


Praise for Swim Speed Secrets by Sheila Taormina

“The concept of ‘holding’ water and generating propulsion is fundamental to swim-

ming performance, and Sheila’s book clearly unlocks the secrets of this through 

words and vivid underwater photos. It is what every top swimmer trains and 

searches for each day at practice, and it is what allowed me to win Olympic medals 

as a teenager and into my 40s.” —Dara Torres, 12-time Olympic medalist

“Sheila’s book Swim Speed Secrets is the best swim manual—PERIOD!”

—Ashley Whitney, Olympic gold medalist

“Sheila T. is just 5'2", but she swims like she is 6'2". We still use her as a model for 

our swimmers today on how to swim the strokes.”

—Jack Bauerle, Team USA Olympic swim coach  

and head coach of the University of Georgia swim team 

“In her book, Sheila Taormina gives a great understanding of the art of high-

performance swimming. With her help, you can stop swimming for survival and 

start swimming like a pro.” —Laura Bennett, 2010 ITU #1-ranked swimmer, 

four-time ITU world triathlon championship medalist,  

Olympian, and two-time U.S. triathlon champion

“[Swim Speed Secrets] is a ripper! [It was] great to get a no-b.s. perspective on swim-

ming from a champion.” —Chris McCormack, two-time Ironman® world champion

“Sheila Taormina’s ideas on swimming have influenced me and my swim coaching 

more than anyone else. Her knowledge, experience, and enthusiasm are unmatched. 

Her book is the best resource out there to help all different types of athletes improve 

their swim.” —Siri Lindley, ITU triathlon world champion and 

coach to triathlon world champions and Olympic medalists
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“Sheila possesses a great depth of knowledge and passion about swimming that she 

has often shared with me and many other athletes. Her new book will be a very 

useful tool to anyone who wants to improve their performance in the water.”

—Leanda Cave, ITU triathlon world champion and  

ITU long-distance triathlon world champion

“Sheila Taormina may be the greatest athlete in the modern Olympic era. She’s the 

only person I know who has made four Olympic teams in three different sports.”

—Jim Richardson, head coach of the  

University of Michigan women’s swim team
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INTRODUCTION

How is it that the elite swimmers in the 2008 Olympics in Beijing and 2009 World 

Championships in Rome dizzyingly tore apart almost every world record, while 

masses of triathletes, masters swimmers, and age groupers remain stumped as to 

why their times are barely improving, or not improving at all?

The elite swimming times are almost unreal. Consider for a moment that the 

women’s world records are now as fast as the men’s world records from the early 

1970s. That means that even Mark Spitz’s times from the 1972 Olympic Games are 

being met by the fastest women today. The 200-m freestyle is a perfect example. 

Today’s world record for women is 1:52.98, while Spitz won Olympic gold in 

Munich in 1:52.78.

It doesn’t matter which stroke you choose, or which distance. In the 50-m 

freestyle, South African Jonty Skinner held the world record in 1976 with a time of 

23.86. On August 2, 2009, Britta Steffen of Germany powered to a 23.73. Today’s 

1500-m freestyle world record for women, 15:42.54, is 10 seconds faster than the 

gold medal, world record–setting time for men at the 1972 Olympics.

The elite male swimmers are doing the same thing the women are doing—

smashing previous marks at a rate that has left most people scratching their heads. 

It makes a statement made by the famous Johnny Weissmuller seem almost comical. 

Weissmuller, who won five Olympic gold medals in swimming at the 1924 and 

1928 games, stated in his book Swimming the American Crawl, in the chapter 

“Can the Crawl Be Improved?”:
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My technique has been called the “perfected” crawl stroke because it reduced water 

resistance to the minimum; it facilitated a method of breathing that most closely 

approximates the natural, involuntary method of nature; it put the body in a position 

to make free and unimpeded use of all its strength and power and leverage, and it got 

the most propulsion for the effort expended. Some say there is still room for improve-

ment in this stroke. I do not see just where the improvement will come. (Weissmuller 

1930, 45)

Now, we have to give Weissmuller some slack for thinking the world 

would never improve upon what he did in the roaring ’20s, because he did set 

67 world records during his swimming career. In fact, he was never beaten in 

an official swimming race. Think about it—never beaten! If I were him, I prob-

ably would have thought I had perfected the crawl too. Also, it wasn’t like 

he just dove in and swam any old way he wanted. In his book, he describes—

down to the smallest detail—the reasons why he used the technique he used.  

A great deal of thought went into it.

What was that technique? You may know it as the Tarzan drill—the drill you 

do in practice where you hold your head above the water. If your coach is a fun 

person, then he or she will insist you do the ululating Tarzan yell while you stroke 

(mine did).

That was Weissmuller’s stroke, keeping his chest and shoulders high in the 

water, and the drill is called the Tarzan drill because Weissmuller became even more 

famous after his swimming career when he landed the role of Tarzan in the movies. 

Below is another excerpt from his book in which he describes his stroke:

I swim with my chest and shoulders high in the water. This enables me to hydroplane, 

like a speedboat, reducing resistance to a minimum. I swim higher in the water than 

anybody ever did before, higher than anybody else does to this day. . . . The height of 

my chest enables me to arch my back, avoiding the strain of the swayback position 

which many have to take in order to get the face out of the water for inhaling. The high 

chest and shoulders and the arch of the back throw my feet lower in the water, where 

they maintain traction at all times. (Weissmuller 1930, 20)
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 INTRODUCTION  3

Continuing on, Weissmuller wrote that he also believed the hips should stay flat, 

because, as he explains, if the hips roll, then the corresponding arm and shoulder 

dip lower in the water, thus causing resistance.

Today’s freestyle swim technique we know to be the exact opposite. The only 

people holding their heads above water are people who do not want to get their 

hair wet, like my mom, and using the hips as part of the stroke is most certainly on 

everyone’s radar.

So, are you wondering where I’m going with this?

If you think we are headed for a discussion on reducing resistance, then guess 

again. Rather, I am going to use Weissmuller and a number of other swimmers who 

have reigned as champions in the pool for the past five decades to present a picture 

of swimming that is long overdue—a picture that answers a great many questions.

To begin painting this picture, let me set the scene with the following shocking 

information: Even though Weissmuller’s times have long been shattered (his 100-m 

freestyle world record was first broken in 1934), his fastest 100-m freestyle still beats 

JOHNNY WEISSMULLER (AKA TARZAN), SWIMMING WITH THE STROKE THAT EARNED HIM  
5 OLYMPIC GOLD MEDALS AND 67 WORLD RECORDS
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95 percent of triathletes (even the top professionals), 95 percent of masters swim-

mers, and 95 percent of age-group swimmers today. It is indeed strange commen-

tary that Weissmuller would beat just about every person reading this book.

Let’s look at his times: In February 1924, Weissmuller swam a 57.4 in the 

100-m freestyle (long course meters). Sure, the world record now is 46.91, set by 

Cesar Cielo of Brazil (2009 World Championships), and the women’s world record 

is 52.07 (Britta Steffen, Germany, 2009 World Championships), but how many of 

you who are reading this book would think you were the cat’s meow for going a 

time like Weissmuller’s?

And it wasn’t just the short races in which Weissmuller set world records. He 

also owned the 400-m and 800-m freestyle records: 4:57.0 in the 400, set in 1923, 

and 10:22.2 in the 800, set in 1927. Although not nearly as impressive as his 100-m 

freestyle time, those distance event times would still, even today, place him in the 

lead, or very near the lead, at any triathlon event going into T-1 (Transition 1, 

which is triathlon talk for the changeover from the swim to the bike).

I realize that Weissmuller’s times may not impress all of you in the swimming 

world today, especially his 400 and 800 times (Weissmuller was definitely more of 

a sprinter than a distance swimmer), which means at this point some of you may 

think this book is too elementary. It may appear that I am going to address only the 

crowd that needs to catch up with swimming times that were posted almost 100 

years ago. Don’t close the book so fast. This book is invaluable for a swimmer with 

national times, or the coach of a swimmer with those times, because it is as much 

about thought processes as it is about swim technique. You may be on the verge of 

cracking into the very top of the elite ranks but wonder how you are going to climb 

the next rung of the ladder. The insights provided in this book will help you do that.

The reason many of us have been stumped about how to make improvements 

in our times, or how to reach the next level, is not for lack of information but 

rather for lack of organization of the information. Some swimmers try to work on 

everything, which means they are working on nothing at all. Other swimmers are 

working on things that have minimal to zero impact on their times, because they 

were never accurately told what is most important and which things must be devel-

oped first. This book will change that.
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You should know why you do what you do at every moment when you are 

working on technique or training. This is completely possible, yet it is the one 

thing I see missing in the resources available to date. Textbooks on the market 

provide us with massive amounts of information—down to the minutest details 

of stroke technique—but no one has organized the information in a fashion that 

guides us toward a focus, and thus an effective plan.

I have a mantra, in sport and in life, that is about taking charge. It is “call the 

suit.” In my favorite card game, Euchre, each player is given the opportunity at 

various times during the game to call the suit that will be “trump” (most powerful). 

Players must look at the hands they were dealt and on their turn make a decision 

about whether to take charge of the play of the game or pass the opportunity to the 

next player, their competitor. I always encourage people to “call the suit!” Be bold. 

Understand what you have in your hand, and then make an informed decision on 

how best to play the game from there.

We are seldom coached on how to do this in our lives. My goal is to show the 

thought process that will develop this in your swimming, and it will actually be a 

launching pad for you to apply it to other areas of your life as well.

I’ve limited the book to the discussion of one stroke—freestyle—for two 

reasons. First, I wanted to write a book for triathletes more than any other group.  

I feel that this group has latched on to one swim-technique theory for too long. 

They have been given only small parts of what they need to know about swimming 

and led to believe it is what “swimmers” do. I want to show triathletes the real 

picture of what swimmers do.

The second reason for focusing only on freestyle is simply because it is the 

stroke that I know inside and out. It is the stroke that took me to the Olympics four 

times. I studied it, I spent endless moments thinking about it in the pool, and I got 

to know it. I am a fraction of an inch over 5 foot 2 inches in height, so my wingspan 

was not what put me on the Olympic team—it was the understanding of how to 

take information and make it work.

If you are new to swimming, please do not be intimidated by this book. The 

principles are simple. You will understand everything, and it will help you see the 

path to your goals.
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Last, and perhaps most important, let’s keep everything in perspective—we are 

not solving any world crisis here. Let’s have fun. I am almost certain that if I had 

had to give up coffee in order to do sports, then I probably would have given up 

sports. (OK, I’m joking . . . maybe.) Make sure to read the dedication if you need 

additional perspective, and let’s move forward with answering the question from 

the beginning of this introduction.

Here’s wishing you joy on your journey to understanding the beautiful sport 

of swimming.

USA OLYMPIC TEAM MEMBERS 
ALLISON SCHMITT AND 
SHEILA TAORMINA SHOWING 
THAT FAST SWIMMING ISN’T 
JUST ABOUT WING SPAN!
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Swimming is an incredibly dynamic sport. Every part of your body is doing some-

thing all of the time when you swim competitively. Even the head, which stays 

neutral and steady, needs to be turned for the breath. It can be an information-

management nightmare, not only for beginners trying to learn the sport but also 

for experienced swimmers who are at a loss to identify exactly what they are missing 

that will take them to the next level.

In case you have never thought about the complexity of the task, let’s contrast 

swimming with other sports that are less dynamic in terms of technique. The exam-

ples that follow are two disciplines with which I am very familiar, having experi-

enced both on the Olympic stage.

Pistol shooting. There are great challenges in this sport (remaining focused and 

calm under pressure, for example), but the technique is very static. A pistol shooter 

methodically progresses through each step in the process, focusing on one element 

of the sequence at a time, until the shot is fired. Therefore, the training of shooting 

THE PARETO 
PRINCIPLE
APPLYING THE 80/20 RULE IN THE POOL

1
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8  SWIM SPEED SECRETS  

technique is not overwhelming. Remaining composed under competition pressure? 

That is a completely different story, for another book.

Cycling. This sport falls in the middle of the static-dynamic spectrum. While the legs 

are dynamically powering the pedal stroke, the upper body is quite still. Anytime 

a cyclist chooses to focus on technique, a smoother pedal stroke, for example, she 

needs only to focus on the lower half of the body. Therefore, the learning curve and 

application of technique are quite manageable. The keys to success for this sport are 

as difficult as in any other sport, but mentally managing technique is not one of them.

Managing technique in swimming, compared with these other sports, is a beast 

of a task. During any given length of the pool, a swimmer may choose to perfect one 

of many elements of the stroke. While working on that one element, the swimmer 

must also consider how to make it work synchronously with the other parts of the 

stroke. Then throw in the fact that this is managed within a medium that is not 

natural to humans—water—and the recipe can be overwhelming. My guess is that, 

because of all this, a high percentage of the people who are reading this book are 

frustrated as to why their swimming times have not improved after all the hours 

they have spent in the pool. I hear you. I went through the same frustrations with 

fencing when learning that for the pentathlon.

Fencing, like swimming, is incredibly dynamic. Every body part is doing some-

thing all the time, even down to the fingers that hold the grip, and the timing of 

every body part is crucial. Although the sport is contested in a natural environment 

for the athlete—land—its true complexity is revealed when the athlete is faced with 

another human being on the other side of the competition strip thwarting every 

attempted move. During the years I tried to grasp each detail of fencing tech-

nique, from age 36 to 39, my coaches continually yelled, in thick Eastern European 

accents, “Why you do that?” If I was thinking about my arm, then my legs were 

messing up; if I was thinking about my footwork, then I missed the timing. One 

coach would tell me to lean forward more, and another coach would say to stand up 

more. There was so much to think about simultaneously that I didn’t know where 

to start, nor did I know which coach to trust.
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 THE PARETO PRINCIPLE  9

Believe me, I empathize with anyone learning the 

sport of swimming and with those who have been at it for 

a while but have seen no improvements in performance.  

I also relate to the huge population of coaches and swim-

mers who have experienced a fair amount of success in 

swimming but who want to know what it takes to reach 

the next level, or perhaps to crack the elite ranks one day.

The good news is, while I cannot help you with your 

fencing, I can definitely help with your swimming. What we 

have to do is begin sorting and organizing the information.

EMPLOYING THE PARETO PRINCIPLE
Because swimming is so dynamic, the only way to get a solid grip on where to start 

is to manage all the information. The best way I know of sorting information is to 

employ the Pareto principle, also known as the 80/20 rule. The Pareto principle 

is not a hard-and-fast rule; rather, it is applied as a rule of thumb, most commonly 

in arenas such as business and science. When I first learned about it in 1993, I saw 

immediately how it could be a tool for sports. I applied it to my swimming before 

the 1996 Olympics and to every sport I have done since.

Vilfredo Pareto was an Italian economist who, in the early 1900s, took 

note that approximately 80 percent of the wealth in his country belonged to  

20 percent of the people. After his notation, others realized that you could apply 

this 80/20 concept to many aspects of life. In business, a salesperson might note 

that 80 percent of sales come from 20 percent of clients, or that 80 percent of 

problems come from 20 percent of clients. In our personal lives, we may note 

that we spend 80 percent of our time with 20 percent of our acquaintances, and 

so on.

The Pareto principle is also known as the law of the vital few. It says that there 

are a few aspects (20 percent) of anything we do that have the greatest impact  

(80 percent) on what we are trying to accomplish. The other 80 percent of things, 

added together, do not have nearly the same impact as those vital few.

VILREDO PARETO,
ITALIAN INDUSTRIALIST, 
ECONOMIST, AND 
PHILOSOPHER
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In a sport, if we can identify the vital few things that give the greatest impact, 

then we are much better equipped to design an effective plan that brings us closer 

to our goal. We do not ignore the other 80 percent of things that give us some 

return; we simply know where they fall in the list of priorities.

In this book, I am going to show you the vital few items of swimming tech-

nique. They are extremely important. They give us 80 percent of what we need to 

be a fast swimmer. Every other detail in our technique does not influence our swim-

ming results nearly as much as the vital few. Another way to look at it is that the 

other details give us minimal benefit unless we have mastered the vital few.

Although I will still address a few other aspects of swim technique, this book 

is focused more on helping you develop the big whoppers. Believe it or not, most 

people are not working on those. Instead, I see them working on the 80 percent of 

things that give little return or that give no return without the foundation of the 

vital few.

There is no top-secret training manual that gold medalists have. The best 

swimmers in the world do the vital few elements really well, and they think about 

them most of the time. I even dare to say they think about them 80 percent of the 

time during practice—warm-up included.

TECHNIQUE IS 80 PERCENT OF SWIMMING
When you are swimming up and down the pool, you are usually alone with your 

own thoughts, right? That is when I hope you are working on your swim technique 

instead of being off in la-la land. Coaches stand over your lane every once in a while, 

but for the most part you are in charge of whether you are thinking about technique 

or what’s for dinner.

I have to drive home the point that technique is, by far, the most important 

aspect of swimming. There is no reason why we cannot apply the 80/20 rule here, 

and I am going to make the bold claim that technique is 80 percent of swimming 

when lined up next to strength, conditioning, or the size of a swimmer.

Conditioning and strength are very important in swimming, but they will not 

get you far without good technique. Ask the strongest football player you know to 

10  SWIM SPEED SECRETS
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10 different swimming champions you will see variances in the stroke mechanics in 

each one of them; however, without fail, they all eventually make their way to the 

critical elements.

My goal has been, and continues to be in this chapter, to give you an under-

standing of the things you cannot do without. Once you know those few things, 

then be brave—believe in your own style. Just never sacrifice the vital few. Every 

decision you make with regard to technique needs to support those critical elements.

THE FIRST VITAL ELEMENT OF THE PULL:  
THE HIGH-ELBOW POSITION
Some of the fastest swimmers in the world have awkward-looking recoveries, kicks, 

breathing patterns, and other quirks. They are, however, doing two things amaz-

ingly well. The first of these is the high-elbow position shown in Figure 5.1.

A WELL-FORMED HIGH-ELBOW POSITION IS KEY TO YOUR PULL.

FIGURE 5.1
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 THE UNDERWATER PULL  47

FIGURE 5.2 HIGH ELBOW ACROSS THE DECADES

MIKE TROY, 1960 OLYMPIC GOLD MEDALIST MARK SPITZ, 1972 OLYMPIC GOLD MEDALIST

SHEILA TAORMINA, 1996 OLYMPIC GOLD 
MEDALIST, SMALLEST SWIMMER TO WIN 
OLYMPIC GOLD SINCE 1920

ALLISON SCHMITT, NCAA CHAMPION AND 
2008 OLYMPIC BRONZE MEDALIST
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APPENDIX C 

DRILL VIDEOS

The videos linked with these QR codes show a variety of drills that develop a strong 

underwater pull and feel for the water. To access, download a barcode/QR code 

scanner application (many free options are available online) on your smartphone 

or computer with optical capabilities. Open the application and scan the barcode. 

You will be sent a video that shows the techniques described in this book. If you do 

not have scanning capabilities on your phone or computer, then please visit www. 

swimspeedsecrets.com/video to view the videos or to find additional drills that are 

posted there.

While viewing the videos, be sure to watch them both in real time and in slow 

motion. Real time helps you to see the flow and dynamic energy of the drill, and 

slow motion enhances your understanding of the finer details of the movements. 

Review the information in chapters 5 and 6 as you watch. The information in those 

chapters will remind you of the ingredients in a great pull as well as how to do each 

one of these drills. When you go to the pool to practice these, do not rush through 

them; the focus and intended purpose is technique rather than speed.
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ONE-ARM DRILL ONE-ARM PULL  
WITH KICKBOARD

STREAMLINE DRILL HALO BENCH  
& TUBING DRILLS

PRESS-OUT DRILL

SCULLING DRILL OUT-OF-WATER 
DRILL

CATCH-UP DRILL
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Entry drill, 99, 160

photo of, 100

Evans, Janet, 101

Exercises, 77, 78

dry-land, 84, 84–85 (photo), 94, 132

fins and, 152

in-water/out-of-water, 52, 110

Experienced swimmers, plan for, 

130–131

Extension, 16, 52, 54, 97, 101

gliding and, 103

six-count, 32

F
Factors

increasing, 18, 19

lowering, 16, 19

Fatigue, 109, 110

Fédération Internationale de Natation 

(FINA), 145

Feel, 22, 24, 36, 65, 76, 78, 108, 115, 

124, 130, 141

developing, 81, 94–95, 97, 99,  

 101–103, 104, 110

exercises for, 81, 94–95, 97, 99,  

 101–103, 104–107

photo of, 98

Filippi, Alessia: stroke rate/stroke count 

of, 119

Fingers

position of, 98 (photo)

space between, 108

Fingertip drag drill, 99

Fingertips

downward-pointing, 82

position of, 68, 68 (photo)

Finish phase, 65, 76, 117

photo of, 60

Fins, training with, 140, 152–153

Flexibility, 35, 45, 81, 114, 132

ankle, 151

gaining, 78, 108, 110

high-elbow position and, 48, 52, 54,  

 56

Flip turns, 138

Fluid dynamics, 37, 39, 40, 45, 56, 139

Force, 51, 56, 66

backward, 67
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Forearm, 56, 72, 76, 103

core driving over, 71

photo of, 51, 65

position of, 65 (photo), 66–67

recovery of, 101

Forward direction, 40, 57

Freestyle, 3, 17, 45, 107, 110, 128, 148

focus on, 5, 91, 131

Freestyle kick, 151

photo of, 151

Friis, Lotte: stroke rate/stroke count of, 

119

Front-quadrant swimming, 101–102, 

103

G
Gliding, 16, 17, 26, 52, 97, 101–102, 

103, 111, 112, 114, 117, 124, 126, 

132, 150

body position and, 27

extension and, 103

focus on, 116, 130, 131

Goals, 5, 25, 29, 46, 128

Goggles, 27, 139

H
Hall, Gary, Jr., 94, 95, 132

Halo bench, 84, 140

described, 81–83

using, 81 (photo), 84–85 (photo), 85,  

 90, 92, 132

Hand

core driving over, 71

entry, 97, 99, 101

photo of, 65

pitch of, 66 (photo)

position of, 64–65, 64 (photo),  

 65 (photo), 66–67, 76, 92 (photo),  

 98 (photo), 100 (photo)

pulling, 103

recovery of, 101

slipping back by, 72

Hase, Dagmar: stroke rate/stroke count 

of, 119

Head position, 25, 35, 38

photo of, 124

High-elbow catch, 54, 65, 71, 72, 91, 

107, 108, 115

photo of, 55

High-elbow phase, 59, 68, 76

developing, 78–83, 84–85, 93

photo of, 68

High-elbow position, 49 (fig.), 76, 78, 

90, 95, 101, 102, 103, 106, 107, 

110, 112, 113–114, 115

importance of, 46, 48, 50–52, 54, 68,  

 82

photo of, 46, 47, 81, 99, 113

simulating, 81, 93

strength/flexibility and, 48, 52, 54, 56

Hip drive, 73

Hip rotation, 32, 38

photo of, 124

Hoff, Katie: stroke rate/stroke count of, 

120

Holds, 18, 22, 24, 25, 45, 56–59, 64, 

71, 123, 133, 139

correct, 122 (photo)

Horizontal, 28, 93

Hydration, 139, 141

I
Inventions, 137, 140

Isolation exercise, photo of, 92

Isometric strength, 71, 73

J
Jensen, Larsen: stroke rate/stroke count 

of, 120

K
Kelly, Margaret: photo of, 70, 92

Kick-start, 103

Kickboards, using, 106–107, 106 

(photo)

Kicking, 107, 123, 150, 151

Kinetic energy, 41, 56
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L
Lactate sets, 130

Lats, 79, 81, 91, 102

photo of, 70

Law of diminishing returns, 27–30, 32, 

133

Legs, balanced, 151

Length, 54, 80

Levers, 51, 52, 65, 97, 105

arm as, 51 (photo)

Lezak, Jason: stroke rate/stroke count 

of, 121

Lift, 38, 40, 42, 43, 44

Loader, Daniel: stroke rate/stroke count 

of, 120

Long course, short course versus, 144

Long course meters (LCM), 144, 145

M
Maglischo, Ernie, 40, 43, 48, 57, 76

on retraction, 42

sculling and, 58

Masters swimmers, 1, 4, 26, 28, 33, 78

Medial rotation, 52, 54

Middle-distance swimmers, stroke of, 

115

Muscle memory, 34, 35, 108, 111

N
Negative splitting, 147, 148

New Science of Swimming, The  

(Counsilman), 40

Newton’s Third Law, 39, 42–43, 44

Nutrition, 139

O
Obliques, internal/external, 79, 102

Olympic swimmers, stroke rates/stroke 

counts of, 118–121, 123–125

One-arm drill, 104, 105, 160

photo of, 105

One-arm pull with kickboard, 107, 160

photo of, 106

P 
Paddle, 40, 65, 82

Pareto, Vilfredo, 9, 11, 25, 27, 127, 137

photo of, 9

Pareto Principle, 9–10, 12

Park Tae-Hwan, 123

stroke rate/stroke count of, 120, 121

Pellegrini, Frederica: stroke rate/stroke 

count of, 119

Performance, 90, 108, 127, 137

improved, 9, 139, 140, 141

Phelps, Michael, 112, 123

stroke rate/stroke count of, 120

Pike dive, 27, 138

Poll, Claudia: stroke rate/stroke count 

of, 119

Pool chemicals, improved performance 

and, 141

Pools

length of, 143, 144, 145

training in, 145

Power, 28, 114, 115, 152

accentuating, 128

speed and, 111, 117, 129

tools, 140

Press-outs, 93, 132, 160

photo of, 93

Pressing the T, 27, 28

Pressure, 59, 108, 152

feeling, 58 (photo), 132

Propulsion, 33, 37, 58, 65, 73, 78, 104, 

124, 141

analysis of, 44

forward, 31, 151

mastering, 32, 76

pull and, 111

stroke and, 38

supportive, 150

theories of, 38, 39–43, 44, 45, 51, 56,  

 97, 151

underwater, 99

vital elements of, 110

vortices and, 41

Psychology, 139, 141

Pull, 25, 45, 104, 151

arm, 22, 73, 102

Sample pages from Swim Speed Secrets by Sheila Taormina 
Copyright 2012 VeloPress All rights reserved



 INDEX  169

body position versus, 26–32

developing, 28, 35, 131

diagonal phase of, 57 (photo)

effective, 132

good/bad news about, 34

high-elbow, 141

importance of, 26–27, 36, 38

ineffective, 48

length of, 64–69, 71–73, 104

pattern, 14

phases of, 59, 60 (photo),  

 66–67 (photo), 74–75 (photo), 76

photo of, 46, 57

propulsion and, 111

shorter, 114

strokes and, 32, 40

strong, 110

underwater, 37, 38, 51, 59, 66,  

 69 (fig.), 71, 76, 99, 106, 108, 111,  

 112, 128, 131, 132

vital elements of, 26, 46, 48, 50–52,  

 54, 56–59, 76, 78, 110, 127

Pull-back, 86, 90, 92

Purchasing, 22, 27, 48, 102, 112–113, 

133

Push-offs, 80

Pushing, 14, 42, 58

Q
QR codes, 159–160

R
Range of motion, 78, 91, 92 (photo), 

107, 130

Recovery, 85, 102

out-of-water, 97, 99, 101

straight-arm, 101

Repeats, 85, 91

Resistance, 14, 41, 56, 83, 108

facing, 30 (photo)

increasing, 56, 57 (photo)

reducing, 3, 24 (photo), 25, 26, 31,  

 32, 36, 56, 77, 116, 131, 138

speed and, 31–32

Rest intervals, 146, 148

Rhythm, 45, 97, 150

S
S pull, 39–40, 44, 57, 67, 117, 126

photo of, 67

Scapula, 52, 82, 95, 102, 108

Schmitt, Allison, 97, 99

photo of, 6, 24, 38, 46, 47, 57, 63, 72,  

 98, 99, 104, 105, 106

Science of Swimming, The (Counsilman), 

31

Sculling, 57, 58, 94–95, 97, 114, 132, 

160

photo of, 96

Send-offs, 145–146, 148

Shallow plunge, 138

Shaving down, 138, 141

Shop Class as Soulcraft (Crawford), 

29–30

Short course, long course versus, 144

Short course meters (SCM), 144, 145

Short course yards (SCY), 144, 145

Shoulders

rotating, 52, 82

stretching, 79

Six-beat kicks, 150, 151

Skinner, Jonty, 1

Speed, 28, 132

body position and, 33

change of, 147

as critical factor, 133

increase in, 129

key to, 36

lactate, 33

maintaining, 115

power and, 111, 117, 129

pure sprint, 33

resistance and, 31–32

threshold, 33

Spitz, Mark, 1, 27, 39

photo of, 47, 61, 68, 122

Sponsorships, 140

Sprinters, 114, 115, 130

Stability, 54, 106
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exercises, 71

isometric strength and, 71

Starting blocks, 138

Steffen, Britta, 1, 4

Streamline, 13 (fig.), 78–80, 125, 129, 

160

photo of, 79

Streamlining, 14, 130, 131, 139, 141

photo of, 38

Strength, 31, 35, 45, 79, 80, 101, 102, 

106, 111, 114, 132, 139

building, 51, 78, 81, 110

described, 50–52

fatigue and, 110

functional, 71

high-elbow position and, 48, 56

technique and, 11, 12

tools, 140

Strength training, 133, 139, 141, 150, 152

Stroke counts, 14, 16, 113, 116–117, 

126, 131

for Olympic swimmers, 119–120,  

 120–121

stroke rates and, 115, 118–121,  

 123–125

Stroke cycles, 112, 113, 115, 116

Stroke length, 40, 65, 103, 114

turnover and, 115

Stroke rates, 14–15, 113, 116, 126, 131, 

133, 150

long, 102, 112

for Olympic swimmers, 119–121

reducing, 17–18

stroke counts and, 115, 118–121,  

 123–125

Strokes, 26, 52, 64, 82, 91, 101, 102, 

105, 106, 107, 130, 132

breathing and, 149

described, 14, 128

distance per, 97, 113, 116, 149

improving, 15, 17, 43, 48, 150

long, 17, 102

mechanics, 46

number of, 15, 17, 18, 19, 21, 111,  

 112, 124, 126

reach of, 150

reducing, 16–17, 19

rhythm/chain reaction to, 73

shorter, 114, 150

speed in, 111

turnover and, 14–15, 16, 19

windmill, 101

Surface components, photo of, 23

Swimming downhill, 27

Swimming Dynamics (Colwin), 38–39, 

40

Swimming equation, 14–15, 21, 111, 

131

determining, 116–117

example of, 18, 19

optimizing, 114–116

using, 16–18

Swimming Faster (Maglischo), 40, 42

Swimming Fastest (Maglischo), 42, 43

Swimming into the 21st Century 

(Colwin), 40

Swimming the American Crawl  

(Weissmuller), 1, 22, 48

Swimsuits, 140, 141

T
Taormina, Sheila: photo of, 6, 47, 60, 

64, 66, 74, 81, 82, 84–85, 86–87, 

89, 93, 96

Tarzan drill, 2, 27

Technique, 2, 4, 5, 7, 26, 37, 83, 111, 

117, 128, 140, 148

conditioning and, 11, 12

details of, 15

discoveries in, 137

establishing, 132

fatigue and, 110

focus on, 10, 12, 35, 77, 109, 130

ignoring, 11, 12, 28

importance of, 10–11

improper, 84

mentally managing, 8

questions about, 13

slow, 90

strength and, 11, 12

stroke, 28, 30, 32, 34, 127, 129, 133
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Technology, 27, 140, 142

Tempo, 92, 104, 115, 117, 129, 131, 

150

Theoretical square law, 31–32, 129

Thorpe, Ian, 45, 112

Time, 111, 116

factors affecting, 14, 15

improving, 16, 17, 19, 48, 137

Tone, 64–65, 80, 103

body, 72, 80

hand, 76

muscle, 78

photo of, 64

Torres, Dara: stroke rate/stroke count 

of, 120

Towing machines, 129, 140

Traction, 56, 108, 109

photo of, 57

Training, 5, 80, 133, 140

balanced, 107

effect, 109

improvements in, 137, 139

longer, 139

responding to, 90

routine, 92

time increments/repeats and, 91

zone, 139

Transverse abdominal muscles, 79, 102

Triceps, 79, 81, 91

Troy, Mike, 52, 54

photo of, 47, 53, 122

Tubing, 84, 92

attaching, 83 (photo)

described, 81–83

drills with, 90, 160

energy/time constraints and, 85

technique with, 82 (photo), 86

using, 82, 85, 86 (photo), 87 (photo),  

 92, 132

Turnover, 129

quick, 114, 115, 124, 150

rate of, 19, 21, 92, 102, 111, 112,  

 114, 115, 116, 123, 124, 126, 149

strokes and, 14–15, 16, 19, 115

Turns, perfecting, 141

Two-beat kicks, 150, 151

U 
Up-kicks, 151, 152

Upper arm, 76, 97

photo of, 51

position/stabilization of, 69, 70  

 (photo), 71

V
Van Almsick, Franziska: stroke rate/

stroke count of, 119

Vanderkaay, Peter, 102, 150

photo of, 50, 51, 55, 62, 65, 102, 113, 122

stroke rate/stroke count of, 121

Vital elements, 9, 10, 12, 26, 46, 78, 99, 

110, 127, 133

learning, 14, 45

revealing, 25

technique and, 11

Vortex theory, 40–42, 44, 56

Vortices, 38, 41, 42

photo of, 41

W
Warm-downs, 130, 148

Warm-ups, 33, 103, 130, 148

Weight lifting, 81

Weissmuller, Johnny, 1, 22, 51, 127, 

133, 137, 140, 141

photo of, 3

starting plunge of, 138

stroke of, 2, 3, 27, 48

world records for, 2, 3–4

Wind-up starts, 138

Workouts, 77, 78, 83, 128, 148

concentration during, 129–130

designing, 143, 145–146

lingo of, 146–147

power, 152

Wrist, position of, 68, 68 (photo) 

Z
Zipper drill, 99
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR

At just over 5 foot 2 inches tall, and not 

having made her first Olympic team until the 

age of 27, Sheila Taormina seems an unlikely 

candidate to have competed in four consecu-

tive summer olympiads in three completely 

different sports (swimming, 1996; triathlon, 2000 and 2004; and pentathlon, 

2008). Her first two attempts to qualify for the Olympics in swimming (1988 and 

1992)—during what were considered her “peak” years—came up short. Following 

those years, she moved forward with her education, finished her master’s degree in 

business in 1994, and then began a professional career in the automotive industry, 

working a full-time salaried position in Detroit.

With her eyes set on the possibilities of 1996, she trained before and after work 

with her small, hometown swim team in Livonia, Michigan. There were no corpo-

rate endorsements fueling the effort—just a plan, some hard work, and a coach who 

believed along with her. Sheila learned about technique, efficiency, and the keys 

to success. Applying those throughout the years, Sheila grew to become Olympic 

champion in one sport, world champion in a second sport, and the World Cup 

standings leader in a third sport.

In the end, Sheila Taormina experienced six different disciplines on the Olympic 

stage—swimming, cycling, running, pistol shooting, fencing, and equestrian show 

jumping. Her perspective on the Olympics, human potential, and performance is 

unparalleled.
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Today Sheila travels extensively, from San Francisco to Bangkok to Johannes-

burg and everywhere in between, teaching the swim techniques from her book. She 

is also a popular corporate keynote speaker, relating the productivity and perfor-

mance tools she used as an Olympic athlete to those of business executives across 

the globe.

Visit www.sheilat.com for more information.
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UNLOCK THE SECRET TO FASTER SWIMMING!

In Swim Speed Secrets, four-time Olympian, gold medalist, and triathlon world champion 
Sheila Taormina reveals the swim technique used by the world’s fastest swimmers. 

Too many swimmers and triathletes neglect the key to speed because they are 
distracted by stroke count, perfecting body position, or gliding. Taormina uses simple 
science and crystal-clear underwater photos of Olympic athletes to show how the 
high-elbow underwater pull is the most crucial technique for faster swimming. 

With a well-honed, commonsense approach that comes from decades of practice and 
years of hands-on coaching experience, Taormina gives triathletes and swimmers the 
power to overhaul their swim stroke and find the speed that’s eluded them. Swim Speed 
Secrets, an expanded version of Taormina’s groundbreaking book Call the Suit, includes:

The best drills to cultivate a more sensitive feel for the water
Dry-land and strength building exercises to develop arm position  
and upper-body musculature
Full-color photos of Olympic swimmers showing their high-elbow  
underwater pull
Tips and secrets that helped Taormina perform at a world-class  
level for two decades

Swim Speed Secrets brings the focus back where it belongs—to a powerful underwater 
stroke. With this book, triathletes and swimmers can stop swimming for survival and 
can break through to new levels of speed and confidence in the water.

S H E I L A  T A O R M I N A  has competed in four Olympic games in three different sports— 
swimming, triathlon, and modern pentathlon. Her exceptional freestyle swim technique helped 
her win a gold medal in the 1996 Olympics and the 2004 ITU Triathlon World Championship. 
Taormina has coached elite and age-group swimmers and triathletes for 15 years and conducts 
dozens of swim clinics around the world each year. 

“Sheila’s book clearly unlocks the secrets.” 
—Dara Torres, 12-time Olympic medalist


