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As parents we naturally want to do everything we can to help our child succeed in every aspect of his or her life. In sports you can see a full spectrum of ways parents try to do this, from the parent who feels that all they need to do is pay their monthly fee and drop their child off, all the way up to the parent that feels they need to correct or supplement what the coach is doing. Each of us, swimmer, coach, and parent, has a role to play if the child is to reach his or her full potential. There are two areas where it is not only appropriate for a parent to assist in the development of their child as an athlete, but they can play a major part in their performance. These are Rest and Nutrition. While the coach can educate swimmers on the importance of these things, it is the parent who makes the meals and has control over the swimmers schedule. Following is a brief overview of the rest and nutritional requirements for our athletes. Articles and other in depth information is available at the pool for anyone interested in learning more.

Consider the following; taken from the USA Swimming website:

"Believe it or not your swimmer doesn't get fast during practice. In practice she might see her times improving, but her adaptation to training (i.e. getting faster) actually occurs while her body is at rest. Workout is the stimulus that causes this to happen.

Workouts are hard! They're supposed to be. They're designed to tell the body, "this is hard work for me... you better do something to enable me to do it again later." And the body actually responds by becoming more efficient-aerobically and anaerobically. During its time off, the body WILL adapt, but only if given the proper fuels." www.usaswimming.org
After a workout it takes approximately 24 hours for an athletes body to recover and be ready for the next workout. Getting the proper rest and fuel aids in the recovery process. Not getting them can hinder recovery and over time can have a detrimental effect on athletic performance.

Rest: Each of the sources I found in researching this topic agreed on the minimum amount of sleep necessary for each age. They also agreed that every child is different with slightly different sleep need but an "active" child should usually get more sleep than the "average" child. Swimmers definitely fall into the active category. So in general a 5 year old needs 11 hours of sleep each day, a nine year old needs 10 , a 14 year old needs 9 and a 16 year old needs 8 and a half. This means if your 11 year old has to get up at 7am for school she should be going to bed no later than 9:30 PM to get enough rest. Under the same circumstances your 14 year old should be in bed by 10 PM. Of course for teenagers this is in direct opposition to their natural body clock that tells them to stay up later. For most of us this is a real balancing act. Between homework, swim practice, church and other activities there are not enough hours in a day. Each family has it's own schedule that works best for them, but if you find your child difficult to wake in the morning, grouchy during the day, grades slipping, or having trouble keeping up in swim practice you may want to consider an earlier bed time.

Nutrition: There are 3 sources of energy that your body uses during physical activity. Carbohydrate, Fat and Protein. They are accessed by your body in that order. Carbohydrates are the primary fuel source for any kind of athletic activity. CARBOHYDRATES DO NOT MAKE YOU FAT! During a workout the body first starts burning the carbohydrate it has stored, once that is used up it starts to use the stored fat and last it accesses the protein. Protein and fat are not very efficient energy sources. Both are necessary to your diet but their primary function is not providing energy for physical activities. So it is important that the athlete have a large quantity of carbohydrates eaten throughout the day. Athletes should eat a variety of foods, most foods provide a combination of carbohydrate, protein and fat. Choosing colorful foods like strawberries, peaches, apples, carrots, corn, peas,  etc. will ensure that they are also getting the vitamins and minerals they need.

Timing is also important. Athletes should have a good breakfast, snack, lunch, snack, (before practice), snack (after practice) dinner, snack. For most kids during the school year, it is not practical to have a snack between breakfast and lunch, but the idea is to keep their energy levels from going through peaks and valleys. The most important time to eat is within 20 minutes after practice. After using up the carbohydrate stores they need to be replenished right away or the body will tap into any fat stores (most of our kids don't have those) and then will breakdown muscle tissue. Having a good High Carbohydrate snack within 20 minutes and then a good balanced meal within 2 hours of practice will replenish their energy stores and build muscle. Having a high carb snack before practice will help them have enough energy for practice. If practice is late and they had dinner before practice, Gatorade on the way home and a snack before they go to bed is a good idea.

At the pool are articles, charts and suggestions on how to implement this and how to figure out how much carbohydrate your swimmer needs for recovery. USA swimming has provided us with suggestions on packing for meets, comparison of carb, protein, and fat grams in recovery foods, and information on dietary supplements (generally not recommended)  The USA Swimming web site has more useful articles and a diet analyzer that you can use to find out how well your child is doing and show you how to improve it. Go to www.usaswimming.org , select the "parents" tab and then select "nutrition" from the left hand side.

