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 As a swimmer I had worked with Ben on a number of occasions, usually at 
training camps when Tom Johnson and Ben collaborated to run a collective camp to 
push the swimmers from each group.  Through this experience I already knew the 
type of training style Ben implements.  I had several goals when I approached Ben 
about doing this camp.  While some focused on his training methodology, I was 
more interested in his views of long-term athlete development as he has a fresh view 
of where Canadian swimming is at as an ‘outsider’.  These were the questions I 
hoped to have Ben answer during my visit with him: 
 
#1: Going against the grain of traditional ‘volume’ based programming, how did Ben 
come to this type of training? 
 
#2: What does Ben use as a weekly template within his program? 
 
#3: What approach did Ben take in the long-term athlete development of his 
swimmers in Britain?  Can his methodology be applied in Canada, if so how? 
 
#4: As a newcomer with elite coaching experience, what strengths and weaknesses 
does Ben recognize in Canadian swimming currently? 
 
About the Training Camp 
 

The training environment that I observed, and participated in, was not just 
Ben’s Toronto Swim Centre group, but was actually the Swim Ontario ‘All-Stars’ that 
participated in the Santa Clara Grand Prix the weekend prior to my arrival.  Despite 
there being 3 or 4 other coaches on deck, Ben wrote and conducted every workout 
to a group of around 25-30 swimmers. 
 What was immediately surprising for me once I was on deck was the level of 
specification Ben had in his workouts.  Each workout was written so that the group 
as a whole moved together and finished at the same time, but still meeting the 
needs of each individual of the group, despite the fact that Ben was working with the 
majority of the swimmers for the first time during this camp.  As you will see in the 
workouts, there are multiple set options in each workout made specifically to the 
needs of swimmers in particular events. 

By the time I arrived, the swimmers had been swimming in practices that had 
been coached by Ben for 3 days and had already understood how to read and move 
through his workouts.  Everyone in the practice moved through the practice with 
purpose and understanding of what they were doing.  Some of this can be attributed 
to the ‘enhanced’ training level of being in a large group of faster swimmers, but a lot 
of it was a result of Ben’s understanding of what each swimmer needed and his 
communication of what he wanted to be done prior to each workout. 
 
 
 
 



Training Methodology 
 

Ben explained to me that when he started coaching he was limited in his 
workout time, with the program unable to get training time for longer than 1 hour. 
Recognizing the limited time constraints, he knew that he could not follow a 
‘traditional’ model of high volume training, or even spend a significant amount of time 
on aerobic development.  Instead he relied on purposeful dryland and swim sessions 
that focused on maximizing the power output of the athlete within each training 
session. 

To give a further understanding of this approach, he explained that in Britain 
the cyclists (who had a tremendous amount of success in the London Olympics) had 
coaches who were essentially just physiologists.  As there is little need to focus on 
technique in cycling due to the constructs of the equipment, coaches focus primarily 
on how an athlete can maximize their power output over the duration of their race.  
He believes that swimming should go closer to this training methodology, while 
recognizing the much greater need for practicing technique in swimming compared 
to cycling. 

The majority of Ben’s workouts are focused on the production of power and 
ensuring there is adequate rest to produce the power necessary for the events that 
each specific swimmer is training for.  Any aerobic swimming that is done in Ben’s 
program often has equipment aids (Pull buoy, Paddles, fins, etc.) with enough rest to 
ensure there is no breakdown in technique, as well as adequate rest between sets 
so the swimmers can approach the next set with purpose. 

While Ben said they do some stroke count work on occasion, he is much 
more concerned with ensuring the swimmers reach the appropriate stroke rate when 
they are swimming at maximum speed.  During the camp this was done in a variety 
of ways, including wearing regular sized paddles.  For example, he had Chantal 
Vanlandegham wearing paddles working on getting her stroke rate over 50 (her 
approximate 50 Freestyle stroke rate), which was very challenging for her.  Most of 
the aerobic work was described as distance per stroke, but little had specific stroke 
counts and he did not ask swimmers what number of strokes they were taking. 
 
Training Template 
 
 Ben does not work from a ‘fixed’ template from week-to-week.  However, he 
does abide by guidelines to ensure that the swimmers are getting enough recovery 
between high quality swimming efforts, with the days in between focused on low-
speed/high proficiency of movement.  This is a commonality I have found in other 
programs that are based on intensity rather than volume, such as Dave Salo’s 
program at USC. 
 Generally Ben does 3 high quality sets every week.  The first is on Monday in 
the morning.  His reasoning is that swimmers need to be mentally prepared to swim 
fast whenever that opportunity arises, even if it’s on a Monday morning after a 
weekend off.  He explains that if a swimmer is being truly professional in their 
approach to swimming, it should not matter that the effort is on the Monday morning 
as they will come to the pool prepared to swim fast regardless of the time and day of 
the week.  The other main efforts are usually Thursday evening and Saturday 
morning, which allows for significant recovery between each quality set so that each 
can be done at the necessary intensity and speed that is applicable to the 



swimmer’s events.  That being said, every workout has some focus that requires 
maximum speed, even if the focus of the workout is low intensity aerobic work. 

This is in conjunction with a daily dryland program that alternates between 
weights and an intensive med ball routine.  Ben is currently working through issues 
with the support staff so he is conducting the dryland himself.  The dryland, much 
like the swimming, is specific to the duration of the events that the swimmers are 
preparing for.  For sprint oriented swimmers most exercises consisted of circuit 
training that had 3 or 4 exercises that lasted around 60-70 seconds with complete 
rest (2-3 minutes) between each round.  For swimmers oriented in longer events the 
swimmers had longer circuits that had them do around 3 rounds of 4-5 exercises 
where the athlete was active for a minute and resting for 15 seconds, with complete 
rest after the round was over.  It should be noted that Ben is currently in the process 
of changing his dryland programming and while this is what they did at the camp 
Ben was not satisfied with the program current given to him by the staff at the 
Ontario Sport Centre.  However, it was very apparent that Ben coached dryland with 
the same intensity that he coached swimming and regardless of whether he devised 
the dryland himself or if he had someone develop it for him that he was deeply 
involved in implementing the program. 
 
Kicking Exercises 
 
 None of the exercises that Ben had the swimmers do were that extraordinary.  
A lot of exercises that required full body movement, core engagement and full range 
of motion, similar to what can be found from Eugene Liang.  However there are 
some specific exercises we discussed that was geared towards improving a 
swimmers kick that I thought were important. 
 Much like in swimming itself, Ben feels that a swimmers inability to kick well in 
the water has to do with the swimmers body position (core activation) and their pure 
foot speed.  To address this Ben uses running shoes in the water on occasion to 
force the swimmer to increase their foot speed to stay on top of the water.  As well 
he has the swimmers a dryland exercise to address the kick specifically: 
 Lying prone on a bench, the swimmer has light ankle weights (start at 1 or 2 
pounds and work up) attached.  The swimmer position so that their waist is off the 
bench and must rely on their core to hold their body off the ground.  From this 
position they kick at MAX speed for 60 seconds.  Rest for 60 seconds and repeat 3-
5 times.  Ben would do this exercise and then immediately go into a fast kick set so 
that the speed and positioning transfers immediately into the water. 
 
Stroke Rate Exercises 
 
 Ben believed a swimmer should look the same whether they are swimming 
slowly or fast.  In order to practice this he suggested using stroke rate beepers on 
FAST/EZ sets.  By setting the beeper at their race pace stroke rate (eg. 50), the 
swimmer should be able to take two strokes per beep at race pace, but time every 
stroke with the beep on easy.  The goal is to have the swimmer able to look the 
same whether they are swimming at full race pace stroke rate, or at ½ stroke rate.  A 
lot of Ben’s sets required the swimmer to reach race pace stroke rate in a variety of 
ways (with/without resistance) while smooth swimming was typically DPS. 
 
 



Long-Term Athlete Development 
 
 One of the comments that Ben made to me that surprised me the most was 
that many of the swimmers that he coached to an elite level he had started working 
with as early as the age of 12.  We mostly talked about the development of 
Francesca Halsall and the path that he took with her and it is her path to elite world 
status that I will share in order to outline Ben’s views on athlete development. 
 Ben views his job as not only a coach but also as a scout for talent.  He 
watched many age-group meets in order to identify potential future talent for his 
program.  It was during one of these excursions that Ben identified Halsall at the age 
of 11.  Interestingly, Halsall did not win the races that she was in.  Instead Ben looks 
for young swimmers who he described as ‘gangly’ that can float on the water well.  It 
is then Ben’s job to show these prospects what fast really is. 
 Ben first had Halsall join him in his practices for Friday nights only.  During 
these practices he would do very little to change the program for Halsall to adapt.  
The intervals aren’t challenging in the sense that there is no risk of them missing 
intervals and he did not put fins on her to make it easier for her to win races in the 
water.  Instead the focus is ensuring that the swimmers can reach maximum speed 
within the workout.  By having Halsall in the water with his group, she was able to 
realize how fast the best swimmers were training and to open her eyes that she was 
not that far away from their speed if she was able to train at that level consistently. 
 As Halsall progressed she would spend more and more workouts with Ben 
until she was a full member of the centre when she was 15 or 16.  At that point, Ben 
was insistent that Halsall continues to represent her home club while she is training 
at the centre, as he does with all of his swimmers.  From there, Halsall trained with 
Ben full-time and he would add a new ‘project’ swimmer to take part in practices on 
Fridays and continue the cycle. 

With male swimmers, this identification and transfer to the centre would 
happen at a later age when they have started to physically mature, around 15 or 16 
as oppose to 11 or 12 for girls.  Identifying athletes earlier than that for men is not 
necessary as their talent can be evaluated later in their physical development 
without hindering their long term ability to achieve world-class results. 

With women, Ben believes that waiting until later, even after 14 years old 
when some may have finished physical growth, will greatly inhibit their prospect of 
moving towards an elite level.  Thus, it is more of a ‘gamble’ to guess which 12 year 
old swimmers may develop into a great swimmer prior to seeing how they will grow 
into a woman.  However, Ben sees this as a necessary choice because if he gets a 
female swimmer after they have physically developed it is already too late to engrain 
the necessary training to develop them to a world-class level.  If he gets a talented 
swimmer after they have graduated university, it is far too late as training that could 
have been used on pushing the swimmer to an elite level with an elite group of 
athletes is instead used on ensuring the swimmer is training within a group setting in 
their home club, likely stunting their development. 
 
Group Formation 
 
 While Ben recognizes the importance of identifying talent and exposing them 
to elite levels of training in order to maximize their potential, a large reason why he 
believes he had success in his program was his ability to create a group that was 



geared towards success at the world stage and not have that environment diluted 
with swimmers who did not have the same commitment level or ability. 
 As he grows the centre in Toronto, Ben is considering taking the same 
approach as he did in Britain by having swimmers in his group on a ‘contractual’ 
basis.  In these ‘contracts’ the swimmers would agree to meet his standards and 
expectations in the water and in their approach to their swimming.  In doing this, he 
has developed 4 classifications of swimmers, each of which have their own criteria. 
 
 A: World Class Achievement 

Top 3 at Worlds/Olympics or Top 5 in non-Olympic/World Champ Years 
 
B: World Class Performance 
Top 8 at Worlds/Olympics or Top 10 in non-Olympic/World Champ Years 
 
C: World Class Potential 
Ranges from 1% away from FINA ‘A’ standard to Top 16 in the World 
 
D: National Team Potential 
Within 2% of the FINA ‘A’ standard AND Top 6 in the country (Free events) 
AND Adds to the training environment of the group 

 
During his time in Britain, his ideal grouping would have 4 ‘A’ swimmers, 3 ‘B’ 
swimmers, 2 ‘C’ swimmers and 1 ‘D’ swimmer.  This would ensure that any new 
comers to the group are drawn towards the majority of the group (those in the top 8) 
as oppose to feeling like what they are doing is enough and they don’t need to 
improve.  Someone like Halsall would have started as his only ‘D’ swimmer and 
progressed through each grouping as she developed as a swimmer. 
 
Ben’s Views on Canadian Swimming 
 
 Through this report it is clear that there are items that could be implemented 
in Canada immediately, while others may not be practical yet.  Ben believes that the 
size of the country and the physical distance between truly high quality programs are 
the greatest inhibitors to success in Canadian swimming.  In Britain, if he wanted to 
watch a prospective talent, a meet was never further than a long drive.  In Canada 
truly talented swimmer may be lost in the system for no other reason than the 
inability and cost to travel to find them. 
 With that being said, having the Centre develop relationships with the 
coaches in the area is vitally important to ensure the success of the swimmers in the 
country.  In Britain Ben was in frequent contact with the coaches in his areas.  He 
has already started to do this in Canada as well, hosting an open clinic to all 
coaches at the start of the year, conducting Swim Ontario camps and watching 
provincial championships and other local meets.  Through this he has already 
identified talent that he wants to work with and is already working with very young 
female sprinters in his area while coaching the current Centre athletes. 
 As noted before, Ben believes that it is extremely important to show the 
swimmers what FAST actually is.  In Canada many coaches and swimmers win at 
provincial, regional or national meets and believe that the speed in which to do so is 
fast.  Ben believes this is likely the greatest pitfall for swimmers in Canada because 
the swimmers (and some coaches) believe that a swim that is good enough at this 



level is good enough to move them to the highest level when it is not even close to 
an elite standard.  On top of that, because of our geography and (for some) 
unwillingness to seek out bigger challenges, the swimmers never witness or 
experience what is required to make it to the next level, and thus settle at the level 
that they are at because they think it’s good enough. 
 Ben stated that there are many within his program now who are focused on 
just being good university swimmers, as opposed to using the university program to 
help them progress to an elite level.  He believes that this is a common occurrence 
in Canadian system as many coaches are more focused on Provincial, Regional 
(Western/Easterns) or University (CIS and NCAA) competitions, rather than being 
concerned with how they are going to move their best swimmers towards higher 
international levels of competition. 

Ben believes that if they are used effectively, Centres can be used to 
enhance a talented swimmers training expose them to higher levels of competition 
and training.  It is not necessary for swimmers to move into a Centre ‘full-time’ 
immediately, but rather be slowly integrated over several years.  This is especially 
important because Ben believes that waiting until a swimmer is in university before 
they are exposed to international swimming is too late for many swimmers, 
particularly talented female swimmers. 

Ways that Ben has done this in the past has been once-a-week practices for 
a prospect (as mentioned), as well as doing a training camp with them over a longer 
period or doing a small training stint with Ben prior to the swimmer attending an 
international meet (Santa Clara as an example) with the Centre.  This allows Ben to 
collaborate with the coaches on how to develop the swimmer and the swimmer gets 
exposed to more opportunities against levels of competition and training that are 
higher than what is available in their area.  Ben recognized that swim clubs in 
Canada are much more insular than they are in Britain but he has always insisted 
that a swimmer coming into his centre continues to represent their home club.  This 
way the club continues to get exposure for the success of the swimmer. 

If we, as a nation, are going to produce a higher quality of swimmers at the 
international level, Ben believes that Swim Canada’s role in utilizing the Centres 
must be clarified and focused.  One way is distributing funds more appropriately 
towards swimmers with a capability to achieve World Class performances.  Ben’s 
goal is to shape his group more towards the model of his Britain centre in having 4 
A/3 B/2 C/1 D swimmers.  His belief is that we are diluting centres with D swimmers 
but supporting them like they’re A or B swimmers.  This has many negative 
consequences such as lowering the performance standard of the group (and 
therefore the country), giving a sense of entitlement to swimmers who have yet to 
accomplish true international performance and using resources on older swimmers 
who have maxed out their potential as oppose to identifying younger swimmers who 
may become A or B swimmers. 

Ben also sees the Centres becoming more ‘specialized’ in order to achieve 
these objectives.  His example would be using the Toronto Centre to focus on 
female sprinters.  This way if Swim Canada, or Provincial bodies, identifies a 
talented 12 or 13 year old female sprinter in the country then Swim Canada can use 
their resources to help Ben collaborate with the coach and progress her to the 
highest level she is capable of.  Instead of doing this Swim Canada has chosen to 
spend that same money on a 24 or 25 year old swimmer who may have a chance to 
make a National team but has shown no signs of reaching World Class 
Performance, which will be less likely to produce medals at the international level. 



 
Summary 
 
 A swimmer has to see what they need to do in order to maximize their 
potential.  That pretty much sums up what I took out of my visit with Ben.  Whether it 
is reaching the speeds necessary in workout in order to replicate it in a race, or 
setting up the environment where the swimmer is always challenged and expected 
to improve, the swimmer must be able to see the path to how they are going to 
succeed.  The importance of swimming at race speed during workout has been 
shown to me time and time again and Ben was able to give me a few more tools to 
enable that.  As well I saw that it is not enough to bring a group of swimmers 
together, but to actually have swimmers capable of showing true, reliable 
performance in order to make the whole group better. 
 I had great insight from Ben as to how I maximize my current position in the 
swimming community, particularly since coaches in the area have reason to be 
mistrustful towards coaches in my position.  However, I also recognize the need for 
coaches who are currently in Senior programs (Centre or a University programs) to 
collaborate with coaches from local clubs in order to maximize the potential of the 
swimmers in our area.  Ben showed me that through communicating effectively and 
building an elite swimming environment  that all programs will be able to achieve 
their objectives while, most importantly, ensuring that the swimmers who are 
capable of becoming the best in the world maximize their potential.  Ben outlined the 
challenges that Canada already presents in developing world class swimmers, but 
also provided what it looks like to be truly successful and how we, as a community, 
can get there. 


