TAPERING THE AGE  GROUP SWIMMER

By Leigh Nugent, 
National Youth Coach

Being approximately 63 days to the National Age Championships what more important topic is there to write about than the taper. After all, tapering is virtually all that there is left to do before packing our bags and traveling to Brisbane for the Australian Age Championships. 
For the young teenage swimmer it is the biggest and the most competitive meet on the Australian Swimming calendar.

What is the purpose of the taper?

Following a relatively long period of physiological stress and adaptation throughout the preparation, the purpose of the taper is: 
“to bring the swimmer to a condition at the time of competition enabling him or her to race at the very peak of their physical capacities”.
How does the taper help in achieving the peak performance?

· The taper is designed to reduce the workload or physiological stresses on the body in a controlled manner, resulting in amplifying the effects of the physiological changes on the body through the training process. 
· It is the major adaptive period of the preparation. If not managed in a controlled and methodical way, the swimmer can find themselves in a position where they are not in the ideal physical state to perform and ultimately produce their best.

What is the correct way to taper?

As in many things in life there is no 
“one right way to do something,”
and taper design is no exception. 
No two coaches will taper their swimmers the same way and rarely will a coach replicate a taper in every detail. 

Factors Affecting Taper Design?

The taper process is affected by the swimmers preparation leading into the taper period with all of the following factors having to be taken into account.

· Previous history (responses to previous tapers)

· Length of the preparation

· Quality of the work done across all categories of training

· Main events to be swum and dates

· Chronological age and training age of the swimmer

· Body type and physiological characteristics

· Health status during the lead in preparation

· Volumes swum

· Male or female 

· Psychological make up 
Taper Design

There are many taper designs and most coaches will have more than one methodology from which they choose. The basic principles that are followed (taking into consideration the factors mentioned above) are:
1. Gradual reduction in volume. The volume on a week by week basis is reduced to 50% or less (of pre- taper) in the week prior to competition 

2. Period of taper can be 5 weeks to one week. Young girls who are predominantly aerobic athletes may perform best on very little taper, with one week being enough to provide them with the necessary rest, but the heavily muscled 16 or 17 year old male will need a longer period of time to recover and fully adapt to the previous weeks of hard training.

3. Gradual reduction in intensity. The reduction in intensity refers more specifically to a reduction in the volumes of high intensity work, such as VO2, lactate production and race pace work.

4. Reductions can be done in a variable or in a linear configuration. For example, if we look at volume only: if the average session volume was 6km, a linear reduction would be 
· 6.0Km, 5.6Km, 5.2Km, 4.8Km, 4.4Km etc and a variable reduction would look like 
· 6.0Km, 4.5Km, 6.0Km, 4.2Km, 5.8Km, 5.0Km etc. Reductions in intensity usually follow a linear configuration

5. Number of sessions is generally reduced
6. Length of sessions is reduced. As the volume is reduced we usually find that the session length and the number of sessions is also reduced. This will avail the swimmer more sleep and rest.

7. Speed and race pace is performed with high quality but sparingly. It is easy for both the swimmer and coach to become over excited and over do the speed (or sprint) and race pace work. This type of work if overdone will tear the swimmer down and should be done in small volumes for reinforcement and fine tuning.

8. Race skills are perfected. The taper is the time to perfect starts turns finishes and relay change-overs

Some Handy Hints
During taper swimmers are susceptible to illness as the body adapts. 
· Sound personal management and good nutrition is important in reducing the risks.

· Err on the side of more rest if the swimmer is not responding as expected.

· Keep your cool and have confidence in your program and preparation.

· Foster a positive attitude in your swimmers and yourself. Self-belief is an important factor in performance.

· Beware of over doing the high intensity work in taper.

· Technique and skills are vitally important.

· Be observant and have empathy with your swimmers during taper.

· Don’t be afraid to change things if you feel that it is the right thing to do.

· Maintain strength and flexibility.

· Reduce the calorific intake of the swimmer as the volume of training reduces.

· “Swimmers” don’t have to feel good to swim great.

