behind your head, preparing for the next phase.

THE PUSH OFF 
Your feet should be firmly planted on the wall with your toes pointed upward at a 
line nearly parallel to the surface of the water. Be sure not to turn around onto 
your stomach before the push off because this requires a great deal of effort and 
creates a lot of resistance. However, you must twist your shoulders past the vertical 
before your feet leave the wall. Turn completely onto your stomach during the push 
off, not during the turn. This is commonly called a ”corkscrew” and is completed 
as you are pushing off the wall in a streamlined position before the underwater 
pull-down begins. You should be pushing off underwater. If you have any ripple 
at the water surface you are too shallow.

Preserve the velocity from the push off for as long as possible by locking one hand over the other and squeezing your arms against 
either side of your head. It is extremely important not to push off the wall like Superman, with your arms apart and your head up. 
Remember, the three easiest ways to improve your turns are to streamline, streamline and streamline!  

THE UNDERWATER  PULL-DOWN 
As you begin to slow down after your push off, your hands come apart from the streamlined position and do what is basically an 
underwater butterfly stroke. Be explosive and concentrate on accelerating until your hands are at your thighs. Keep your head still 
and look directly toward the bottom of the pool. 

After a brief pause, ”creep” your hands up your body, paying special attention to causing as little resistance as possible. As the 
hands pass the chest, bring the heels up to the kick position. When the arms come together in the streamline, begin your kick to 
the surface. It has been proven the kick should be narrow to reduce water resistance, so it is very important to finish the kick. The 
heels should crash hard together. The rules state that the head must break the surface of the water before the hands turn inward at 
the widest point of the second stroke. You can gain or lose half a second on the first stroke alone if you come up and immediately 
throw your head up to breathe before the hands come inward. Ideally, you pull hard near the water surface and just as the hands 
reach their widest point, the head will just break the water surface. Then you breathe late into the inward scull or wait to breathe 
on the next stroke.

It is best to work on one particular component at a time until you feel comfortable with it and then move on. Many of our squad 
swimmers have been introduced to the pull-down. However, how many of you remember to do one every single time you start or 
turn during a breaststroke drill?

THE APPROACH, TURN & PUSH OFF


