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MASTERING THE WATER: A
COMPLETE GUIDE ON HOW TO
SWIM FRONT CRAWL

Learning how to swim front crawl is one
of  the  most  rewarding  skills  you  can
develop  in  the  water.  Often  called
freestyle in competitive swimming,  the
front  crawl  is  the  fastest  and  most
efficient  swimming stroke.  But  for  many
beginners, it can feel chaotic, with arms
flailing  and  lungs  gasping  for  air.  The
secret lies in breaking the stroke down
into  manageable  parts.  This  guide will
walk you through every element,  from
body position to breathing, helping you
move  from  splashing  to  gliding  with
confidence.  By  the  end,  you  will
understand not just the movements, but
the rhythm that makes this stroke feel
effortless.

THE FOUNDATION: BODY
POSITION AND BALANCE

Before you even think about your arms
or  legs,  you  need  to  understand  how
your body should sit in the water. A flat,
streamlined  body  is  the  single  most
important factor in learning how to swim
front crawl efficiently. Think of your body
as a long, thin log. If your head lifts up,
your  hips  and  legs  will  sink,  creating
massive  drag.  If  you press  your  chest
down  slightly,  your  hips  will  rise.  The
goal is to have your body as close to the
water  surface  as  possible,  with  the
waterline hitting the top of your head.

The Neutral
Head Position
Your  head is  the steering wheel.  Look
straight down at the bottom of the pool,
not  forward.  Your  neck  should  be
relaxed, in line with your spine. Imagine
you are trying to hide your ears between
your  shoulders.  When your  head  is  in
this  neutral  position,  your  legs  will
naturally  float  higher,  reducing
resistance.  This  is  the  foundation  of
every efficient front crawl swimmer.

Core
Engagement for
Stability
Engaging your core muscles is not just
for  dry-land  exercise.  A  tight  core
connects  your  upper  and  lower  body,
preventing your hips from twisting too
much.  You  want  a  controlled,  gentle
rotation  of  your  entire  torso,  not  a
separate  wobble  from  your  hips  and
shoulders. Think of rotating your whole
body as a single unit. This rotation will
become the engine for your arm stroke
later.

THE LEG KICK: CREATING LIFT
AND THRUST

The front crawl kick serves two primary
purposes: it provides a small amount of
fo rward  p ropu l s ion ,  and  more
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importantly, it helps lift your legs to the
surface. Many beginners kick too hard,
wasting  energy  and  creating  excess
splashing. The secret to a great kick is
that it originates from the hip, not the
knee.

How To Execute
the Flutter Kick

Point your toes: Imagine you are1.
trying to keep a pair of flippers on.
Point your toes back toward the
wall behind you. This elongates
your foot and creates a better
surface area for water
displacement.
Kick from the hip: Keep your2.
legs relatively straight, with a
slight bend in the knee. The
motion should be a quick, narrow
up-and-down movement. Your
heels should barely break the
surface of the water.
Use a 6-beat kick: For general3.
swimming, a six-beat kick (six
kicks per complete arm cycle) is a
good starting rhythm. As you
improve, you can adjust this to a
two-beat or four-beat kick for
distance swimming.
Keep it shallow: Most of the4.
power comes from the downward
kick. Avoid bringing your knees too
far forward, as this increases drag.
Your kick should be a gentle,
steady flutter, not a bicycle
motion.

THE ARM STROKE: THE ENGINE
OF PROPULSION

This is the most complex part of learning
how to swim front crawl. The arm stroke
is not just about pulling water; it is about

catching water and propelling your body
past your hand. There are three distinct
phases:  the  catch,  the  pull,  and  the
recovery.

The Catch:
Setting the
Anchor
When  your  hand  enters  the  water,  it
should enter at a point directly in front of
your shoulder, not wide to the side and
not  crossing the centerline.  Your  hand
should  slice  into  the  water  with  your
palm facing down and slightly outward.
Immediately  after  entry,  extend  your
arm  forward  slightly,  then  bend  your
wrist  and  elbow to  "catch"  the  water.
Imagine you are reaching over a barrel
and grabbing hold of the water. This is
where 90% of swimmers lose power. Do
not slap the water;  slide your hand in
smoothly.

The Pull: The
Power Phase
Once you have caught the water, your
arm should pull  in a straight line back
toward  your  thigh.  Your  elbow  should
remain high, pointing toward the ceiling,
while  your  hand  and  forearm  face
backward. This is called the "high elbow"
position.  From  there,  pull  your  hand
straight  back  along  the  side  of  your
body. The key is to accelerate the hand
through the water. Press the water back
with  increasing  speed  until  your  hand
reaches your thigh.
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The Recovery:
Relax and Reset
This is the phase where you relax. Once
your hand reaches your thigh, lift your
elbow  out  of  the  water  first.  Your  hand
should  exit  the  water  near  your  hip,
pinky  finger  up.  Then,  swing  your  arm
forward in a relaxed arc, with your elbow
leading.  Your  hand should  be  relaxed,
and your fingers should lightly brush the
surface  of  the  water  as  they  move
forward to re-enter. The recovery should
feel effortless. If you feel tension in your
shoulder,  you  are  using  too  much
muscle.  Let  gravity  help  you.

BREATHING: THE CRUCIAL SKILL
THAT UNLOCKS EVERYTHING

This  is,  without  question,  the  hardest
part  for  most  people  learning  how  to
swim front crawl. The natural instinct is
to  lift  your  head  forward  to  breathe,
which destroys your body position and
causes you to sink. The correct method
is to roll your head to the side, keeping
one goggle in the water while you take a
breath.

Mastering the
Side Breath

Time your breath: Breathe to the1.
side as your arm on that side
enters the catch phase and the
opposite arm is recovering. For
example, if you breathe to the
right, take a breath as your right
arm enters the water and starts to
pull.
Roll your body: Do not turn your2.
neck alone. Use your body roll to

help bring your mouth clear of the
water. When your right arm is
pulling, your body naturally rolls to
the left, lifting your right shoulder
and mouth slightly higher.
Keep one eye in: As you roll to3.
breathe, keep the goggle on the
other side of your face submerged.
This keeps your head low and
prevents you from lifting it.
Exhale constantly: Never hold4.
your breath underwater. Breathe
out steadily through your nose and
mouth as your face is in the water.
When you turn to breathe, you
only need to inhale. This prevents
carbon dioxide buildup and makes
you feel less panicked.
Practice bilateral breathing:5.
Try to breathe every three strokes
(alternating sides) rather than
every two strokes. This balances
your body development and helps
you swim straighter.

COORDINATION AND TIMING:
PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER

Now that you understand the individual
components, you need to combine them.
The  most  common  timing  issue  is
starting the arm pull  before  the other
arm finishes its pull. This creates a dead
spot where there is no propulsion.

The Front
Quadrant Timing
In front crawl, one arm should always be
reaching forward. As one arm is finishing
its pull, the other arm should be starting
its  catch.  This  creates  continuous,
overlapping propulsion. Think of it like a
dog  paddling:  one  paw  is  always
reaching  forward  while  the  other  is
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pulling back.

Common Timing
Drills

Single arm swimming: Swim
front crawl with one arm held at
your side. This forces you to focus
on the catch and pull of the
working arm while maintaining
body rotation.
Catch-up drill: With each stroke,
touch your recovering hand to the
hand that is extended forward
before starting the next stroke.
This exaggerates the front
quadrant timing and slows
everything down.
6-kick drill: Take one stroke, then
hold that arm extended forward
while kicking six times. This helps
you feel the glide and connection
between your kick and your stroke.

COMMON MISTAKES AND HOW
TO FIX THEM

Even  with  the  best  instructions,
everyone hits roadblocks. Here are the
most frequent errors people make when
learning how to swim front crawl, along
with practical solutions.

Problem: Your
Legs Sink
Cause: Head is lifted too high, looking
forward. Fix: Press your chest down and
look directly at the bottom of the pool.
Engage your core and kick from the hip.

Problem: You
Run Out of
Breath Quickly
Cause:  You  are  holding  your  breath
underwater or exhaling only when you
lift your head. Fix: Exhale continuously
through your nose/mouth whenever your
face is submerged. Only inhale when you
roll to breathe.

Problem: Your
Shoulder Hurts
Cause: You are crossing your hand over
the centerline during the catch, or you
are  entering  the  water  thumb first.  Fix:
Enter the water with your fingertips first,
directly in line with your shoulder. Keep
your hand wide during the initial catch
phase.

Problem: You
Splash
Excessively
Cause:  You are slapping the water on
recovery, or your kick is too deep and
wide. Fix: Slide your hand into the water
during  recovery,  and  keep  your  kick
narrow  and  shallow.  Imagine  you  are
trying not to disturb the surface.

Problem: You
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Swim In a Zigzag
Cause:  Uneven  stroke  length  or
breathing only to one side. Fix: Practice
bilateral  breathing  (every  3  strokes).
Ensure your hand entry point is always
in line with your shoulder, not reaching
to the side.

ESSENTIAL EQUIPMENT TO
IMPROVE YOUR LEARNING

While  you  can  learn  entirely  through
feel,  a  few  pieces  of  equipment  can
accelerate  your  progress  when  used
correctly.

Swim Snorkel (Center-Mount):
This is the single best tool for
learning how to swim front crawl.
It allows you to focus entirely on
your body position, arm stroke,
and core rotation without worrying
about breathing. Use it to perfect
your head position.
Pull Buoy: Placed between your
thighs, this floats your legs and
lets you focus exclusively on your
arm stroke. It teaches you to swim
with your upper body and improve
your catch.
Fins: Short fins help you develop a
proper kick from the hip. They
provide extra propulsion, allowing
you to concentrate on your arm
technique without feeling like you
are sinking.
Hand Paddles: Use small paddles
to increase the surface area of
your hand, giving you more
feedback on the pressure of your
catch. Start with small sizes to
avoid shoulder strain.

DRILLS TO REFINE YOUR STROKE

Drills  are  not  just  for  beginners.  Even

elite  swimmers  use  them  to  maintain
feel and correct flaws. Incorporate these
into your practice sessions regularly.

Drill 1: Fist Drill
Swim  front  crawl  with  your  hands
clenched into fists. This forces you to use
your  forearm  as  the  paddle,  teaching
you to have a "high elbow" catch. After
25 meters, open your hands and feel the
massive increase in water pressure.

Drill 2: Side
Kicking with One
Arm
Lie on your side with one arm extended
forward, palm down, and the other arm
resting on your hip.  Kick for  12 to 20
meters, keeping your head in the water
and breathing to the side. Switch sides.
This teaches body rotation and balance.

Drill 3: Unco Drill
Swim  front  crawl  but  pause  in  the
extended  position  for  a  two-second
count after each stroke. This breaks the
rhythm  and  forces  you  to  feel  a  full
rotation  and  stretch  in  every  stroke
cycle.

PUTTING IT INTO PRACTICE: A
SAMPLE WORKOUT

To truly learn how to swim front crawl,
you need to practice consistently. Here
is  a  simple,  30-minute  workout  for  an
intermediate beginner:

Warm-up (200 yards): Swim 2001.
yards of easy kick with a board,
focusing on shallow, narrow kicks
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from the hip. Drill set (400 yards):2.


