PARENT TIPS, SWIM MEETS
Swimming in yards vs. meters

April 11, 2022
Enjoying a little lull as the short-course swimming season has wrapped up for most?  The kids are still swimming in the pool, but practices are a little lighter. We have officially waved goodbye to the short-course season.

Next comes the long-course season. Yep, another season starts right on the heels of the short-course season. To the newer swim parent, this long-course/short-course mumbo jumbo is confusing. What do these courses even mean and what happened to all of those great times my swimmer just acquired last month?

Let’s take it from the beginning
Short-course season

Short-course season refers to a 25-yard or 25-meter pool. In the United States, many pools are 25 yards, some are 25 meters. Internationally, it’s 25 meters. This is the length of pool that your child probably swims in every day. It’s the standard length for most summer leagues and high school pools.

A common misconception is that a child’s times in a 25-yard pool should be equal to a 25-meter pool. Nope, not true. Twenty-five meters is longer than 25 yards, thus your child’s 25-meter times will be slower.

Long-course season

In March and April, USA Swimming teams across the country shift their focus to the long-course season. The majority of meets from spring through summer are held in 50-meter pools, or long course. This is the standard pool length for the Olympics and major international competitions, such as the World Championships.

Some teams have the luxury of training in a long-course pool during these months. Other teams may only have access a couple of times a week, while plenty of teams are without any access during training sessions.

Don’t stress about this. Most coaches know how to properly train their swimmers in any and all of these cases. (But if you are able to donate a 50-meter training facility to your team, please talk to your coach today.)

Times in yards vs. meters

Another common misconception: My child’s 50-meter times will be equal to their 25-meter times, which should be close to her 25-yard times. Wrong again.
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Most major international meets and the Olympics are competed in a 50-meter pool. For young swimmers, the sight of such a long pool can be daunting.

In fact, comparing your child’s long-course times to their short-course times is akin to comparing apples and oranges. You can’t do it. First of all, we’ve already noted that a race in yards is shorter than a race in meters.

Other factors play a role as well.

In long-course swimming, your swimmer has fewer turns in a race. For example, in a 100-yard freestyle, they’ll complete three turns. But in the 100-meter freestyle? Just one.

A swimmer who excels in turns and has great underwaters may miss having all of those turns in a long-course race, whereas a beginning swimmer who’s still struggling with his backstroke count may welcome only one turn in a 100.

Stroke tempo is also a key factor in long-course swimming. That wall in a 25-yard, short-course pool breaks up races into smaller segments, which means swimmers can reset their tempo each time they push off the wall.

However, in a long-course race, swimmers have to maintain a fast tempo for a longer distance before hitting that wall. This isn’t easy for newer and younger swimmers. It’s common to see a 10 & under zoom out to the lead in the first 25 meters of a race before finding that pace almost impossible to maintain the next 25 meters.

For younger swimmers, the task of swimming a full 50 meters without stopping can be daunting. And we could talk endlessly about how swimmers develop throughout their swimming careers in butterfly races. I was incredibly nervous the first time I swam a 100-yard butterfly race.  The final 25 was a nightmare.  I was barely getting my arms out of water as I finished.  A 100-meter race is even more difficult.  That is one long lap wondering if I’d ever make it home in the last 50!  Not only are the laps longer, but each race has a different context.  One reason why it’s so important to not compare or convert times.
Many swimmers come to love long course, and if they have any aspirations of swimming in national and international competitions, it’s something they must eventually embrace.

So, swim parents, what do you need to know about long-course swimming?
· If it is your swimmer’s first long-course season, just enjoy the ride. They will need the season to become accustomed to the longer pool. Don’t push them; give them space to learn it on their own. And if they are 10 years old or younger, always emphasize having fun.

· If it’s your swimmer’s second long-course season, congratulations! You are a pro by now, right? You’ll see big time drops to start the season, since your child hasn’t swum long course since July or August of last year. After that, remember your swimmer is still learning to swim in a different pool. Encourage them to try new races. Be prepared if that includes the 100 fly!

· Don’t even attempt to compare your child’s short-course times to long course. Yes, you can find a time converter online (such as this one) that’ll give you an idea of where a child might be. This is not an exact science, this converter. Use it carefully.

· A parent recently asked me what happens to all of the short-course times. They still exist and will be used as your child’s entry times in the fall. If your child obtained her first “B” time in short course, then it’s likely she’ll achieve a “B” in that same event in long course. But it may take a few tries.

· For swimmers who are qualifying for higher level meets such as Zones or Sectionals, it is important to understand that most of those meets define qualifying times for short course (yards & meters) and long course. For example, if your swimmer achieves a “AAA” time in short course in an event, then they are likely qualified for the summer zones meet, regardless of whether they get their “AAA” in long course. Check the meet information for qualifying standards.

Admittedly, I love long-course season. I was a better long-course swimmer, so maybe that’s why.
Perhaps it feels a bit more special, since many seasonal swimmers — high school and/or summer league — only swim short course. Or because it’s the pool the Olympics are held in.
No matter, though, encourage your swimmer to embrace this longer pool and enjoy the summer long-course season.

