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FINE–TUNE 
YOUR CRAWL
The arm recovery plays a pivotal role in 
streamlined swimming, but many of us get 
it wrong – until now. Here’s Glen Walker.

PART 3

Arm Action

Poor Recovery

Welcome to part three of our stroke-refinement 
series.

In the previous two parts we’ve focused on 
the five key areas of front crawl: body position, leg 
action, arm action, breathing and timing. This is the 
most efficient way to set about improving technique 
because the information can be given in small, 
manageable chunks and is specific to each part of 
the whole. However, at some point you have to start 
thinking about the whole stroke and how the different 
areas interact and are affected by each other.

Some of you may have already experienced this 
but, while the drills we’ve prescribed are extremely 
useful, endless lengths of drilling will only make you 
good at drilling. It’s the same template as swimming 
endless lengths with poor technique – it’ll only make 
you a fitter, poor swimmer.

With that in mind, this month we’ll focus almost 
entirely on the arms – in particular the recovery – 
and point out how certain, sometimes seemingly 
innocuous, errors in technique can have a dramatic 
knock-on effect.

So far we’ve briefly looked at feel for the 
water (part 1) and getting your arms into the 
correct position to apply maximum force under the  
water (part 2).

There’s a good chance that the drills in part 2 
made your shoulders and surrounding areas ache. If 
that’s the case – great. It means that you’re engaging 
with the water more than you have in the past; you’re 
no longer slipping the wet stuff.

One of the major factors that marks out a good 
swimmer from a poor one is a relaxed recovery. The 
muscles of the shoulders, chest and upper back 
have just been working hard to move the body past 
the hand; the recovery is an opportunity to give them 
a brief respite before they have to work hard again.

Unfortunately, for many, this is easier said than 
done. Too many people finish the stroke aggressively, 
which ‘messes’ up the recovery and destroys that 
‘rest’ opportunity. It’s common to see athletes who 
push back so hard that their hands fly from the water 
in a totally uncontrolled manner.

Get used to this feeling. It won’t always be there 
because your muscles will adapt, but whenever you 
swim harder than previous or do an extended set 
with good technique, the feeling, though to a lesser 
extent, will probably return. It’s no different than 
increasing the weight or reps when you’re in the 
gym, except it requires an awful lot more skill to make 
it happen in the water. It’ll also mean you’ll begin to 
develop quite an appealing torso.

Look at international swimmers…
Grant Hackett is 6ft 5in tall and weighs 198lb; Michael 
Phelps is 6ft 4in and hits the scales at 195lb. These 
guys are fairly typical of international swimmers who 
are so efficient in the water that they’ve developed 
enormous shoulders and upper-body strength to be 
able to handle the ‘weight’ of water they engage with. 
This is a result of their exceptional ‘feel’ and skill in 
the water.

Ironically, this month we’ll focus on the area of 
the arm action that requires almost no effort at all, the 
recovery. Trust us – get this right and the rest will follow.

Amazingly, some of these individuals have 
even been told to ‘flick’ the water on exit to gain 
more propulsion. If we were all international sprint 
swimmers then there might – just might – be an 
argument for this. But we’re not. We’re triathletes who 
are trying to swim as well as we can over distances 
from 400m to 3.8km, and on probably no more than 
three swim sessions a week.

The problem is, the aggressive finish and/or 
‘flick’ at the end of the stroke can cause problems 
throughout the rest of the stroke cycle. Here’s why:

• The exit is ‘flicked’ and water is pushed behind 
the body, across the buttocks.

• The hand, having left the ‘heavy’ water, now 
explodes to the surface and the momentum 
carries it slightly behind the body. As a result 
the hand is flexed and not relaxed.

• It’s likely that the elbow is locked out or, at 
the very least, straight and that the hand is 
‘leading’ the recovery.

• Three possible scenarios can now occur, 
which will compromise the entry into the water 
(and in turn you’ll fail to get a good catch and a 
good start to each stroke):

1. Your hand continues to lead the recovery and 
remains high in a windmill-like action.

2. Your arm swings sideways to avoid the windmill 
but results in a wide swinging recovery with a 
low elbow.

3. Your arm is bent in an effort to avoid a wide 
swing but the elbow remains low with the hand 
still leading, which results in a scything-type 
recovery.



2

TRIBAL Swim Coaching

	  
	  

	  

	  
	  

	  

Before you start your stroke, think about 
your recovery – it will make you more 
efficient in the water

Jargon Buster
Inertial: In an inertial recovery your arm is 

allowed to swing freely, which helps to maintain a 
constant speed throughout the stroke.

Rotator cuff: The group of muscles and 
tendons that connect the arm to the shoulder joint. 
If damaged, the rotator cuff can effect the efficiency 
of the shoulder muscles and restrict movement 
of the arm. Athletes who do repetitive ‘throwing 

actions’, such as baseball players or swimmers, often 
get rotator cuff injuries .

Profile resistance/form drag: Presenting a large 
face/thicker cross-section of the body to the water will 
create greater resistance as it moves through the water.

Aerobic: Typically moderate-intensity exercise 
during which the muscles use oxygen in the process of 
burning glucose and fats to release energy.
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When I’m coaching, my favourite word is 
‘Curvilinear’. It means ‘being a curve or having 
curved parts’ and, for me, it accurately describes  
the recovery.

The first half of the recovery is curved until the 
point of entry, when the hand and arm are extended 
linearly (in a straight line directly in front of the 

shoulder). Keeping the recovering hand too close to 
the body doesn’t help you achieve an inertial, free-
flowing and non-muscular recovery.

So how should you finish the stroke/begin the 
recovery? Simple, just follow these seven steps…

1   Don’t be aggressive at the end of the stroke and 
don’t finish with a straight arm. Instead, apply the 
most power during the midpoint and begin to soften 
the stroke as your thumb passes your hip.

5   Having rolled your shoulder forward, let your hand 
take over once your elbow is forward of your ear.

• Entry point should be half way between the top 
of your head and the finger tips of your arm.

• Enter the water with your hand in a neutral 
position – your little finger will be very slightly 
higher than your thumb. Ensure you’re not 
so ‘thumb first’ that your palms are facing 
outwards. This will internally rotate your upper 
arm too much and will almost certainly result in 
rotator-cuff problems.

• Enter the water with fingertips first and your 
elbow high – your wrist, forearm and elbow 
should go, roughly, through the hole made by 
your fingertips. Note: if you can hear a splash 
on entry, you’re either over-extending (reaching 
too far) or letting your elbow drop.

4   As you lift your elbow, let your forearm and hand 
‘hang’ below your elbow. As you’re lifting your elbow, 
roll your shoulder forwards. (Your lower arm should 
still be ‘hanging’, back of the hand facing forwards.)

6   The entry is quite steep but, immediately after 
your fingertips enter, extend the arm forward at a 
depth of 4-6in. Note: if your fingertips drift towards 
the surface, you wont be able to maintain the  
slight pressure on the chest that prevents your hips 
from dropping.

• Extend your arms forward at shoulder width. 
Imagine your middle finger going forward like 
an arrow in the direction of travel. Any deviation 
inside the shoulder line will cause your 
momentum to be directed tangentially across 
the axis, causing a loss of speed and your hips 
to snake slightly in the water.

• There is no glide – there is only extension. 
Imagine you’re reaching through the bars of 
a cage to retrieve some keys. As you reach 
forward, your armpit will go down and the 
opposite shoulder up. Keep extending until  
the fingertips of your recovering hand enter  
the water.

7   Keep your rear hand moving – being too aggressive 
at the finish causes your arm to stiffen and create a 
pause in the recovery. Soften the finish so that the 
lead arm doesn’t have to wait for the recovering arm. 
If the lead arm has to wait for the recovering arm, you’ll 
begin to decelerate and get ever so slightly lower in 
the water. This in turn creates more drag and causes 
you to be lower still. All of this will be happening at the 
precise moment that you should be breathing (see 
part 2). The result is that in order to breathe you now 
have to compromise your catch, and so press down 
on the water so that you can lift your head to breathe. 
And then you’ve lost propulsion and increased profile 
resistance/ form drag. Not good.

2   As your thumb passes your hip, begin to lift your 
elbow. The elbow is the first part of the arm to leave 
the water; the fingertips the last.

3   As you lift your elbow, allow your hand to come 
away from your body.

Good Recovery
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The most efficient drill to practise arm recovery 
is the ‘fingertip drag’ drill. The beauty of this practise 
is that it can be done anywhere – warm-up, cool 
down, main set (though not until you’ve mastered 
it) and even in the open water. You can do this drill 
in a pool with a snorkel on, following the black line 
and really focusing on trickling your fingers over the 
water. This is what you need to do:

1. Swim in the now familiar ¾ catch-up style (see 
part 1 for clarification).

2. Use the muscles at the back of your shoulder 
to lift your elbow.

3. As your elbow lifts, allow your hand to come 
away from your body. This is the start of your 
curve.

4. Lead with your elbow – forearm and hand 
hanging loosely down, fingertips trailing just 
on the surface.

5. Your fingertips should trace a quarter circle 
on the surface of the water until your elbow is 
slightly forward of your ear. At this point your 
hand takes over for the extension.

It may seem basic but there are still aspects 
of this drill that can go wrong. Here are the dos and 
don’ts:

• Keep your fingers wet throughout the exercise.
• Allow your shoulders all the freedom they need 

to feel unrestricted.
• Use mental imagery when drawing the quarter 

circle from your hip to a point outside your 
shoulder. (The distance your hand is from your 
shoulder will depend on your flexibility and 
degree of rotation.)

• Try to let your forearm hang almost vertically 
from your elbow.
–Don’t keep your hand close to your body.
– Don’t let your elbow drop.

Recovery Drill

When practising the ‘fingertip drag’ drill, ensure 
that your recovering elbow isn’t too high...

...unlike this example, where the swimmer recovers 
in windmill fashion, losing control and speed
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Measuring Progress
Until now the drills and exercises have been 

stand-alone. Now, however, it’s time to incorporate 
everything you’ve learned so far into a swim 
practice. You’ll notice that we’ve used the word 
‘practice’ and not ‘workout’ or ‘training session’. 
This is deliberate because, at this stage, your new 
skills are fragile. If you turn these sessions into a 
workout, as you become fatigued you’ll almost 
certainly revert to your old habits.

Now is the time to make a choice: do you 
really want to be a better swimmer and are you 
prepared to put in the time and mental effort to 
make it happen? It’s not about blood, sweat and 
endless lengths; it’s about patient, thoughtful 
practice. Don’t be fooled – it’s not going to be 
easy. Your habits have been deeply ingrained into 
your nervous system and, to begin with, changing 
them will feel awkward. But just because it feels 
wrong doesn’t make it wrong, so you have to have 
another way of measuring the success or failure of 
any changes made. 

Use any one of these to measure the progress 
you’re making…

Stroke Count
If you’re becoming more efficient, then your 
stroke count will decrease. Be careful, though: do 
not lower the count by doing super huge push-
offs at either end of the pool, kicking like a lunatic 
or excessively gliding between strokes.

Perceived Effort
This is a rating of how strenuous you find a certain 
task. Some people use a scale of 1 to 10; others 
stretch it out from 1 to 20. In both instances 1 is 
easy, 10/20 is the hardest.

The Clock
Simply put, are you moving faster through  
the water?

Feel
The fourth one is a little more elusive and is 
known as ‘feel for the water’. Does the water 
feel heavy throughout the stroke? Experiment – 
what happens if you pull deeper? What happens 
if you point your fingers across your body?  
Sometimes you need to know how to do it wrong 
in order to put it right.

Use Your Eyes and Ears
Are the pool tiles going by faster than normal? Are 
you swimming quietly or is there a splash every 
time your right hand enters the water?

Here’s a ‘measured’ example… You’ve 
lowered your stroke count by two but you 
can hear a lot of noise from your kick and the 
perceived effort has gone from 12 to 16. So the 
improvement has come from more effort. This is 
the preferred option: you’ve lowered your stroke 
count by one, your perceived effort is down from 
12 to 10 and you noticed how quickly the pool 
tiles below went by.

Finally, to ensure progress, over the next 
month carry out the session below. If you swim 
three times or less per week, do the session once. 
If you swim four or more times a week, then do it 
twice. Do this every week for one month. 
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Essential Skill Sessions
These ability-led sessions incorporate the drills practised in the first two parts

Beginners
(35min-plus 1,500m)

Intermediate  
(25-35min 1,500m)

Advanced
(sub-25min 1,500m)

Key points

Warm-up 2 x 2mins with 60sec RI 3 x 3mins with 30sec RI 10mins
On the odd lengths, focus on 

¾ timing. On the even lengths, 
practise the fingertip drag

Technical work

2 x NDT
2 x NDT+0

2 x NDT+0+II
2 x shooters

2 x OA shooters 2 x P-C-A
2 x 3 strokes roll
2 x 6 strokes roll

Take 30sec RI between each 
25m length

2 x NDT
2 x NDT+0

2 x NDT+0+II
2 x shooters

2 x OA shooters 2 x P-C-A
2 x 3 strokes roll
2 x 6 strokes roll

Take 20sec RI between each 
length

2 x NDT
2 x NDT+0

2 x NDT+0+II
2 x shooters

2 x OA shooters 2 x P-C-A
2 x 3 strokes roll
2 x 6 strokes roll

Take 10sec RI between each 
length

Eyes down; smooth rotation; 
extend from the hip; fingers 
down/elbows up; firm wrist/ 
strong catch. Eliminate any 

pauses. Good timing.
Seamless breathing.

Main set
20 x 25m. Rest as required to 

maintain form
40 x 25m with 20sec RI

20 x 50m. RI or TT as required 
to maintain an aerobic heart 

rate

Odd lengths focus on 
a relaxed recovery; 

even lengths focus on 
applying power during the 

underwater phase.

Kick set
4-8 x 25m lateral kicking. 

30sec RI
6-12 x 25m lateral kicking. 

20sec RI
8-16 x 1 length lateral kicking. 

10sec RI
N/A

Further technical work

2 x shooters
2 x OA shooters 2 x P-C-A

2 x 3 strokes roll
2 x 6 strokes roll

Take 30sec RI between each 
length

2 x shooters
2 x OA shooters 2 x P-C-A

2 x 3 strokes roll
2 x 6 strokes roll

Take 20sec RI between each 
length

2 x shooters
2 x OA shooters 2 x P-C-A

2 x 3 strokes roll
2 x 6 strokes roll

Take 10sec RI between each 
length

Fingers down/elbows up; firm 
wrist/strong catch.

Eliminate any pauses. Focus 
on timing.  

Seamless breathing.

Swim down Swim for as long as it takes to feel good in the water

Key
RI = rest interval
TT = turnaround time; in other words, total time 
allowed to complete the distance plus rest
NDT = nose-down torpedo


