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When I taught my first Total Immersion (TI) swim camp
for six adult students in July 1989, I had a rather modest ambi-
tion: to do my favorite part of swim coaching – teaching tech-
nique – for a few weeks each summer. I focused on adults
because younger swimmers had hundreds of camp and clinic
options and year-round access to coaching. 

I quickly learned that adults presented learning challenges
I’d seldom seen while coaching younger swimmers. Kids seemed
to pick up skills spontaneously, even when it seemed they were
barely paying attention. Adults’ self-motivation was refreshing,
but their determination often seemed a poor match for com-
mon frustrations that included: (1) stubbornly ingrained ineffi-
ciencies – I call them “struggling skills” – acquired over decades;
(2) discomfort in the water, from simple awkwardness, to deep-
seated phobia; (3) stiff joints and underused muscles; (4) skills
eroded by decades of neglect; and (5) a lack of kinesthetic
awareness (muscle sense).

In retrospect my choice to teach adults turned out to be
most fortunate. TI camps and clinics became a “laboratory” for
understanding the challenges faced, to one degree or another, by
all of us in learning an activity for which evolution has left us
ill-prepared. Over time we observed that while the difficulties
we face in mastering swimming are almost universal, the solu-
tions are fairly simple. 

I was led to those solutions mainly by watching gifted swim-
mers – those fortunate few with an instinctive grace in the water.
I’d been watching gifted swimmers with keen interest – and a
measure of envy – since my teens, when I realized I lacked such
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“muscle wisdom” should improve year by year, particularly
when we train in a way designed to enhance those qualities.
Finally, while physical gifts are of undeniable advantage on land,
aquatic skills are far more affected by self-awareness.

So the message here is that, if you lack youth, fitness,
strength, or thought you simply weren’t “born” to be a good
swimmer, the same qualities that make swimming harder than
land sports to master also offer the potential to learn to achieve
extraordinary grace, flow and satisfaction. In other words: Extra-
ordinary swimming is possible for every body.

At the same time Extraordinary Swimming for Every Body can
also refresh and renew the routines of experienced and accom-
plished swimmers. Those who swim for health and fitness will
learn to make every minute count. Those who swim for speed
will find useful and fresh insights on every page. My goal for
Extraordinary Swimming is to turn every reader into an “expert”
who understands how the human body behaves in the water and
how to use that information to swim better than you ever
dreamed possible.

Extraordinary Swimming is the result of what we’ve learned
while teaching thousands of improvement-minded swimmers of
all types – and practicing for countless hours ourselves. Since
opening the TI Swim Studio in New Paltz, NY in August 2005,
the insights we’ve gained from teaching have accelerated,
because of the opportunity to teach every day, and because the
compact space of our Endless Pools allows constant, arms-
length observation of our students.

In recent years, dozens of coaches have begun using TI
methods with their club, school, college and Masters teams and
shared their insights and best practices with each other. Since
2004, we’ve coached a team of young swimmers here in New
Paltz. All of those experiences have contributed to what you’ll
read in these pages. 

Extraordinary Swimming for Every Body

gifts. While coaching youth and college teams, I devoted myself
to discovering what aspects of their talent were “teachable.” I. E.
What did they do that any swimmer could emulate? While we
might not be able to aspire to their long, powerful and supple
frames or superhuman aerobic capacity, perhaps we could learn
to move in similar ways. I then tried to distill those insights into
lessons simple enough for “average” swimmers (like me) to learn
from books, videos or in a few hours from a trained instructor.

It gradually occurred to me that most of what we do instinc-
tively in the water – how we think we should pull, kick, breathe
and position ourselves – reinforces our inherent awkwardness.
And that the technique adjustments which proved most
dependable in teaching grace and flow were counter-intuitive.
In other words, a great deal of what we “know” about swimming
is probably mistaken.

Our most fundamental and universal misunderstanding is
that swimming is primarily a fitness activity – i.e. that we improve
by swimming longer and harder, The experiences of thousands of
TI swimmers suggested that the most beneficial time in the water
is when you swim with a core purpose of training your nervous
system, and let aerobic system training “happen.” 

The strength of this approach is that you can’t help but
improve aerobically, simply from spending hours moving through
the water with clear purpose. On the other hand, if you focus on
“creating heart beats,” increasing your yardage total, or trying to
outpace the clock, there’s no guarantee your nervous system will
receive the training it needs. An unexpected bonus was that train-
ing with a constant focus on achieving a connection with the water
eliminates the tedium of “following the black line.”

And finally, for the aging swimmer – and doesn’t that
describe all of us – the most powerful recommendation for tech-
nique-based, mindful training is that while aerobic capacity
peaks in our 30s, our ability to hone skills is undiminished into
our 70s and beyond. As well our capacity for self-awareness and
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Total Immersion is most widely recognized for teaching effi-
cient swimming via step-by-step sequences of skill drills, but I
believe the most important distinction between TI and tradi-
tional swimming has less to do with your muscles than your
mind: We believe swimming should be done as a “practice,”
much like yoga or tai chi, rather than as a “workout.” Our most
successful students – including those whose goals were for
greater speed or endurance as well as those who swim mainly for
health and well-being – have embraced this approach. So before
we focus on the physical side of swimming the TI Way, let’s take
a quick look at the thinking side.

When we train TI coaches, we emphasize that their highest
responsibility is not just to teach stroke efficiency, but to share
their passion with you. Once you become passionate about
swimming, virtually nothing can stop you from realizing your
full potential. And the transforming power of passion has been
highlighted in two emerging fields of study: Positive Psychology
and Flow.

Around the time I founded TI, psychologist Martin
Seligman began to study the characteristics of people who had
the most success in mastering life challenges – he called this
“Positive Psychology.” In his book, Learned Optimism, Seligman
wrote that “engagement and the pursuit of meaning are more
predictive of life satisfaction” than material wealth, marriage sta-
tus, spiritual beliefs, or any other factor.

And finally, this book has been greatly enriched by the thou-
sands who have adopted the TI way of swimming, particularly
those who generously share advice and encouragement on the
Discussion Forum at the TI web site. You have helped us learn
far more about how to make swimming a more satisfying and
fulfilling experience. TI Swimmers currently make up a relative-
ly small vanguard who are swimming the way this book
describes. I hope that millions more will join them in the near
future.

Extraordinary Swimming for Every Body is divided into three
parts: 

Chapters 1 through 3 examine the common challenges that
face all human swimmers and detail the knowledge, attitudes
and habits that will help you achieve success. 

Chapters 4 through 10 explain the principles of efficient
swimming, how your body and the water interact, and how to
apply that knowledge to swim better. While I’ve covered this
material in previous TI books, these chapters present extensive
new information. 

Individual chapters on Butterfly, Backstroke, Breaststroke
and Freestyle explain what you should know about each stroke,
how to develop its skills, and how to practice it. All of this mate-
rial is fresh and more comprehensive than anything we have pre-
viously produced on the four competitive strokes. 

A final chapter on Training the TI Way explains how to
train the stroke to efficiency and consistency. (We will publish a
subsequent book – or books – on the physical conditioning
aspects of training in 2007 and beyond.)

You can choose to start by going directly to the stroke chap-
ters to plan your pool sessions, while reading the other sections
at your leisure. Or work your way from beginning to end. Either
way, we promise your laps will be happy ones. 

Transformation: Mind first, then Muscles

C H A P T E R  O N E
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practical solutions for the most common frustrations of swim-
ming. I’m not suggesting that swimming well is easy; after 40
years I’m still learning important lessons. But the confidence of
knowing you are practicing sound principles is invaluable.
3. Self-Awareness. A fundamental principle of the TI program
is mindfulness, of becoming immersed in how you interact with,
and experience, the water. In the beginning your awareness will
be of where are your head, limbs, torso, etc. Later you’ll shift to
subtler cues – the sound your hand makes as it enters the water
or how you use it to “trap” water. This habit of attention will
lead to Flow and Continuous Improvement.

Powerful Experience

By making time to read this book, you are deciding to take
personal control over your swimming. To understand how things
work is to gain control over them. The first part of the book
explains how the human body works in water and the second
part outlines lessons that will improve your ability to use your
body intelligently and effectively. In both, we’ll ask you to criti-
cally examine your inbred instincts about swimming because
though we may have evolved from aquatic creatures, we’ve lost
our aquatic instincts. But it is possible to relearn aquatic aware-
ness with the right training. And when you do, you'll be excited
by what happens next. 

If you were fortunate to have been born with the innate
"water sense" of Olympic champions, you would instinctively
understand that stroking smoothly is more effective than
thrashing indiscriminately. But our experience with thousands
of students suggests that perhaps one person in a hundred has
the native ability to swim fluently without unlearning bad
habits. The rest of us practice what I call “struggling skills.” And
the more you train, the more permanent you make your strug-
gling skills. Years ago, we realized we were teaching people to do

The importance of engagement was also emphasized by
Hungarian-born psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, whose
book Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience has had a pro-
found influence on my teaching and practice. Csikszentmihalyi,
defined Flow as “the state of total immersion (my italics) in a task
that is challenging yet closely matched to one’s abilities.” He
listed the characteristics of a Flow experience as:
• Involvement in an activity that you value and find intrinsi-

cally rewarding;
• Balance between Challenge and Skill: the activity is neither

too easy nor too difficult; 
• Intense concentration on clear goals;
• Direct and immediate feedback;
• A sense of personal control. 

In the chapters that follow, besides showing the most effec-
tive way to develop your strokes, I will also show you how to
practice so the components of Flow increase along with your
skill. From now on, rather than train for endurance or speed,
swim to experience Flow…and by doing so learn that speed and
endurance improve almost effortlessly. After all, what could be
more appropriate in swimming than Flow?

Powerful Attitudes

Since 1989, TI has taught tens of thousands of swimmers;
most are not only swimming better, they now love swimming
and expect to continue improving and learning for life. Many
possess attitudes I hope this book will help you develop:
1. Passion for Swimming. Once you become passionate about
swimming and understand swimming’s unique capacity to become
a path to personal growth, you’ll practice it with an engagement
and motivation that will continually renew your passion.
2. Understanding. From teaching thousands of formerly strug-
gling swimmers, we’ve discovered simple explanations and
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things they would never do on their own, but these counter-
intuitive techniques were replacing clumsy “human-swimming”
movements with graceful “fishlike” movement. 

Swimming with “fishlike” grace is a subtle and elusive skill,
best learned through a series of relatively simple mini-skills.
Mastering the basics can make such a powerful difference that
within your first hour or two of TI Practice, you should be flow-
ing through the water with more ease and comfort than ever
before.

The key is having the patience to master the art of swim-
ming, before you train for it as a sport. Take as long as necessary
to become completely comfortable with the initial drills in each
stroke progression. Every swimmer who takes the time to mas-
ter each step before progressing to the next will soon swim with
unprecedented comfort, which will be an invaluable foundation
as you progress to more advanced drills. We've seen it happen
with thousands of swimmers, regardless of their age, strength,
physical condition, or level of coordination. I hope you'll decide
to join them.

Kaizen is a Japanese word that means “Continuous
Improvement.” It was first adopted into English to describe a
way of increasing the efficiency of manufacturing processes
through statistical analysis. When I first heard it, I thought it
should apply equally to swimming. As I’ll explain here, every
swimmer ought to be able to increase their skill and mastery con-
tinuously, if gradually, for 30 or more years. But frustration and
stagnation are more common. 

Not improving or working long and hard for relatively little
improvement are widespread because swimming isn’t encoded
into human DNA, as it is in fish and aquatic mammals.
Running, because it’s a natural human activity, is something
most of us learn to do reasonably well by trial and error. In fact
the skills for nearly any land-based sport come to us with far
greater ease than those for swimming. Swimming at even a rudi-
mentary level takes instruction. To get much beyond that stage,
it takes expert instruction, a precious and scarce resource.

Those who receive no, or ineffective, instruction can make
up a catalog of common frustrations: 
• Athletes who can run effortlessly for miles find themselves

panting after a single lap in the pool, and wonder if swim-
ming requires its own special form of fitness. (It doesn’t.)

• Experienced swimmers, who can swim a mile or more, com-
monly train for years with little or no improvement. When
they seek help, they often receive advice that is hard to fol-

From Frustration to Continuous Improvement

C H A P T E R  T W O

Extraordinary Swimming for Everybody
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focusing on doing what felt right, rather than on making myself
tired, I began progressing again and have experienced Kaizen –
Continuous Improvement – ever since.

At age 55, my swim practice is always focused on feeling
connected to the water. And, to my excitement, I'm swimming
better than ever. Never before has swimming been this satisfy-
ing. Every pool session is enjoyable and interesting. Every lap
feels smoother, more purposeful, more harmonious than the mil-
lions of yards I ground out in college. I have seen my stroke effi-
ciency, and my awareness of how to work with the water, grow
without interruption for over 20 years. 

Swimming is unique among all sports in the opportunity it
offers to defy age and continue improving for decade after
decade. Moving a human body through water requires so many
subtle skills that the combination of time, clear focus, and
mindfulness can add more to your Mastery than whatever age
may subtract from your physical capacity. Because I hope to
continue learning and improving into my 80s, I swim every lap
in a way calculated to produce the greatest awareness.

My experience of burning out on longer-and-harder and
experiencing renewal on relaxed-and-fluent has now been shared
by thousands and helps explain why Total Immersion has
inspired such passion. By simplifying the route to efficient
swimming, we’ve made it possible for swimmers to pursue the
goal of Kaizen (Continuous Improvement) Swimming. Finally,
we’ve replaced mindless workouts with thoughtful practice. So
let’s examine the reasons why swimming has frustrated you up
to now, then learn the common-sense solutions that can put you
on the path to Continuous Improvement.

Extraordinary Swimming for Every Body8

low or produces little change. Over several years, a dedicated
swimmer may receive dozens of "stroke tips" from well-
meaning fellow swimmers. Even when these tips produce
some improvement, it's often fleeting and hard to reproduce. 

• Too many of those who swim well enough to join a team
come to believe that swimming isn’t supposed to be fun.
When coaches believe that only grueling and exhausting
training will enable you to swim your best, swimming
changes from carefree play into tedious repetition with the
result that most competitive swimmers "retire" while still in
their teens then, as adults, prefer anything but swimming,
for exercise. I’ve experienced all of these myself.

During my adolescent summers I would play ball each
morning, and "play swimming” at the village pool each after-
noon. By exploring what I could do in water that wasn't possi-
ble on land – and happily oblivious to whether I was getting in
shape or going fast – I learned spontaneously how to move
through water. I wasn’t efficient, but being comfortable and
confident in the water is invaluable.

At 15 I joined my first swim team and began to focus on
swimming faster and harder. While I loved training and racing –
as I still do 40 years later – I gradually lost touch with the simple
pleasure of carefree play in the water. And my time of improve-
ment was relatively fleeting: I progressed from age 15 to 18, but
– despite working harder than any of my teammates – stagnated,
then regressed from age 19 on. After pushing through pain barri-
ers and thousands of laps, by age 21, swimming had become a
chore, and I too “retired” as an athlete to begin coaching. 

But after I began coaching at 21, I began to see ways to make
swimming pleasurable and satisfying again, without compromis-
ing endurance or speed. In my late 30s, after 17 years away from
traditional training and without a coach to assign exhausting
repeat sets, I began training again, for Masters swimming. By

                  



2. Water is a wall.
Think about how “thick” the air feels when you hold your

arm out a car window even at low speeds. Well, because water is
nearly 1000 times denser than air, water drag is huge even at slow
speeds. To understand just how much of a wall the water is, try
walking – or, better yet, running – next time you’re in the pool.
An unbalanced body and survival-stroking combines with the
force of drag to create a “perfect storm” of wasted energy. And
energy waste, not lack of fitness, is why you tire so quickly.

3. Water is hard to hold.
While the water resists your body so implacably, it just

swirls away when you try to grip it. In addition, your hand is
tiny compared to the body it’s trying to propel. And finally, even
when you do it perfectly, pushing water back is an inefficient
form of propulsion – did you ever hear of a paddlewheel steam-
boat breaking a speed record? Compared to running, where you
push off solid ground and move through “thin” air, swimming
is like trying to run uphill on a sheet of ice.

Traditional swimming instruction mainly reinforces all
those inefficiencies: It starts with kicking (and more kicking,)
progresses to swinging your arms forward and pulling them
back, then prescribes endless laps to “get in shape.” But pulling-
and-kicking is woefully ineffective in a medium that’s highly
resistant and offers little traction. And by ignoring your dis-
comfort and awkward body position, conditioning laps simply
deepen your struggling skills.

Fortunately, TI offers proven solutions for each of the prob-
lems listed above. Here are the innovations that will accelerate
your evolution into a Fishlike Swimmer.

Smart Solutions to Common Swimming Challenges 11

If you’ve found swimming a challenge, it may comfort you –
just a little – to learn you’re like most everyone else. Virtually
everyone works too hard for too little reward, and few swimmers
are truly satisfied with how they feel in the water. That’s because of
what I call the Universal Human-Swimming Problem or UHSP.
Humans are “programmed” to swim inefficiently and traditional
instruction mainly reinforces our instinctive errors. Most humans
are too busy simply surviving to ever dream of grace, efficiency or
real pleasure. Here’s why “survival swimming” is so common:

1. You think you’re sinking.
And you are. Because the only part of your body that floats

is your lungs, the human body’s natural position is 95 percent
underwater. Gravity drags your hips down, while buoyancy
pushes your chest up. You’re not really sinking, at least not in
the sense that you’re likely to go to the bottom. But, because
your brain interprets this as sinking, your instincts take over and
you do whatever it takes to stay afloat, using survival strokes that
consume copious amounts of energy but are almost completely
ineffective for propulsion. 

Through years of training, persistent swimmers can learn to
swim greater distances, but in most cases are still wasting 95 per-
cent of their energy because: (1) they spend more energy fight-
ing their sinking tendencies than moving forward; and (2) the
“struggling skills” imprinted during their earliest laps are still
burned into muscle memory.

10

Smart Solutions to Common Swimming Challenges

C H A P T E R  T H R E E

                  



2. Pierce the Water.
Because water is so dense – and you must swim through it –

the smart way to swim is to slip your body through the smallest
possible “sleeve” in the water, by focusing on avoiding drag.

In Freestyle and Backstroke visualize your body as divided
down the middle, then shape each half to cut through the water
like a torpedo. Rather than focus on pulling and kicking, aim to
create right-side-streamlined and left-side-streamlined positions,
with each being as long, balanced and sleek as possible. While
your extended arm leads the way, you’ll also focus on keeping
your torso and legs aligned behind your arm.

In Breaststroke and Butterfly, you move with dolphin-like
undulation. In each stroke, you “slither” out from under the
water over your back, then slide forward over the water beneath
your chest. Use your arms to pierce the surface then slip your
head, torso, and legs through that same hole, directing your
energy forward as you do. The greater distance you can travel
just below the surface in each stroke the less resistance you face
and the faster you move.

3. Swim with your Body Weight.
If you watched Lance Armstrong power up French Alps by

standing in his pedals and lunging from side to side, or Tiger
Woods drive a golf ball over 1000 feet with a fluid, relaxed
swing, you were watching the most economical power source
available to humans – the weight shift. Javelin throwers, tennis
players, cross-country skiers, boxers and even high jumpers rely
on the same power source. So why should swimmers be limited
to the relatively modest power of arms and legs when other ath-
letes use the entire body?

In TI Freestyle and Backstroke, as you streamline the right
side of your body through the water, your upraised left side is
poised to spear forward in the next moment. The energy stored

Smart Solutions to Common Swimming Challenges 13

Solve the UHSP…with Cleverness, not Brute Force.

Instead of fighting the water, learn to work with it by focus-
ing on four sequential skills – Balance, Streamlining, Weight
Shifts, and Patient Hands. Instead of using your hands to push
water back, you’ll use them to (1) improve balance, (2) pierce the
water, 3) lengthen your bodyline, and (4) “hold your place” in
the water. And you’ll swim with your body rather than dragging
it through the water.

1. Master Balance: Turn Survival into a Skill.
For many ”struggling” swimmers, the greatest benefit of bal-

ance is the transformation of what was a fearful experience into a
powerful trust in your own capabilities. While balance is the
essential foundation for all skilled movement, learning to relax
into the water – we sometimes call this “finding your TI Chi” – is
invaluable for developing swimmers. It breaks the survival-
stroking cycle, and frees your arms and legs for more effective use. 

Because our natural “specific gravity” leaves 95 percent of
our mass submerged, we swim through the water, not over it.
Rather than fight that sinking feeling, learn to relax into a hori-
zontal position. When you do, your legs will rise closer to the
surface. Balance actually turns sinking into an advantage –
there’s less drag just below the surface than right at it. 

Since your back half is dragging you down, use your front
half to counterbalance it. Start by releasing your head’s 10-lb.
weight and allowing the water to support it. Aligning your
head’s weight with your spine and extending your arms forward
counterbalances your lower body, helping you achieve a hori-
zontal position without kicking and greatly reducing drag.
Releasing your head will also relax your neck and shoulders.

And once you relax into the water and feel its reassuring
support, then you gain the presence of mind – and the leisure –
to use your arms and legs to maximum advantage.

Extraordinary Swimming for Every Body12

                                      



In 1998, Ted Isbell, from Ventura, California, wrote to me,
after watching Aaron Peirsol (then 15 years old) in local races
for several years: "I’ve had many opportunities to watch Aaron
because my son is in his age group. Though Aaron is always the
fastest swimmer, he consistently takes far fewer strokes than others.
During one race, I cupped my eyes to isolate Aaron; he appeared so
relaxed you'd think he wasn’t even racing. When I shifted to the sec-
ond swimmer, he appeared to be swimming much harder. As I
removed my hands, I was stunned by the lead Aaron had gained,
swimming so effortlessly." In 2002, Peirsol broke the first World
Record, in the 200-meter Backstroke and now holds the World
Records in the 100 and 200 Backstroke.

Peirsol and other elite swimmers have the rare ability to swim
at top speed while looking almost effortless. For years I was con-
vinced their secret was pure talent. Gifted swimmers somehow
just knew how to remain relaxed at top speed, while the rest of us
could only watch enviously. But I have since seen many average
swimmers – including some who formerly could barely complete
a single lap – become fluid and relaxed. Once you've "broken the
code" of efficiency, you can consciously practice the movements
that produce it, and, before long, swim better than ever. Perhaps
not as fast as an Aaron Peirsol, but as well and as fast as you are
capable of swimming.

The key is what Ted Isbell noticed when watching Peirsol: a
longer stroke. The importance of Stroke Length (SL) has been
recognized for decades, yet most swimmers continue to pursue
success mainly through sheer sweat. Unfortunately, for those of
us without special gifts, training longer and harder usually
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in your “high side” is perfectly positioned for you to add
momentum to the force of gravity, releasing impressive power
with surprisingly little effort. In TI Breaststroke and Butterfly,
rocking your chest and hips produces an accelerating lunge that
taps the powerful muscles of the core body. You maximize this
power, not by working harder, but through synchronization,
landing head, arms and torso forward at the same moment,
maximizing momentum by linking all your body mass in one
smooth motion.

4. Hold the Water with Patient Hands
When human swimmers pull and kick they consider turbu-

lence an acceptable price for generating power. But when we
emphasize streamlining and weight shifts, turbulence is a
drag…literally. In TI Swimming, you’ll take care to return your
arm to the water cleanly – almost softly – to avoid noise, splash
and bubbles; calm water allows a firmer grip. Second, extend
fully – as if stretching for something just beyond your reach.
Third, patiently trap as much water as possible, as firmly as pos-
sible, behind your hand. Finally, don’t stroke until your hand is
stable and your grip firm.

As you patiently establish your grip, your body will be com-
ing into position for the next powerful weight shift. If you
stroke too soon, you’ll just stir up the water and exhaust your-
self needlessly. You may be thinking all this patience will cost
you speed. But a streamlined body will hold its speed suffi-
ciently to allow you more time to begin the stroke. Swimming
this way will be far less tiring. When you push water back, your
arms and shoulders do all the work. Those muscles fatigue
quickly. When you focus on spearing, gripping and weight-
shifting, you use core muscle, aided by gravity. Those muscles
are not only much stronger; they’re virtually tireless.

How a Longer Stroke Makes a Faster Swimmer

C H A P T E R  F O U R
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