As Head Coach of the MLC Marlins Swim Team and previously the head coach of the SAC Seals Swim Team I have witnessed the effect of the HSC on teenage swimmers over the last eleven years.

My observations have been based on a number of swimmers. Most of the swimmers I have coached have been high achievers both in the pool and academically and they have cut back their swimming to study. I have also coached  a few swimmers who have dropped out of school, some who have completed pathways, a number that have cut back then stopped swimming, and a couple that have swam through and achieved a range of results from good to outstanding.

As a parent my children are yet to met the challenges of the HSC, but in an ideal world my children would play a musical instrument, speak two languages, play an individual and team sport at State/National level and score 90 plus in their HSC results. Is this a reasonable expectation or hope? I believe it is a reasonable hope, a goal but not a reasonable expectation.
It is obvious as a coach witnessing many young individuals that enjoy competitive swimming in NSW that the pressure of the HSC is enough for them to feel that they must reduce their commitment to swimming or to quit completely. 

As a swimming coach I believe that competitive sport adds, develops and provides an opportunity for young people to develop principles, values and character. I understand the value of a successful HSC result, but also question the single minded approach to achieving this goal. In every life there needs to be a balance between health, fitness, academic/intellectual stimulus, spiritual beliefs, social interaction, and family time.

Studies show that athletes perform better academically across the board. Their alertness commitment and endurance makes them great students. These attributes also contribute to making them successful adults. Studies also show that athletes that reduce or stop training perform least well and that exercise time is not normally replaced with study, but other activities. As a parent I would prefer swimming to other, normal teenage activities. I doubt if anyone can study the whole time.
By the age of 16/17 years the parents and swimmers are experiencing fatigue. Parents that started the swimming journey in their 30’s are now in there 40’s and working hard. The early mornings are getting harder not easier. Parents want their young adults to make their own mind up, and either give it a go, or give it away.  The so called sacrifice of being an elite athlete does put pressure on the family and its resources.

These teenagers are not young adults. They perceive a week as a long time and they are being asked to make decisions during the HSC on the rest of their lives. Everyone puts the HSC as the number one the priority and they are pressured into the only logical choice, 100%, no compromise, academic 1st, the rest a distant second. Who can disagree?

At this age the young teenager starts to realize that their chances of making it to the top in competitive swimming are slim and all the encouragement from outside sources is pointed towards the HSC. Most drop the number of sessions they train and. the swimmers performances in training and in competition declines. The younger swimmers start to catch them and at this point they realise that they will never swim for Australia, and that swimming has little to contribute to a successful adult life. They gradually slip away from the sport. Very few swimmers return to the pool.
I believe all teenagers should be encouraged to achieve the best academic results possible; however 
I also believe that there is a danger in encouraging teenagers to chase single goals and not balance their lives. 

Only swimmers that have a real opportunity to break through at the highest level should put sport before study, and then only just in front. I also believe that no swimmers should only focus on swimming.
Being an elite athlete and having the opportunity to push your body to its limits is a privilege not a sacrifice. At no other time in their lives will they have this opportunity to achieve this physical peak, or learn the life skills needed to be an elite athlete.

Swimmers do not peak at 16, 17 or 18. This is the age that they develop and the athletes with good adult physics and skills start to step forward to become open champions. Athletes that keep training through there HSC, that managing their time sensibly between sport and study have the option to give it a real go. They have the option to follow their dreams if they wish, athletes that give up, cannot.

Swimming at open level is fun, trips away are fun the social aspect is great and the friends you swim with often stay with you for life. We all cannot be champions if winning a gold medal is the gauge, especially at open level, but having a competitive sport outside of study or work is a great asset to a happy life.
Sport and exercise is vital to health, we should all play and take part in sport all our lives. Exercise reduces stress, promotes mental alertness and gives us endurance. These are important attributes for university and life. Stopping sport in the teenage years sends a message that sport is only for the young.

I know it is possible and have witnessed a number of swimmers that have managed to juggle the HSC with elite sporting commitments, family and social time and achieved great results in all areas. It is not easy; it is a skill that needs to be learnt.

Learning time management skills and then putting them into practice is the key to a successful teenage and adult life.

John Bladon, Head Coach MLC Marlins Swim Team.

