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Elementary Backstroke
I’m going to finish our stroke series by covering the “resting strokes.”  These are the strokes that incorporate a glide, and are intended to be for long distances, or simply a slow, relaxing pace.  We’ve already covered one stroke with a glide – the breaststroke.  It is both a racing stroke and a resting stroke.  Although that seems like a contradiction, it’s not.  Because breaststroke can be swum very slowly, accentuating the glide, it can be quite relaxing.
Body position – Elementary backstroke is on the back (supine) and has a nearly horizontal body position.  The more horizontal you can make it, the less drag you will face as you pull yourself through the water.  As with any stroke on the back, you’ll need to adjust your head position, chest, and glide to accommodate your level of buoyancy.  Non-buoyant swimmers will need their head back, chest up, and glide shortened to keep the hips and legs from sinking.  Very buoyant swimmers will be able to swim this stroke with a neutral head position and chest horizontal.  Even then, their toes may be out of the water in the glide position.
Kick – The kick used for elementary backstroke is the whip kick.  We introduced this difficult kick with the breaststroke, and it is essentially the same; but – there is NO hip flexion when doing this kick in the supine position.  The leg bend is only from the knees.  Flexing at the hips will bring the knees out of the water, which may sink your hips & head, create splash/bubbles, and not contribute to forward motion.  Because of the straight thigh position, this version of the whip kick has less power – from the reduced range of motion.   Practice the supine whip kick with a kick board over your tummy, and your arms draped over the kickboard.  Keep your head back and your back flat.  Start in the glide position – legs straight, toes pointed.  Recover your legs by SLOWLY flexing at the knees, bringing your heels back toward your bottom.  Pull your heels as far back as your range of motion will allow (to maximize the circle for the power phase).  Separate your heels to the shoulder-width position at maximum flexion.  Hook (dorsiflex) and turn your feet out (evertion) to assume the catch position.  Whip your feet back and around hard, extending to straight legs as your feet come back together.  Throw the water back with the inside of your foot by forcefully plantarflexing as you extend your legs – like a follow-through when kicking a soccer ball.
Common errors with this kick are: flexing at the hips, recovering too fast, pointed toes throughout the kick instead of just during the glide, knees way apart, knees completely together during recovery and catch, hips uneven.   I know that’s quite a list, but we’ll cover them all briefly.  Flexing at the hips causes your hips and even your head to sink (depending upon your buoyancy).  Correct this by keeping your knees submerged throughout all phases of the kick.  Recovering too fast – because this is a direct reverse motion, it will make you go backward as well as pull your head underwater (and added “plus” will be the water shoved up your nose!)  Plantarflexion (pointed toes) throughout causes slipping and reduces the effectiveness of your power phase.   Knees together will reduce the size of the power phase circle and resulting force of your kick; knees way apart creates form drag.  Uneven hips will cause a scissors kick instead of a whip kick.  Although this version of whip kick is slightly easier than prone whip kick, it’s still very difficult to perform well.  Don’t give up!!  
Armstroke – The elementary backstroke arm motion is unique to this stroke.  It’s the ONLY stroke that employs a straight arm pull during the power phase.  Every other stroke uses a bent arm pull, due to the position of the hands in the catch.  In this stroke, the hands recover underwater and the catch is about level with the top of the swimmer’s head, or at about 10:00 and 2:00 on a clock face.  Some instructors teach a 9 and 3 o’clock position, but that reduces the length of your pull.  In either position, because you can pull straight back without bending your arms, you should keep them straight.  This makes a longer lever arm, where the force applied is proportional to the length of the lever arm (literally, your arm).  If you can move a straight arm at the same speed in the power phase as a bent arm, significantly more force will be applied at the hands.  Plus, your entire inside arm surface is pushing the water back, not just your hands.  
Starting with the glide, your arms are at your sides, palms against your legs.  Slowly draw your hands up the sides of your body to about the armpits.  Point your elbows down during this recovery phase to minimize drag.  Once at the armpits, turn your hands outward and shoot them to the 10 and 2 o’ clock catch positions, with your fingers straight.  Slice them through the water to the catch position, again to reduce drag.  From the catch, pitch your hands toward your feet, with a slight flexion of the wrist.  Pull hard (essentially a “lat-pull” like you’d do in the weight room) to perform the power phase, keeping your arm straight.  Pull all the way down until your hands are back against your outer thighs.  The mid-pull of this armstroke is the most efficient, because you’re pulling with lots of force, and the force is applied in the correct direction.  During the finish, the force is applied more and more to the side (toward the midline of your body).  Although the force at the catch is applied in the proper direction, there is little power behind it at that point.
Breathing and timing – The breathing is super easy on this stroke.  Breathe in during the recovery and exhale during the power phase.  Timing is also relatively easy.  I like to use a key phrase that emphasizes the glide, since this stroke is ALL about the glide, and taking it easy.  The phrase is: recover -2-3, kick-glide-2-3.  Recover 2-3 is to keep the recovery slow, since it’s completely backward.  Glide-2-3 is to emphasize a 3-second glide, or actually until you nearly stop moving.  Because of Newton’s law of inertia, we never glide to a complete stop before starting the next stroke.  The arms and legs recover separately and together.  What??  Yes, you start the arm recovery up your sides to the waist, then start the leg flexion so they both get to the catch at the same time.  All four limbs perform the power phase at once.  The arms finish after the legs, for the same reason that they start first – they simply have farther to go!  It’s a common mistake of swimming instructors to try to get students to finish both arms and legs at exactly the same time.  This doesn’t really work, since the kick is much shorter and faster than the arm pull.  They both start the power phase at the same time, but don’t finish at the same time.
Summary – A wonderful and relaxing stroke, with lots of power, elementary backstroke is still enjoyable, even if you can’t do the whip kick worth a hoot, and your armstroke is imprecise.  It’ll still work to move you through the water.  Have fun!
Greg Schmidt, Aquatics Manager
EWU Aquatic Center
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the catch position of the elementary backstroke
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