
FGC Banquet Speech ‘14 

 In all my 22 years of swimming, I have learnt more than a few lessons along the way. From J.O. meets to 
the Olympic Games each meet has been a learning experience for me, and each meet has helped me to 
become a better swimmer.  These are some of the concepts I have learnt:  

Once you are not afraid to fail, then you can open yourself up to succeeding. 

If you are in a race and you’re wondering what will happen if you lose the race or add time, then you are 
allowing fear to enter your mind. If you are afraid of what will happen, then you’re not using all your 
mental strength in winning or succeeding in the race. Be not afraid of what will happen, and maybe 
then you can start creating a path to succeed.  

It is imperative to believe in yourself 1st and foremost. 

This may be the easiest thing or the hardest thing to do. We want to say we believe in our self but how 
much do we really believe?  We may believe in our self when we are at a J.O. meet or Division 1, taking a 
quiz or test, but what about when you reach Jr. Nationals, or taking a major examination? Do you have 
that same level of belief in yourself? 

Believing in yourself 1st and foremost means, having unwavering belief in your capability, in your talent 
and in your strength: physically and mentally. This was the hardest thing for me to do. I believed in 
myself, in my coach and my team, but I realized I was putting limits on myself. I thought that I couldn’t 
do those times that won meets. I thought that was only for fast swimmers.  

Limits mean that you don’t truly believe you can do something; you are putting a mental cap on how 
fast you think you can go.  

What I realized was that limits only limit you, it doesn’t help you in a race, in practice or your technique, 
so why put them on yourself. Just because it’s a practice meet, or maybe you’re sore from practice, or 
maybe you didn’t sleep that much last night, whatever excuse you may use, remember that it is just 
that; an excuse. 

Now I am not saying that you will break records or always swim a best time, but if you swim without the 
limits you are using as excuses, you will open yourself up to much more opportunities to perform great. 
Swim limitless and live limitless. 

Learning from others like, teammates, or watching videos of professionals are 
very important tools in improving your technique. 

What we learn, whether it’s in meets, or practice, doesn’t just come from our coaches.  

Coaches are great, but sometimes it takes a visual aid to help you understand what the coaches are 
saying. In my search the best visual aids are from other swimmers who have already learned those 
lessons. This generation has a lot of venues to use as teaching tools.   

With swim meets being on TVs, YouTube videos and stroke techniques of professionals swimmers, our 
grasp for research has widened, so why not use it. 

 Throughout my age group years, college years and Olympic years I have watched and mimicked 
countless athletes and their strokes, and others have learnt from mine as well.  Not only has it made me 
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a better swimmer but it also helped me to perfect my own technique. Learn from others, especially 
your teammates, and use the positive parts to better your own.  

Positive thinking 

Now, a lot of you may not realize it but there is a method of thinking called Double negative; sometimes 
we may think we are being positive, but it may not always be the case. 

 An example of this is if I tell you all to ‘think of any animal other than a polka-dotted elephant’. I can bet 
the majority of you are thinking about that elephant.  

So in swimming terms:  if before a race you are telling yourself repeatedly, I will not lose, I WILL NOT 
LOSE, guess what your subconscious is hearing….lose – (because you were already thinking about 
losing). It happens in a lot of cases, for example if you are coming out of a turn and you say, don’t 
breathe, don’t breathe, guess what happens, 7  out of 10 cases you breathe, sometimes you breathe 
while still repeating don’t breathe, because all your subconscious is hearing is breathe, breathe. The 
best way to use positive thinking is to use what some call positive affirmations. 

For example, instead of saying: 

 I won’t lose, say I WILL WIN 

I won’t breathe, say hold it, I CAN hold it. 

If you’re afraid of a backstroke start, or going underwater tell yourself before the race: 

I am the best backstroke starter at this meet (even if Missy Franklin is at the meet).   

Or repeat to yourself: my underwater has improved so much; I am going to rock these underwaters. 

You should try these and any other affirmations you come up with, but please understand that though 
positive affirmations are great, by helping you with your mental game before and during races, it only 
works if you believe it, and belief comes from confidence, and we get confidence by doing it 
successfully day in and out in practice. 

 Also positive affirmations may help you 5 percent of the time if you say it before your race, but if you 
said it every day for a month before a meet, it might help you 60 percent of the time. So imagine what 
would happen if you say some sort of positive affirmation every day before and after practice; can you 
imagine how much more that would help your mental game. As they say in every sport and frankly in 
anything you do, it is 20 percent physical and 80 percent mental.  

YOUR MIND IS STRONGER THAN YOU THINK. 

So I am here to tell you to never let an opportunity pass you by. 

Every chance you get to race is another chance for you to succeed. Whether it is a trial run, like doing a 
50 No breath and seeing how fast you can go, or going 8 fly kicks off each wall for a 200, every time we 
are on the blocks, we are working on something to improve ourselves, our stroke, our pace, our breath 
control and our mental game. If you have tried going 8 fly kicks off each wall, you will realize that it 
really is 20 percent physical effort and 80 percent mental strength, and most of the time it’s the 
mental aspect that fails us. 
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Stay Hungry 

So a lot of swimmers, coaches and parents have asked, “What motivates me to keep swimming?” 
Truthfully it’s because I am still hungry; I still have goals I want to achieve. Now you can be satisfied with 
a swim, practice, time drop or pace but always be hungry to go faster. Be hungry to get stronger and be 
hungry in competition, because you have to stay hungry if you want to swim your way to the top.  

A younger swimmer repeatedly told me that he wanted to get better.  I watched him to see where he 
could improve on, but all I saw was him slacking off, not taking practices seriously and  turning around in 
practice when he ‘thought the coaches were looking’. Side note the coaches see and know more than 
they let on, you can’t trick them. 

Back to the young swimmer, when I approached him about it all he said was: “Well I am not going to get 
worse.” He was not going to get worse. Hmmm it goes without saying, he wasn’t hungry. 

From that moment, the rest of the swimmers that was once on his level just went ahead of him. Now, 
he was satisfied with where he was, and it’s ok if you’re satisfied with your swims but remember, 
satisfaction is only momentary. There will always be someone working harder and pushing the limits, 
because it may not happen today or tomorrow, but believe me, someone will come and overtake you 
and you can bet they are swimming consistently harder in practice to stay in front of you. 

 So don’t give them the chance, make sure you are ready and prepared for anything that comes your 
way. Whether it’s a broken cap, previous disqualifications, loose goggles, holes in the suit, whatever it 
may be, be prepared for anything. Don’t put limits on your capabilities, believe you can achieve, 
especially at the highest level, be positive in your thoughts and be hungry to race.  If everything goes 
well, all you really have to focus on is your race, and that’s the easiest part, because you did it every day 
successfully in practice. 

Just quiet the fears and the nerves, stay positive, have fun and let your body do what it knows best.  

~Alia Atkinson~ 

 


