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The fifth competitive stroke: Underwater Swimming and Transitions 

With 15 meters allowed off the start and every turn, underwater swimming is a skill worth 

developing, particularly in high school where turns play such an important role in competition. 

 The most important variable to perfect for underwater swimming of a race is the posture, 

line and balance of the swimmer.  

 Many swimmers streamline with the chin tucked in, beginner swimmers 

sometimes like to tilt the head back to see where they are going. The head of an 

average swimmer with good posture (hidden between the arms) offers 8 lbs of 

resistance. When tucked or tilted the head offers up to 12 lbs of resistance. 

 The core must be engaged in order for a swimmer to have good posture. 

 The core most often disengages when the swimmer rolls over to his/her front, 

usually at the wall. More advanced swimmers perform the roll away from the wall 

but still lose their posture on the roll over.  

 Dolphin kick versus flutter kick off the start and turns in free and back… 

 Dolphin kick is generally faster, however: 

 The dolphin kick has to be efficient, quick and must have power. Some 

swimmers’ dolphin may not be strong enough to be faster than flutter. Try the 10 

second test. And develop the strength and power to do the dolphin. 

 A lot of swimmers fail to stabilize their transition to the surface.  

 In freestyle or backstroke, throw in a four flutter kicks just as the swimmer is 

about to, but before, they reach the surface. This allows the body to stop 

undulating in time to aggressively take the first stroke on the surface. 

 In butterfly, add a couple of very quick kicks to provide a little boost that will allow 

the swimmer to aggressively take the first stroke, which will break the surface. 

 The first stroke is a quick stroke (rhythm stroke in fly)not a power stroke. It is all about 

keeping the speed off the start or wall for as long as possible. Just like a skateboarder 

going downhill, the first step (stroke) must be a quick, no time for power. 

 No breath till the second or third stroke. 

 

 



Drills 

Drills I use to build power and speed with underwater dolphin kick: 

 Vertical kick: I do this not only to emphasize the sense of urgency but because it is a 

good way to reinforce a dolphin kick that starts from the body and not the hands or the 

head.  

 10 second test: Have swimmers start vertical dolphin kick and then have the swimmers 

count how many kicks they do over a ten second period. (Each kick is a kick forward and 

backward. Count 1 every time the legs kick forward). The ideal underwater kick will be at 

a rate of 24 kicks or higher. 

 Hand lead dolphin kick on back: This drill is a great core builder, so I like to do it even for 

swimmers that may not want to use dolphin kick. 

 Hand lead dolphin kick on front. 

 Slight tilt downward to the side for backstroke, slight tilt upward to the side for freestyle. 

 Hand lead dolphin kick on side. Once in a while I have the swimmers kick completely on 

their side because it increases the swimmer’s feel of the water and improves 

bidirectional kick. 

These drills are a great core exercise, better than anything you can do on land. If legs are 

getting tired or to add some variety and maybe more feel, you can add zoomers, monofins etc. 

We do not have access to any of those so we just do it the old fashion way. Do not overdo fins! 

No time? Make them part of your practice warm-up! 

Drill I use to smooth the roll over: 

 Underwater dolphin kick corkscrew. Switch direction after each full rotation. 

Drills I use to reinforce posture and balance: 

 Widths from a sited push without kicking on back. I leave the lane lines in and have the 

swimmers on one side of the pool. Facing the wall the swimmers place their feet where 

they would if they had just done a flip turn and I have them sit until their backs are at the 

appropriate angle with their upper body in a streamline position and their cores engaged. 

Then they push off and try to hold the streamline for as long as possible without kicking. 

The better the streamline, and the more powerful the push the further they go (three 

lanes, 4, 5 and when they get really good 6) 

 At first they look at each other or look for the lane they are in and loose all momentum and fall 

short of their expectations. I point out their errors in posture and they get better and better fairly 

quickly. 

Once the majority of the group is doing it correctly, I add the roll over.  



 Widths from a sited push without kicking on back with a roll. I tell the swimmers to roll at 

a specific lane, say lane two or three and the goal is to get at least as far as they did 

without the roll. This is usually an eye opener. 

 Widths from a sited push with kicking on back no roll. Most swimmers make it to the 

other wall without much of a problem.  

Now is a good time to add a vertical 10 second test, and repeat the last drill before adding the 

roll. 

 Widths from a sited push with kicking on back with a roll. Swimmers usually get it by 

then and realize the difference in speeds. The better they do it the quicker they get to the 

other wall. 

At this time I send the swimmers to an end of the pool in their usual lanes. 

 Walls from a sited push through the breakout. The swimmers now work on the transition 

to the surface while continuing to perfect their push off the wall. This drill increases in 

intensity until it is performed at full speed. After the breakout they take two more strokes 

easing off and either swim easy to the other end or swim easy back to the starting end. 

Keys to breakout I coach and look for: 

 Freestyle and backstroke. Swimmer stabilizes their body with 3 or 4 flutter kicks while 

setting up the first stroke. First stroke happens as the swimmer breaks the surface rolling 

from one side to the other, without a breath and with quickness (I tell them to think 

Jackie Chan quick) 

 The arm that starts to move from the streamline and does the first stroke is the arm that 

is at lower when approaching the surface. 

 Butterfly. The swimmer stabilizes their body with series (3 or 4) quick kicks and breaks 

the surface with their cap. No breath till one or two strokes later. The first stroke is Jackie 

Chan quick. 

The Breaststroke pullout is a whole other animal that I coach separately. 

An added benefit to these drills and this kind of work, is that it is also hypoxic training  

 

Video: Richard Quick on posture line and balance, Championship productions. 


