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Introduction: 
The goal of this 12-week training plan for the Vasa SwimErg is to prepare you with variety and 
progressively longer workouts.  You’ll build your ability to achieve greater sustained power 
(watts) while improving technique for efficiency, durability, and the strength to hold a long, taut 
body throughout your open water swims.   
 
The 12-week program consists of three 4-week training blocks. Each week has 3 Vasa SwimErg 
workouts and 1 strength circuit workout (optional and recommended).  The duration of the 
workouts will progressively increase from 20-minutes to 45-minutes.  

 
FAQs: 
 
1. Who will benefit from using this program? 
 
This program was designed for athletes (and coaches) who train with the Vasa SwimErg and 
have at minimum, a basic understanding of how to use it. (NOTE: It can be adapted to use a 
Vasa Trainer Pro model, but you won’t have the power meter output.) 
 
BEFORE YOU BEGIN: If you are entirely new to training with the SwimErg, be sure to start out 
using this 3-week Introductory Program.  Then start this 12-week program. 
 
Completing the 3-week Introductory Program program will familiarize you with: 

● swim training with the Vasa SwimErg 
● how to do the different strokes properly 
● how to use the SwimErg power meter for swim training on land 
● structured workouts on the SwimErg 
● how to maintain a set power output during intervals.  

 
The 12-week program that follows is ideal for those preparing for Sprint or Olympic or ITU 
distance triathlons. Due to the similarities in distances between the Olympic and half-Ironman 
distance (also known as IM 70.3), this program will also work equally as well training for both 
distances. 
 
IMPORTANT:  Plan to do a Critical Power Test on the SwimErg before starting your program. 
The details for the CP test are outlined in the first section below. 
 
2. When will I swim in the pool or open water?  
 
Please note that this program is not intended to completely replace pool or open water 
workouts. How frequently you choose to swim in water versus swim training on a Vasa will 
depend a lot on your personal circumstances. 
 
It’s intended to be a supplement to water-based swim training. In some cases, swim training 
with the SwimErg will actually replace most water-based training simply due to the time 
constraints and logistics for the individual athlete. 
 
Pool or open water swimming is recommended, though not required, for at least once per week.  
Plan to swim on a day when you are not training on the SwimErg. Depending on your current 
technical ability and fitness, plan to spend part of the in-water workout using a pool buoy and a 

https://vasatrainer.com/swimerg-intro-how-to-guide-with-workouts/
https://vasatrainer.com/swimerg-intro-how-to-guide-with-workouts/
https://vasatrainer.com/swimerg-intro-how-to-guide-with-workouts/


 

3 
www.vasatrainer.com 

swimmer’s snorkel.   Doing so mimics the same body position you will use when training on the 
SwimErg. 
 
This video explains how to do that. 
 
3. Is it OK to replace one of the SwimErg workouts with a pool or open water swim?  If 
so, which one? What if I need to cut one of the Vasa workouts? 
 
Yes, that’s fine, especially if your plan has only 3 swim workouts per week. Many triathletes are 
time-crunched and life is unpredictable.  In the event that you do need to replace a SwimErg 
workout with a pool or open water workout, choose the one that is not your limiter. If you need to 
cut a workout altogether, try to cut one that is less important. 
 
For example, if your biggest limiter is Freestyle technique,  then it’s better to replace the 
endurance SwimErg workout with a pool workout, and do the form-focused SwimErg workout on 
the schedule. Alternatively, if your swim form is good but your endurance is lacking, then keep 
the SwimErg endurance workout and replace or cut the form-focused workout.  
 
4. When should I do these workouts?  
 
These workouts can be done on their own or can be stacked on the same day as a “brick” with 
other workouts such as cycling, running or a strength routine. To save some time, just reduce 
the cooldown time for the first part of the workout and begin the next part.  
 
An example week might be: 
Monday: Workout 1 
Wednesday: Workout 2  
Friday morning: Strength routine 
Saturday: Workout 3 
Note: you can also do a Swim-Bike brick workout.  See this video: https://youtu.be/5Js2aaiH5Y4 
 
5. What if my race is more than 12-weeks away from starting this program?  
 
If your race is greater than 12-weeks from the start of the program, then repeat the last block of 
the program (the race specific one) and slightly increase the reps of the main set.  
If your race is 24 weeks from the start of the program, you can repeat each of the 4-week blocks 
and add in 2-3 more reps to the main set for the repeating block weeks. 
 
6. When would I do swim-specific strength circuit routines?  
 
Swim-specific strength circuits are recommended and ideally are done 1 to 3 times during the 
week.  These can be integrated as part of the scheduled swim workout or done as stand-alone 
workouts at home or at the gym. 
 
We recommend starting the “Build Your Own” approach outlined in this Vasa blog post: Build 
Your Own Swim Workout 
 
Here are links to other simple swim-specific strength workouts: 

● Get More with Less - The Benefits of Circuit Strength Training 
● Dry-land Swim Circuit - by Tim Crowley 

https://youtu.be/Cte3fO9MBfQ
https://youtu.be/5Js2aaiH5Y4
https://vasatrainer.com/blog/build-your-own-swim-workout-byo/
https://vasatrainer.com/blog/build-your-own-swim-workout-byo/
https://vasatrainer.com/blog/get-more-with-less-the-benefits-of-circuit-strength-training/
https://vasatrainer.com/blog/dry-land-swim-circuit-by-tim-crowley/
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7. How should I structure the week?  
 
Ideally, space each workout throughout the week to include a day between each SwimErg 
workout to do another type of training, such as swimming in the water, cycling, running, strength 
& conditioning, or a rest day.  
 
For example, do each workout with a Monday/Wednesday/Friday/Saturday split with the 
Saturday workout done before your long ride.  
 
However, if you are short on time or something unexpected happens and you need to move a 
workout, then do that in order to get it done.  While not ideal, moving a workout is better than 
not doing it all.  If you do miss a workout, don’t stress about making it up unless it fits in easily to 
your overall week. Simply move on and continue with the planned program. 
 
Adjustments and modifications for longer open water swims, 70.3 IronMan and full 
IronMan triathlons: 
 
If you have experience with the Vasa SwimErg and want to compete in a 70.3 IronMan, we 
recommend the following alterations: 

● Use the higher end recommendations for the rep ranges or increase the reps of the main 
set by 2-5  depending on current skill and strength 

● Use the higher end recommendation for the intensity zones or increase intensity for 
intervals in the main set (not recovery, warm ups, or cool down) by 5% 

 
 
If you have experience with the Vasa SwimErg, consider yourself a strong swimmer and are 
preparing for a full IronMan or a long distance Open Water swim, we recommend the following 
alterations:  

● Increase main set reps by 5-10 depending on current skill and strength 
● Increase the damper door by 1 level during power intervals  

 
If you are NOT familiar with using a Vasa SwimErg, it is important to focus first on improving 
your form and swim-specific fitness before modifying the program.  That approach will help you 
avoid potential shoulder and back strain.  
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Glossary and Abbreviations 
 

Warm-up (WU) – Always warm-up being mindful of using good form.  The goal is to increase 
blood flow to the working muscles & to gradually elevate the heart rate. Set the Damper Door 
(DD) at level 1 or 2.  
We recommend Coach Tim Crowley’s SwimErg warm-up video shown here: 
https://youtu.be/XN2I1Ldi4jM 
 
Cool-down (CD) –  If you cool down using the Vasa, always use good form even when 
fatigued.  The goal of a cool down is to gradually reduce the heart rate while actively removing 
waste products accumulated from the higher intensity exercise of the workout.  Set the Damper 
Door (DD) at level 1 or 2.  Also, add some stretching or easy flexibility exercises, like yoga 
moves,to alleviate tightness and help muscles return to an optimal length/tension relationship.  
 
CP – Critical Power  
 
DD – Damper Door resistance setting 
 
Min –  minute  
 
Rep – Repeats  
 
RI – Rest interval or the amount of time between repetitions. This is static rest meaning that you 
do not do any swimming but rest on or off the bench. 
 
ROM – Range of Motion 
 
RPE – Rate of perceived exertion, which is on a 10-point scale with 10 being maximum exertion  
to 1 being “so easy you feel a bit guilty”. 
 
Sec – Second  
 
SR – Stroke Rate 
 
SPM – Stroke per min  
 
TT – Time Trial 
 
W – Power (watts) 
 

  - means to build power output. For Power, 80%  100% means build intensity from 80% CP 

to 100% CP (or RPE) by the end of the interval. When in reference to DD, it means to open up 
the damper door a little for each round. 
 

“+” – means to go above that wattage or effort so 110%+ means to go 110% or higher. 

 
Progression – increasing SR, W or both through a set of repeats or duration of time. 
 

 

https://youtu.be/XN2I1Ldi4jM
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Pulling Patterns & Arm Recovery: 
 

● Freestyle - the stroke path you use for pulling propulsion needs to be the most efficient 
pattern you can achieve, using a high elbow catch and accelerated pull from catch to 
finish. 

● Arm recovery - the default recovery pattern we recommend for most SwimErg training is 
a “low arm-recovery”, whereby arms stay below the bench & monorail as you return to 
“entry”.   
 
However, sometimes you will want to use a normal “swimming arm-recovery” whereby 
the arms are slightly above the bench & monorail as you return to “entry”.  Be careful to 
avoid shoulder impingement with this one.  

 
● Double-arm pull with “low arm recovery”  
● Double-arm pull with “ swimming arm recovery”  
● Reverse Swimming - lay prone on the bench facing the rear stanchion.  Move arms from 

hips to overhead using either a low recovery, Freestyle, Double- arm low or a normal 
Butterfly recovery pattern.  IMPORTANT: Start with Damper Door setting at 1 & progress 
as you gain strength.  See this video for an idea of what this looks like:    
https://youtu.be/iUGYB-yppcU 

 
● Double arm backstroke - lay on the bench in a supine position, head toward the front of 

SwimErg. You can put your heels on the bench or you can choose to keep your feet and 
legs off the bench to challenge your core muscles using a variety of positions.  See this 
video for an idea of what the “double-arm backstroke” on the Vasa SwimErg looks like:  
https://youtu.be/Znz3JM9QkMk 

 

 
 
 
 
Drills: 

● Single arm stroke - Complete a single arm stroke with one arm while holding the non-
stroking arm fully extended forward, at shoulder width.  Repeat with the same arm for 
specified repetitions or time. Do not focus on the total power during the single arm 
stroke. Note the difference in watts between arms and whether one arm is stronger than 
the other.  

● Catch up stroke – Complete a single arm stroke as noted above, then repeat again with 
the other arm. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

https://youtu.be/iUGYB-yppcU
https://youtu.be/Znz3JM9QkMk
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How to Read a Workout: 
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Block 1: (4-weeks) 
 
The overall goal of this 12-week plan is to prepare thoroughly to progress to longer workouts 
with higher sustained power (watts).  Another important goal is training to maintain and improve 
stroke technique efficiency & the ability to sustain a long, taut, strong body line for the duration 
of workouts.  
 
Week 1 includes three Vasa SwimErg workouts and one core strength workout. 
  
Each week, one SwimErg workout will focus on form, one will focus on endurance,  and the third 
will focus on increasing sustained power.  
 
This structure is designed to build a strong foundation for making progressive increases to the 
workload.   
 
(Note that form should not be compromised for function, hence the first workouts will be shorter 
and technique focused.) 
 
If you notice your form deteriorating due to fatigue while doing any workout, there are two things 
you can do:  
(1) take an easy rest interval or; 
(2) decrease stroke rate which may also decrease your watts. It is ok to do this!  It’s better to 
train the athlete you are today rather than the one you think you "should be." Trust in the 
process.  You will improve! 
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5/1 Critical Power (CP) Test 

  

Purpose 
The goal of the Critical Power (CP) test is to assess your 5-minute and 1-minute  
swim power values. You will use these values to calculate your CP and derive 
accurate training intensity zones to use for the next 4 weeks. 

 Time 
Description/ 

Focus 
DD 

Intensity  
(RPE out of 10) 

Warm Up 

2 min Easy effort 1 5 

30 sec rest 
 

Rest and set 
DD to 2 

- 0 

2 min Easy effort 2 
6 
 

30 sec rest 
Rest and set 
DD to 3 

- 0 

2 min Easy effort 3 
6 
 

30 sec rest 
Rest and set 
DD to 1 

- 0 

2 min 
Build SPM 
every 30 sec 

1 
6 
 

30 sec rest 
Rest and set 
DD to 2 

- 0 

Main Set 

5 min  TT effort** 2 10 

10 min  Easy recovery - 0 

1 min TT effort** 2 10 

Cool 
Down 

5 min  
Easy 
swimming 

1 4 
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**Tips for getting the best results from a CP test:     
 
It’s critical to warm-up properly prior to each TT.  
 
Keep your pacing strong and steady throughout each Critical Power Time Trial (TT).  There is a 
learning curve to doing TT’s on the Vasa SwimErg and with each test you will get better at 
performing them. The key is to stay focused on form and intensity throughout to give a steady 
effort each time.  Strive to be completely fatigued by the end of each TT.   
 
Steady pacing will provide a good result, so avoid starting out too fast.  Likewise, don’t conserve 
energy only to sprint the final seconds of the TT.  
 
Notice the Intensity listed in the last column.  We list an RPE to aim for rather than a %CP.  This 
will help to give your best effort instead of setting expectations for achieving watts that may be 
too high or too low.  
 
In the 5-min TT, as you begin to feel some fatigue, focus on your breathing and relax the upper 
body, neck and face as much as possible. Many people tense their face & neck muscles, so 
focus on rhythmic breathing and acceleration of the pull, from a high elbow catch through to the 
hip then repeat.  However, it is very important to maintain a long, taut body line head to toe as 
best you can manage. 
 
Calculating your SwimErg Critical Power: 
 
After completing the Critical Power tests, add the average power number from your 5-min CP 
test to the average power from your 1-min CP test.  Next, divide that sum by 2 and  multiply that 
number by 0.75.   
 
For example, if your average power from the 5-min CP test effort was 80 watts and your 1-min 
CP test average was 120 watts,  then your CP will be 75 watts, as shown in the formula below.  
 

𝟖𝟎 + 𝟏𝟐𝟎

𝟐
= 𝟏𝟎𝟎 × 𝟎. 𝟕𝟓 = 𝟕𝟓   

 

NOTE to TrainingPeaks users: enter this number as your Swim FTP in 
your account section.  
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Week 1 Workout 1   

Purpose Technique and form. This will also help identify individual weaknesses in each arm 
and imbalances between arms  

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 

2 min Easy Freestyle 1 60-70% 

2 min   

1 min alternating 5 right 
arm with 5 left arm.  
1 minute Freestyle. 
or do Coach Tim 
Crowley’s SwimErg 
warm-up - video shown 
here: 
https://youtu.be/XN2I1L
di4jM 

1 
65-75% 

 

1 min  
Double-arm pull (prone),  
low arm recovery 

2 100% 

1 min   Freestyle 2 70-80% 

Main Set 
10 x 

1 min with 30 
sec RI 

5 right arm strokes, 
5 left arm strokes. Finish 
the time with easy 
Freestyle. Repeat 10x 
 

2 or 3 

80% 
Don’t worry about single 

strokes power, but hold 80% 
on the Freestyle 

Cool 
Down 

5 min  
Easy swimming and 
changing pull patterns 
every 30 seconds  

1 60-70% 

 
Notes and Tips:   Pull with a "Forearm Paddle Blade" - fingertips-to-elbow like a paddle blade, 
keeping a firm wrist and a high elbow at the catch. Accelerate through the pull phase to finish. 
Here’s a useful article to overcome a “monospeed pull” 
 

https://youtu.be/XN2I1Ldi4jM
https://youtu.be/XN2I1Ldi4jM
https://vasatrainer.com/blog/overcoming-freestyle-monospeed-why-how-and-when-to-accelerate-hand-speed/
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Week 1 Workout 2   

Purpose Pacing and Endurance.  

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 

3 min 
Freestyle. Stay relaxed 
to get loose.  

1 60-70% 

2 min   
Build intensity every 30 
sec 

2 
70-90% 

 

Main Set 
1-3 x 

2 min   
Easy freestyle 
swimming 
 

2 or 3 60-65% 

90 sec 
Freestyle Increase effort 
and SPM  

2 or 3 65-70% 

60 sec 
Freestyle Increase effort 
and SPM 

2 or 3 70-75% 

30 sec 
Freestyle Increase effort 
and SPM 

2 or 3 75-80% 

30 sec rest 

Cool 
Down 

5 min  
Easy swimming and 
changing pull patterns 
every 30 seconds  

1 60-70% 

 
Notes and Tips:    
For the main set, use a DD setting that is slightly challenging and does not cause fatigue very 
fast. For each increase in effort, increase stroke rate by 2 to 3 SPM’s. Repeat the entire main 
set 2 or 3 times more if you have the time and energy. 
 
Focus on learning how to pace the effort. Moreover, learn to associate power output (watts) with 
perceived effort. Be sure to maintain proper form throughout, even as the watts increase.  If 
your form breaks down at a particular point, note the time when this occurs.  Next time you do 
this workout,  keep your core engaged, elbows high at the catch, and focus on accelerating 
through the pull.  Take note of the time when fatigue occurs in order to compare that to last 
time. 
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Week 1 Workout 3 

  

Purpose Endurance and Power 

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE)  

Warm Up 

2 min  

Use a mix of 
pull patterns 
including 
freestyle, single 
arm & double-
arm 

1 60-70% 

4 min  

Alternating 30 
sec right arm, 
30 sec left arm 
for 3 minutes, 
then finish with 
1 min  freestyle  
 

2 60-70% 

Main Set 
1-3 x 

3 min with 15 sec RI 
Freestyle 
steady effort  

2 80% 

30 sec with 30 sec RI Build intensity 3 80% 

30 sec with 30 sec RI Build intensity 3 85% 

30 sec with 30 sec RI Build intensity 3 95% 

30 sec with 30 sec RI Solid effort 3 100%+ 

Cool 
Down 

3-5 min  Easy swimming  1 60-70% 

Notes and Tips:    
If you are feeling good after the first round of the main set, and time allows, repeat the main set 2 or 3 times.  Always 
focus on using your best form! Stay relaxed during the recovery phase of the stroke which will allow you to apply 
more power during the pull phase. 
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Week 2 Workout 1  

 

Purpose Technique and form.  

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 

2 min Easy Freestyle 1 60-70% 

2 min   

1 min alternating 5 right 
arm 5 left arm  
1 minute Freestyle. 
or do Coach Tim 
Crowley’s SwimErg 
warm-up - video shown 
here: 
https://youtu.be/XN2I1L
di4jM 

1 
65-75% 

 

1 min  
Double-arm pull (prone),  
low arm recovery 
 

2 100% 

1 min   Freestyle 2 70-80% 

Main Set 
12 x 

1 min with 30 
sec RI 

8 right arm, 8 left arm 
then finish min with 
Freestyle 
 

2 or 3 

80% 
Don’t worry about single 

strokes power, but hold 80% 
on the Freestyle 

Cool 
Down 

5 min  
Easy swimming. This 
week mix in double arm 
backstroke.  

1 
60-70% 

 
Notes and Tips:    
This is the same workout as last week, with increases to the main set by 2 reps and the number 
of strokes per single arm by 3 reps. Once again, the purpose is to hold best form over extended 
periods of time. The single arm work allows you to be mindful of focusing on each part of your 
stroke. Notice if one arm is stronger or if one arm fatigues faster than the other arm. 

https://youtu.be/XN2I1Ldi4jM
https://youtu.be/XN2I1Ldi4jM
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Week 2 Workout 2   

Purpose Force and power 

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 

3 min 
Freestyle. Stay relaxed 
to get loose.  

1 60-70% 

2 min   
Freestyle build intensity 
every 30 sec 

2 
70-90% 

 

Main Set 
13 x 

40 sec on 20 
sec RI 

Freestyle 
Start with DD at setting 
#1.  After each 1 min 
round, increase the DD 
one more level up to #7.  
Then decrease the DD 
setting by 1 for each 
minute. Total of 13 
rounds. 

1->7->1 
95-105% 

 

Cool 
Down 

3 min  
Easy Double-arm 
backstroke.  

1 
60-70% 

 
 
 
 
Notes and Tips:    
The purpose of this workout is to increase power and force application. By increasing the 
resistance (opening the damper door), it will feel like swimming into a strong current. This is a 
perfect opportunity to focus on holding good form under resistance. As you increase the 
resistance,  Strokes Per Minute may decrease slightly, which is OK. Focus on accelerating your 
pull, from a high elbow catch pulling through to finish. This will engage the larger muscles of the 
lats and back more than the shoulders.  With each stroke, activate and engage the core 
stabilizer muscles.  
 
If the resistance becomes too much to hold good form, reduce the DD level and go back down 
the pyramid. Next time you do this workout, note if you have become strong enough to take it to 
the next level. 
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Week 2  Workout 3 

  

Purpose Endurance and Race Specificity 

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 5 min  
 Do a dryland warm-up that you would typically do before  
 a race. For example, do 5 rounds of 30s of arm swings,  
 10 pushups, and 30s of leg swings to loosen up.  

Main Set 

3-5 x 

30 sec  
Freestyle Hard, 
controlled effort 

2 
90-100% 

4 min 

Freestyle 
Practice 
“sighting” every 
30 sec 

2 

70-75% 

30 sec 
Freestyle Hard, 
controlled effort 

2 
90-100% 

30 sec rest Rest   0 

Cool 
Down 

5 min  Easy swimming  
 40-50% 

 

 
 
 
Notes and Tips:    
The purpose is to increase endurance. After a dry land warm-up, start strong and under control. 
This should feel like the effort you would use from the start toward the first buoy. Then reduce 
the effort to a cruise pace as you settle into your race power (watts). The second 30s surge will 
train you close gaps and increase your speed after turns.  
 
Practice your sighting by lifting your head occasionally throughout each main round. Otherwise, 
your eyes focus on the floor below to maintain proper head and neck position. 
This workout would be good to do prior to a bike trainer session.  You can make it a swim-to-
bike brick if done consecutively with a fast transition.
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Week 3 Workout 1   

Purpose Technique and form. Compare to last week and be mindful of each stroke  

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 

2 min Easy Freestyle 1 60-70% 

2 min   

1 min alternating 5 right 
arm, 5 left arm  
1 minute Freestyle. 
or do Coach Tim 
Crowley’s SwimErg 
warm-up - video shown 
here: 
https://youtu.be/XN2I1Ld
i4jM 

1 
65-75% 

 

1 min  
Double-arm pull (prone),  
low arm recovery 
 

2 100% 

1 min   Freestyle 2 70-80% 

Main Set 
15 x 

1 min with 30 
sec RI 

12 strokes single arm 
right arm, 12 strokes 
single arm with left arm 
then the remainder of 
minute freestyle  

2 or 3 

80% 
Don’t worry about single 

strokes power, but hold 80% 
on the Freestyle 

Cool 
Down 

5 min  
Easy swimming. This 
week mix in double arm 
backstroke.  

1 
60-70% 

 
Notes and Tips:    
Now that you have adjusted to the SwimErg and focused on form, we are bumping up the reps 
one more time to 15 reps and the number of single arm strokes to 12. Think back to last week 
and remember if one arm fatigued more than the other. This week, be mindful of that side or 
when you fatigue so that you can be extra mindful when that occurs. This week, also, see if you 
can bump up the watts just a little bit with each arm while keeping your form on point. 

https://youtu.be/XN2I1Ldi4jM
https://youtu.be/XN2I1Ldi4jM


 

18 
www.vasatrainer.com 

Week 3 Workout 2 

  

Purpose Power, speed, endurance  

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 

3 min with a 20 sec RI Freestyle 1 60 - 70% 

3 x 1 min with a 15 sec 
RI 

20 sec right arm 
20 sec left arm 
20 sec catch-up 
drill 

2 70 - 80% 

3 min  
Change stroke 
pattern every 
30 sec 

3 
80% 

 

Main Set 
2 x 

 

30 sec 
Freestyle 
steady effort 

3 70% 

20 sec 
A bit more 
intensity 

3 80 - 90% 

10 sec HARD 3 100%+ 

Do this 30/20/10 sec rotation for 5 minutes, then rest 1 min between Sets 

Cool 
Down 

5-10 min  

Easy mix in 
some reverse 
swim and 
double arm 
backstroke   

1 

60 - 70% 

Notes and Tips:    
The focus of this workout is strokes per min (SPM) while controlling your different swim “gears.” Moreover, by not 
resting between rounds, you will be improving endurance. Avoid easing up too much after the hard sections - use a 
cruise level instead of full recovery. SPM will naturally increase but do not let your form fall apart for the sake of more 
watts. Focus on a faster acceleration during your pull while keeping your recovery phase relaxed. 
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Week 3 Workout 3 

  

Purpose Power and Endurance  

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 

2 min Freestyle 1 60-70% 

6 min  

30 sec right 
arm, 30 sec left 
arm 
1 min freestyle. 

2 70% 

2 min 
Double arm 
backstroke  

2 
70% 

 

Main Set 

5 x 30 sec  
with 30 sec RI 

Freestyle  
GO HARD (but 
keep good 
form) 

4 110%+ 

5 min  Steady effort  2 80% 

1min bonus rest 

5 x 30 sec  
with 30 sec RI 

Freestyle  
GO HARD 
(good form) 

4 110%+ 

Cool 
Down 

3 min  Easy swimming  
 4 

Notes and Tips:    
The purpose is to target a higher-end power with the sprints using a high Damper Door setting. 
Then cruise at endurance watts on fatigued arms. If you were able to get through all 7 levels 
during last week’s pyramid workout, then choose damper door 5. If you struggled in that 
workout, then choose level 4. The resistance should be high but not so much that you cannot 
hold good form. Maintain a focus on using high elbow catch and acceleration of the pull through 
to the hip. 
 
If you notice your stroke rate is higher, but power has not increased, then you may not be 
pulling all the way through to the hip.  During the 5min endurance set, let your heart rate recover 
and bring your focus back to using a strong rhythm. 
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Week 4 Workout 1  

  

Purpose General conditioning, form/technique with a variety of pull patterns 

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 

3 min  Easy swimming 1 60-70% 

2 min 
Double arm 
backstroke  

2 60-70% 

2 x 30 sec with  
10 sec RI 

Freestyle, 
building power  

2 
80%  110%+ 

 

2 x 30 sec with  
10 sec RI 

Freestyle, 
building power  

3-4 
80%  110%+ 

 

2 x 30 sec with  
10 sec RI 

Double arm, 
low recovery, 
building power  

5-6 
80%  110%+ 

 

Main Set 

3 x 90 sec with  

15 sec RI 
Freestyle 2 80% 

3 x 90 sec with 

15 sec RI 
Freestyle 

2-3 
 

80% 

3 x 90 sec with  

15 sec RI 
Double arm, 
low recovery 

3 80% 

1 min bonus rest 

10 x 30 sec  
with no rest between 

Freestyle  
25 sec focus on 
form, 5 sec 
HARD 

3 
For the 25 sec: 70%  

For the 5 sec: 120%+ 

Cool 
Down 

5 min  Easy swimming  1 
60-75% 

Notes and Tips:   
This week is easier to promote recovery and adaptation.  You’ll use slightly different pull patterns, which will help loosen you up too 
for the 5/1 test later this week.  Bonus Challenge: For the 5 sec HARD intervals, aim to double the watts used in the 25 sec section.  
Technique Tip: For the 5 sec bursts, you may find it easier to shorten the finish of the stroke to better focus on the initial burst 
(power phase)  
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Week 4 Workout 2  

  

Purpose Power and speed. Also, a tune up for Friday’s CP test 

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 

2 min  Easy swimming 1 60-70% 

2 x 2 min with no rest  

30 sec right 
arm, 30 sec left 
arm. Then 1 
min Freestyle 

1 
70-80%  

 

Main Set 

2-3 x 

3 min with 30 sec RI Freestyle 2 75% 

30 sec with 15 sec RI Double arm pull 4 95% 

30 sec with 15 sec RI Freestyle 3 85% 

30 sec with 15 sec RI 
Double arm 
pull 

4 95% 

30 sec with 15 sec RI Freestyle 4 110+% 

1 min bonus rest 

Cool 
Down 

5 min  Easy swimming  1 60-75% 

 
Notes and Tips:    
 
You will notice this workout is a bit shorter than previous workouts. The reason for this is to give 
you enough rest for the test on Friday.  It’s better to do that with fresh arms and a fresh mind so 
that you can put out your best effort. 
 
Stay as relaxed as possible during the recovery phase of the stroke. This will allow you to apply 
more power during the pull phase. A good mantra would be "accelerate, relax" 
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5/1 Critical Power (CP) Test 

  

Purpose 
The goal of this workout is to assess your 5  min  and 1  min  power from which 
you will calculate your CP and derive your intensity training zones for the next 4 
weeks. 

 Time 
Description/ 

Focus 
DD 

Intensity  
(RPE out of 10) 

Warm Up 

2 min Easy effort 1 5 

30 sec rest 
 

Rest and set 
DD to 2 

- 0 

2 min Easy effort 2 
6 
 

30 sec rest 
Rest and set 

DD to 3 
- 0 

2 min Easy effort 3 
6 
 

30 sec rest 
Rest and set 

DD to 1 
- 0 

2 min 
Build SPM 

every 30 sec 
1 

6 
 

30 sec rest 
Rest and set 

DD to 2 
- 0 

Main Set 

5 min  TT effort!** 2 10 

10 min  Easy recovery  - 0 

1 min TT effort** 2 10 

Cool 
Down 

5 min  
Easy 
swimming  

1 4 
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Purpose:  
The goal of this workout is to reassess your 5 min and 1 min power, from which your "FTP" will 
be recalculated and your intensity zones will be derived. Let's see how much you are improving! 
Think back to the previous test: did you go out too hard? If so, try not to make the same 
mistakes as far as pacing. 
 
Remember: be strong and steady throughout each interval. There is a learning curve to tests 
and with each test you will improve your performance. The key is to stay focused throughout 
and give a steady effort each time so that you have given it your all by the end of each. Avoid 
starting out too quickly, yet at the same time, do not conserve and then sprint the last section. 
 
As you begin to fatigue (most likely around min 2, focus on your breathing and relax your neck 
face and upper body as much as possible. Many people tense their face and neck,  so focus on 
the breath and the acceleration of your pull, using a  high elbow catch and pull all the way 
through to the hip. 
 
For both the 5 min power and the 1 min power, set your Damper Door to level 2. 

 

Block 2 Notes 

 
Description  Block #2: 4-weeks  
 
The first 4 weeks are in the books! As in Block 1, you will have 3 SwimErg workouts each week 
and one core strength workout. Each week will include 1 form-based workout, 1 focused on 
endurance, and 1 for increasing your power.   
 
In the last block, you put down the foundation. Now we are going to build on that and with more 
specific workouts for your race distance. Over the next training block, the overall goal is to 
continue doing longer workouts with higher watts while holding an efficient, powerful form. As a 
reminder, maintaining good form is more important than focusing on longer duration or higher 
watts; the former should not be compromised for the latter! 
 
The workouts will look similar to the last training block but with longer intervals and higher 
intensities. 
 
During these workouts, if you begin to fatigue: (1) take a rest interval or (2) decrease stroke rate 
which may also decrease your watts. It is ok to do this! Check your ego at the door and train the 
athlete you are today rather than the one you think you "should be." 
 
Your FTP should be updated from the last training block but if you have not updated this in your 
TrainingPeaks profile, do that before you begin so that you can get updated power targets. 
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Week 5 Workout 1   

Purpose Technique and form plus endurance 

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 

2 min Easy, Freestyle 1 70-80% 

1 min   

1 min alternating 5 right 
arm with 5 left arm. 
Finish the time with easy 
Freestyle 

1 
70-80%  

 

1 min  
Double arm front pull 
(on stomach), low 
recovery 

2 100%   

1  min   Freestyle, low recovery 2 70-80% 

Main Set 
2x 
 

4 x 1 min with 
10 sec RI 

5 right arm, 5 left arm 
then remainder of min  
freestyle  
 

2 or 3 

80% 
Don’t worry about single 

strokes power, but hold 80% 
on the Freestyle 

4 min with  
30 sec RI 

Freestyle 3 or 4 90% 

Cool 
Down 

5min  
Easy swimming and 
changing pull patterns 
every 30 seconds  

1 
60-70% 

 
 
Notes and Tips:   
As you do the single arm drill, pay attention to what that high elbow catch and engagement of 
the lat muscles feels like. Then match that feeling when you do the Freestyle intervals.  
 
For an extra challenge, increase the damper door 1 or 2 notches, reduce SPM, and keep the 
power high. This will force you to focus on accelerating through the pull phase of each stroke. 
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Week 5 Workout 2   

Purpose Pacing and Endurance.  

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 

3 min 
Freestyle. Stay relaxed 
and get loose.  

1 70-80% 

2 min   
Build intensity every 30 
sec 

2 
80%  100%  

 

Main Set 
2-4 x 

2 min   
Freestyle easy 
swimming 

3 or 4 60-65% 

90 sec 
Freestyle increase effort 
and SPM  

3 or 4 65-70% 

60 sec 
Freestyle Increase effort 
and SPM 

3 or 4 70-75% 

30 sec 
Freestyle Increase effort 
and SPM 

3 or 4 75-80% 

30 sec rest 

Cool 
Down 

5min  
Easy swimming and 
changing pull patterns 
every 30 seconds  

1 
60-70% 

 
Notes and Tips:   
 
The purpose is to learn how to pace your effort, which is important in any race. Moreover, it’s 
useful to associate the power (watts) you achieve with the feeling of effort.  
 
Throughout the build keep your form strong and efficient. If you notice that your form breaks 
down at a particular time during the intervals, make a note of that. When you do this workout 
again you will be mindful of that so you can try to improve on it by keeping your core engaged, 
elbows high, and a focus on acceleration through the pull. 
 
As you reflect on the first time you did this workout, can you go longer before your form begins 
to break down? Make a note in the comments so that you can reference this point and improve 
it later.  
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Week 5 Workout 3 

  

Purpose Race prep and endurance 

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 

 

1 min Easy, Freestyle 1 70-80% 

2 min   

1 min 
alternating 5 
right arm with 5 
left arm. Finish 
the time with 
easy Freestyle 

1 
70-80%  

 

2 min Easy, Freestyle 1 70-80% 

Main Set 

3x 

30 sec with no rest 
HARD, 
Freestyle 

3 
110%+ 

4 min 30 sec 
Steady, 
Freestyle 

3 
80% 

30 sec rest  

Cool 
Down 

5min  Easy swimming  
 4 

 
Notes and Tips:   
The purpose of this workout is to increase speed and then hold a steady pace after the 
acceleration.  This would be similar to what you may experience in a race when bridging gaps, 
catching a draft, or accelerating after a buoy turn and then settling into that pace.  
 
Tip: Remain as relaxed as possible during the recovery phase of the stroke. That will allow you 
to apply more power during the pull phase. A good mantra would be "accelerate, then relax”.  
Make a note of how quickly you recover from the hard efforts to measure fitness and progress. 
Once the hard section ends, bring your attention back to smooth breathing and form. 
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Week 6 Workout 1   

Purpose Technique and form plus endurance 

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 

2 min Easy, Freestyle 1 70-80% 

1 min   

1 min alternating 5 right 
arm with 5 left arm. The 
rest of the min should be 
done with freestyle 
 

1 
70-80%  

 

1 min  

Double arm front pull 
(on stomach), low 
recovery 
 

2 100%   

1  min   Freestyle, low recovery 2 70-80% 

Main Set 
1-2x 

 

8 x 1 min with 
10 sec RI 

5 right arm, 5 left arm 
then the remainder of 
min freestyle  
 

2 or 3 

80% 
Don’t worry about single 

strokes power, but hold 80% 
on the Freestyle 

6 min with  
30 sec RI 

Freestyle 3 or 4 90% 

Cool 
Down 

5min  
Easy swimming and 
changing pull patterns 
every 30 seconds  

1 
60-70% 

 
Notes and Tips:   
 
Before you begin, review the workouts from  last week to note the Damper Door setting used. If 
possible, increase it one notch this week. Also review the watts you used for sustained efforts. 
Was your power stable or did you fade? If you did fade, work on pacing your effort better. You 
might want to start out at a lower watts then build throughout the effort. 
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Week 6 Workout 2   

Purpose Force and power 

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 

2 min Easy, Freestyle 1 70-80% 

4 min   
Alternating 30 sec right 
arm, 30 sec left arm, 
then 1 min freestyle 

2 
70-80%  

 

Main Set 
13 x 

50 sec on 10 
sec RI 

Freestyle start at 
damper door 1 then 
after each round, 
increase DD one more 
level all the way to 7 
then go back down to 1 
for a total of 13 rounds. 

1->7->1 
95-105% 

 

Cool 
Down 

3 min  
Easy Double arm 
backstroke.  

1 
60-70% 

 

 
 
Notes and Tips:   
 
It's BACK and then some! We have increased the time for this time by 10 more seconds. That 
might not seem like a lot but if you are pushing the watts you should feel it. Keep your focus 
strong throughout especially at 30s through 50s. 
 
Like last time the purpose here is power and force. By increasing the damper door, it will start 
feeling like you are swimming into a strong river current, but this is a good opportunity to focus 
on holding good form under resistance. You will notice that your SPM will decrease but that is 
ok. Your focus should be on accelerating through the pull with that strong high elbow so that you 
engage your lats more than your shoulders. Do not let your form be compromised! If you could 
not make it all the way to 7 last time, this time around see if you can go one notch higher than 
last time. 
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Week 6  Workout 3 

  

Purpose Endurance and Race Specificity 

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 5 min  
Do a drylands warmup that you would typically do before a 
race. For example, do 5 rounds of 30s of arm swings, 10 
pushups, and 30s of leg swings to get fully loose. 

Main Set 

4-6 x 

30 sec  
Freestyle hard 
but controlled 
effort 

2 
90-100% 

4 min 

Freestyle 
practice 
sighting every 
30 sec 

2 

80% 

30 sec 
Freestyle hard 
but controlled 
effort 

2 
90-100% 

30 sec rest 

Cool 
Down 

5min  Easy swimming  
 60-70% 

 

 
Notes and Tips:   
 
Swimming is all about taking small, incremental steps so your body becomes trained to sustain 
form and power.  The purpose for this workout is to build endurance. After warming up, start 
strong and under control. This will feel like the effort you use to get to the first buoy in a race 
and then reduce your effort to a cruise pace as you settle in. The second 30s surge will help you 
close gaps and increase the speed after turns. Practice your sighting by lifting your head a bit 
throughout each round. 
 
Also, this would be a good workout to do before a bike trainer session or as a Swim/Bike brick. 
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Week 7 Workout 1   

Purpose Technique and form plus endurance 

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 

2 min Easy, Freestyle 1 70-80% 

1 min   

1 min alternating 5 right 
arm 5 left arm.  The rest 
of the min should be 
done with freestyle 

1 
70-80%  

 

1 min  
Double arm front pull 
(on stomach), low 
recovery 

2 100%   

1  min   Freestyle, low recovery 2 70-80% 

Main Set 
1-2 x 

 

6 x 1 min with 
10 sec RI 

5 strokes right arm, 5 
strokes left arm then the 
remainder of min  
freestyle  

2 or 3 

80% 
Don’t worry about single 

strokes power, but hold 80% 
on the Freestyle 

2 x 6 min with  
30 sec RI 

Freestyle 3 or 4 90% 

Cool 
Down 

5min  
Easy swimming and 
changing pull patterns 
every 30 seconds  

1 
60-70% 

 
Notes and Tips:   
 
This week’s training includes an extra endurance set in addition to doing two complete rounds of 
the main set. This extra round of the mainset is highly recommended if you are planning to do a 
70.3 or Ironman distance triathlon. Hold the same power for the first and second round. For an 
extra challenge, increase the DD by one more notch compared to last week. Lastly, focus on 
pacing and sustain your effort throughout each 6 min. 
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Week 7 Workout 2  

  

Purpose Power and Endurance  

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 

2 min Freestyle 1 70% 

6 min  

Alternating 30 
sec right arm 30 
sec left arm, 
then 1 min  
freestyle 

2 70% 

2 min 
Double arm 
backstroke  

2 
70% 

 

Main Set 

8 x 30 sec  
with 30 sec RI 

Freestyle  
GO HARD  
(good form) 

4 or 
5 

110%+ 

8 min  
Freestyle 
steady effort  

2 
80% 

1 min bonus rest 

8 x 30 sec  
with 30 sec RI 

Freestyle  
GO HARD 
(keep good 
form) 

4 or 
5 

110%+ 

Cool 
Down 

3 min  Easy swimming  1 60-70% 

 
Notes and Tips:   
 
The purpose of this session is to target a higher end power with the sprints, using a higher DD 
setting to increase resistance, and then cruise at your endurance watts on fatigued arms. If you 
struggled last week, then a lower DD level might be better. The resistance should be high but 
not so high that you cannot sustain good form. Focus on consistently using a high elbow catch 
and accelerate the pull through to the hip. 
During the  8 min endurance set, your heart rate should be lower.  Use a steady rhythm. 
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Week 7 Workout 3 

  

Purpose Endurance, race specific  

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 5 min 

Mix strokes 
between 
freestyle w/ low 
recovery & 
double arm.  Or 
do this warm-up 
https://youtu.be/
XN2I1Ldi4jM 

2 60-70% 

Main Set 

4 - 6 x 

2 min 15 sec  
Freestyle focus 
on perfect form 

3* 80-90% 

15 sec  
Freestyle 
HARD 

3 110%+ 

2 min 15 sec 
Freestyle  
settle back to 
previous effort 

3 80-90% 

15 sec 
Freestyle 
HARD 

3 110%+ 

30 sec rest 

Cool 
Down 

5min  Easy swimming  1 60-70% 

 **On the 1st and 3rd round of the main set, put the DD on 3; on the 2nd and 4th, put the DD on 2 
 

Notes and Tips:   
As with the previous week, settle into a race pace rhythm. The surges will simulate race 
conditions and keep the fast twitch muscles stimulated. 
 

This workout is a good one to do before a bike workout on the trainer or as a Swim/Bike brick 
practice. Feel free to replace the prescribed warm up with one that you like to use before 
starting a race (and no access to a Vasa SwimErg).  

 

https://youtu.be/XN2I1Ldi4jM
https://youtu.be/XN2I1Ldi4jM
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Week 8 Workout 1  

  

Purpose General conditioning, form/technique with a variety of pull patterns 

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 

3 min  Easy swimming 1 60-70% 

2 min 
Double arm 
backstroke  

2 60-70% 

2 x 30 sec with  
10 sec RI 

Freestyle, 
building power  

2 
80%  110%+ 

 

2 x 30 sec with  
10 sec RI 

Freestyle with 
low recovery, 
building power  

4 
80%  110%+ 

 

2 x 30 sec with  
10 sec RI 

Double arm, 
low recovery, 
building power  

6 
80%  110%+ 

 

Main Set 

5 x 90 sec with  
15 sec RI 

Freestyle 2 80% 

5 x 90 sec with 
15 sec RI 

Freestyle 3 80% 

5 x 90 sec with  
15 sec RI 

Double arm, 
low recovery 

3 80% 

1 min bonus rest 

8 x 30 sec  
with no rest between 

Freestyle  
25 sec focus on 
form, 5 sec 
HARD 

3 
For the 25 sec: 80%  

For the 5 sec: 120%+ 

Cool 
Down 

5 min  Easy swimming  1 60-75% 

Notes and Tips:   
For the 5 sec bursts, you may find it easier to shorten the finish of the stroke to better focus on 
the initial burst (power phase).  
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Week 8 Workout 2  

  

Purpose Power and speed. Also, a tune up for Friday’s CP test 

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 

2 min  Easy swimming 1 60-70% 

2 x 2 min with no rest  

30 sec right arm 
30 sec left arm 
Then 1 min 
Freestyle 

1 
70-80%  

 

Main Set 

3-5 x 

5 min with 30 sec RI Freestyle 3 75% 

30 sec with 15 sec RI Freestyle 
4 or 

5 
75% 

30 sec with 15 sec RI Freestyle 
4 or 

5 
85% 

30 sec with 15 sec RI Freestyle 
4 or 

5 
95% 

30 sec with 15 sec RI Freestyle 
4 or 

5 
110+% 

1 min bonus rest 

Cool 
Down 

5 min  Easy swimming  
1 60-75% 

 
Notes and Tips:   
This workout is a bit shorter than previous sessions. This will give you a bit of rest in advance of 
the CP test so that you can put out your best effort. 
Stay as relaxed as possible during the recovery phase of the stroke. That will allow you to apply 
more power during the pull phase. A good mantra would be "accelerate/relax". 
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5/1 Critical Power (CP) Test 

  

Purpose 
The goal of this workout is to reassess your 5 min and 1 min power from which 
you will calculate your CP and derive your intensity training zones for the next 4 
weeks of workouts. 

 Time 
Description/ 

Focus 
DD 

Intensity  
(RPE out of 10) 

Warm Up 

2 min Easy effort 1 5 

30 sec rest 
 

Rest and set 
DD to 2 

- 0 

2 min Easy effort 2 
6 
 

30 sec rest 
Rest and set 
DD to 3 

- 0 

2 min Easy effort 3 
6 
 

30 sec rest 
Rest and set 
DD to 1 

- 0 

2 min 
Build SPM 
every 30 sec 

1 
6 
 

30 sec rest 
Rest and set 
DD to 2 

- 0 

Main Set 

5 min  TT effort!** 2 10 

10 min  Easy recovery  - -- 

1 min TT effort** 2 10 

Cool 
Down 

5min  
Easy 
swimming  

1 4 
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Purpose:  
The goal of this workout is to reassess your 5 min and 1 min power, from which your "FTP" will 
be recalculated and your intensity zones will be derived. Let's see how much you are improving! 
Think back to the previous test: did you go out too hard? If so, try not to make the same 
mistakes as far as pacing. 
 
Remember: be strong and steady throughout each interval. There is a learning curve to tests 
and with each test you will improve your performance. The key is to stay focused throughout 
and give a steady effort each time so that you have given it your all by the end of each. Avoid 
starting out too quickly, yet at the same time, do not conserve and then sprint the last section. 
 
As you begin to fatigue (most likely around min 2, focus on your breathing and relax your neck 
face and upper body as much as possible. Many people tense their face and neck,  so focus on 
the breath and the acceleration of your pull, using a  high elbow catch and pull all the way 
through to the hip. 
 
For both the 5 min power and the 1 min power, set your Damper Door to level 2. If this seems 
too easy, then increase the DD to 3.  
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Block 3 notes 
 
Description   Training Block #3: 4 weeks 

 
Welcome to the third and last  4-week training block of ths plan!  You will emerge from this 
training plan a stronger, better, more efficient, and ideally a faster swimmer in and out of the poo 
or open water.  
 
By now you should have noticed an ability to sustain a higher power output and better 
endurance in workouts on the SwimErg and in the pool. Note: depending on your ability and 
level of fitness when you started this plan, your results may be different than someone else’s.  
The process to becoming a better swimmer can be long, and it’s all about the process. Let go of 
the outcomes and bring your attention to the stepping stones to get there. 
 
As in the last 4-week block, there are 3 SwimErg workouts per week and one core strength 
workout: 1 form-based workout, 1 focusing on endurance, 1 working on power.  
 
In this last block, you will continue building fitness and skills more specific to your race goals. 
Over this final training block, the overall goal is increasing your ability to do longer sets with 
higher sustained power without compromising form & efficiency.  Maintaining good form is more 
important than focusing on longer duration or higher watts; the former should not be 
compromised for the latter! 
 
The workouts will look similar to the last training block, with longer intervals and higher 
intensities that are more specific to Olympic and 70.3 distance triathlon swims. If you are an 
experienced triathlete and competing in a sprint distance race then consider increasing the  
CP % for the race specific workouts from 80% to 90%.  
 
As always, during these workouts, if you begin to fatigue: (1) take a rest interval or (2) decrease 
stroke rate which may also decrease your watts. It is OK to do this!  Check your ego at the door 
and train the athlete you are today rather than the one you think you "should be." 
 
Ideally by now, you have updated your FTP from the last training block.  If you are using 
Training Peaks, be sure to update this in your profile before you begin this block so that you can 
get updated power targets. 
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Week 9 Workout 1   

Purpose Technique and form plus endurance 

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 

2 min Easy, Freestyle 1 70-80% 

1 min   

1 min alternating 5 
strokes right arm with 5 
strokes left arm. The 
rest of the min should be 
done with freestyle 

1 
70-80%  

 

1 min  
Double arm front pull 
low recovery 

2 100%   

1  min   Freestyle, low recovery 2 70-80% 

Main Set 
3x 
 

4 x 1 min with 
10 sec RI 

5 strokes right arm, 
5 strokes left arm. 
Then freestyle for the 
remainder of minute 

2 or 3 

80% 
Don’t worry about single 

strokes power, but hold 80% 
on the Freestyle 

8 min with  
30 sec RI 

Freestyle, low recovery 3 or 4 90% 

Cool 
Down 

5min  
Easy swimming and 
changing pull patterns 
every 30 seconds  

1 60-70% 

Notes and Tips:   
 

This block will continue building the ability to sustain higher effort as you build your endurance and 
strength.  Continue to focus on using your best form even as you fatigue. By focusing on your power and 
the acceleration of your pull, the time will take care of itself! 
 

As you do the single arm drills, be mindful of what the high elbow catch and engaging the lat muscles 
feels like, then apply that to harder intervals. 
 

Increase the damper door one or two notches on the sustained effort to slow down your cadence.  
However, keep the power(watts) up. This will force you to focus on each stroke and accelerate through 
the pull phase. 
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Week 9 Workout 2   

Purpose Pacing and Endurance.  

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 

3 min 
Freestyle. Stay relaxed 
and get loose.  

1 70-80% 

2 min   
Build intensity every 30 
sec 

2 
80% building to 100%  

 

Main Set 
3-4 x 

2 min   
Easy freestyle 
swimming 

2 or 3 60-65% 

90 sec Increase effort and SPM  2 or 3 65-70% 

60 sec Increase effort and SPM 2 or 3 70-75% 

30 sec Increase effort and SPM 2 or 3 75-80% 

30 sec rest 

Cool 
Down 

5min  
Easy swimming and 
changing pull patterns 
every 30 seconds  

1 
60-70% 

 
 
Notes and Tips:  
 
Before you begin this workout, reflect on the previous block to identify where your form may have 
deteriorated due to fatigue.  This time, try to go longer before fatigue causes your form to break down.   
 
Purpose: Learning how to pace your effort to avoid premature fatigue. Moreover, start associating the 
watt ranges with your perception of effort (RPE). As the watts increase, keep your form smooth and 
strong. If you notice that your form breaks down at a particular point make a note of it.  When you do this 
workout again you will be ready to focus on maintaining an engaged core, high elbow catch, and 
acceleration through the pull. 
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Week 9 Workout 3 

  

Purpose Race prep and endurance 

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 

 

1 min Easy, Freestyle 1 70-80% 

2 min   

1 min 
alternating 5 
right arm with 5 
left arm. The 
rest of the min 
should be done 
with freestyle 

1 
70-80%  

 

2 min Easy, Freestyle 1 70-80% 

Main Set 

5x 

30 sec with no rest 
HARD, 
Freestyle 

3 110%+ 

4 min 30 sec 
Steady, 
Freestyle 

3 80% 

30 sec rest 

Cool 
Down 

5min  Easy swimming  1 4 

 

Notes and Tips:   
 
The purpose of this workout is to increase speed and then hold a steady pace after the 
acceleration.  This would be similar to what you may experience in a race when bridging gaps, 
catching a draft, or accelerating after a buoy turn and then settling into that pace.  
 
Tip: Remain as relaxed as possible during the recovery phase of the stroke. That will allow you 
to apply more power during the pull phase. A good mantra would be "accelerate, then relax”.  
Make a note of how quickly you recover from the hard efforts to measure fitness and progress. 
Once the hard section ends, bring your attention back to smooth breathing and form. 
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Week 10 Workout 1 

  

Purpose  

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 

3 min with a 20 sec RI Freestyle 1 60 - 70% 

3 x 1 min with a 15 sec 
RI 

Alternate  
20 sec right arm 
20 sec left arm 
20 sec catch-up 
drill 

2 70 - 80% 

3 min  
Freestyle  
Build power by 
10% each min 

3 
80 - 100% 

 

Main Set 

10 -15 x 
1 min 45 sec with 15 
sec RI 

Freestyle  
Focus on 
perfect form 

2 100% 

Cool 
Down 

5min  Easy swimming  1 
60 - 70% 

 

 
 
 
Notes and Tips:    
 
Purpose: Getting  comfortable with race power, RPE and pace. Stay as relaxed as possible 
throughout. When your mind drifts bring it back to your breath. Recoveries are short so use 
them to reset your mind and form. 
 

 
  
 

 



 

42 
www.vasatrainer.com 

Week 10 Workout 2 

  

Purpose Power Sprints 

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 

3 min with a 20 sec RI Freestyle 1 60 - 70% 

3 x 1 min with a 15 sec 
RI 

Alternate  
20 sec right arm 
20 sec left arm 
20 sec catch-up 
drill 

2 70 - 80% 

3 min  
Freestyle 
Build power by 
10% each min 

3 
80 - 100% 

 

Main Set 

6 - 10 x 
90 sec with 90 sec RI 

Freestyle 
Give a solid 
effort 

3 or 
4 

110%+ 

Cool 
Down 

10min  Easy swimming  1 
60 - 70% 

 

 

 

 
Notes and Tips:   
 
This workout is short, and can give you a big benefit  if you commit to going all out for those 90 
second high intensity intervals.  Your power will fade a bit toward the end of each interval if you 
are laying it all out there. The purpose is to zero-in on your high-end power while also working 
on pacing. If you feel this much effort in a race, you are likely going too fast and should ease up 
a bit. 
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Week 10 Workout 3 

  

Purpose  

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 5 min 

Mix strokes 
between 
freestyle low 
recovery and 
double arm.  

2 

60-70% 

Main Set 

6 - 8 x 

2 min 15 sec  
Freestyle 
Focus on 
perfect form 

3* 

80-90% 

15 sec  HARD 3 110%+ 

2 min 15 sec 
Use double arm 
backstroke 

3 
70-80% 

15 sec HARD 3 110%+ 

30 sec rest 

Cool 
Down 

5min  Easy swimming  
1 60-70% 

 
*Alternate DD setting between 3 and 4 each round 
 

Notes and Tips:   
 
Use a race pace rhythm with surges to simulate race conditions and to keep the fast twitch 
muscles stimulated. 
 
Alternate the damper door settings to replicate different currents sometimes experienced in 
open water and to work on changing up stroke rate. 
 
This workout is a good one to do before a bike workout on the trainer or as a Swim/Bike brick 
practice. Feel free to replace the prescribed warm up with one that you like to use before 
starting a race (and no access to a Vasa SwimErg).  
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Week 11 Workout 1 

  

Purpose Race pace effort 

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 

3 min with a 20 sec RI Freestyle 1 60 - 70% 

3 x 1 min with a 15 sec 
RI 

Alternate  
20 sec right arm 
20 sec left arm 
20 sec catch-up 
drill 

2 70 - 80% 

3 min  
Change stroke 
pattern every 
30 sec 

3 
80% 

 

Main Set 

 

4 min on 30 sec RI 
Build effort to 
80% 

3 60%  80% 

6 min on 1 min RI 
Steady race 
effort 

4 80% 

6 min on 1 min RI 
Steady race 
effort 

5 80% 

4 min on 30 sec RI 
Steady race 
effort 

4 80% 

Cool 
Down 

10min  Easy swimming  1 60 - 70% 

 
Notes and Tips:   
 
The purpose of this session is to test your endurance and power with different DD settings to 
simulate racing rhythms and conditions. 
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Week 11 Workout 2 

  

Purpose Power, speed, pacing 

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 

3 min with a 20 sec RI Freestyle 1 60 - 70% 

3 x 1 min with a 15 sec 
RI 

Alternate  
20 sec right arm 
20 sec left arm 
20 sec catch-up 
drill 

2 70 - 80% 

3 min  
Change stroke 
pattern every 
30 sec 

3 
80% 

 

Main Set 
2 x 

 

30 sec 
Freestyle 
steady effort 

3 70% 

20 sec 
A bit more 
intensity 

3 80 - 90% 

10 sec HARD 3 100%+ 

1 min complete rest after 10 full minutes of this 30/20/10 sec rotation 

Cool 
Down 

5-10 min  Easy swimming  1 60 - 70% 

 
Notes and Tips:   
The purpose is to learn how to pace your effort, which is important in any race. Moreover, it’s 
useful to associate the power (watts) you achieve with the feeling of effort. Keep your form 
strong and efficient. If your form breaks down at a particular time during the intervals, make a 
note of that. When you do this workout again you will be mindful of that so you can try to 
improve on it by keeping your core engaged, elbows high, and a focus on acceleration through 
the pull. 
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Week 11  Workout 3 

  

Purpose Endurance and Race Specificity 

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 5 min  
 Do a drylands warmup that you would typically do before  
 a race. For example, do 5 rounds of 30s of arm swings,  
 10 pushups, and 30s of leg swings to get fully loose. 

Main Set 

5 - 8 x 

1 min  
Hard but 
controlled effort 

2 
90-100% 

5 min 
Practice 
sighting every 
30 sec 

2 
80% 

1 min  
Hard but 
controlled effort 

2 
90-100% 

30 sec rest Rest   6 

Cool 
Down 

5min  Easy swimming  
 4 

 
 
 
Notes and Tips:   
 
The purpose of this workout is endurance and race specificity. Practice a dry land warm up and 
as in a race, start out strong under control. This should feel similar to the effort you swim toward 
the first buoy.  Then reduce your effort to a cruise pace. The second 1-min surge will help you 
close gaps and increase your speed after turns. Practice sighting by lifting your head throughout 
each round.  This would be a good workout to do before a bike trainer session or as a 
Swim/Bike brick workout  
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Week 12 Workout 1  

  

Purpose General conditioning, form/technique with a variety of pull patterns 

 Time Description  DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 

3 min  Easy swimming 1 60-70% 

2 min 
Double arm 
backstroke  

2 
60-70% 

2 x 30 sec with  
10 sec RI 

Freestyle, 
building power  

2 80%  110%+ 
 

2 x 30 sec with  
10 sec RI 

Freestyle with 
low recovery, 
building power  

4 
80%  110%+ 

 

2 x 30 sec with  
10 sec RI 

Double arm, 
low recovery, 
building power  

6 
80%  110%+ 

 

Main Set 

5 x 90 sec with  

15 sec RI 
Freestyle 

3 
80% 

5 x 90 sec with 

15 sec RI 
Freestyle with 
low recovery 

3 
80% 

5 x 90 sec with  

15 sec RI 
Double arm, 
low recovery 

3 
80% 

1 min bonus rest 

20 x 30 sec  
with no rest between 

25 sec focus on 
form, 5 sec 
HARD 

3 
For the 25 sec: 80%  

For the 5 sec: 120%+ 

Cool 
Down 

5 min  Easy swimming  1 60-75% 

Notes and Tips:   
This is a recovery week so you can be fresh for the 5/1 test later this week. 
Purpose: general conditioning - mix up the pull patterns with quick, high power short bursts 
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Week 12 Workout 2  

  

Purpose Power and speed. Also, a tune up for Friday’s CP test 

 
Time 

Description & 
Focus 

DD Intensity (% of CP or RPE) 

Warm Up 

2 min  Easy swimming 1 60-70% 

2 x 2 min with no rest  

30 sec right arm 
30 sec left arm 
1 min Freestyle 

 

1 
70-80%  

 

Main Set 

4 - 6 x 

5 min with 30 sec RI Freestyle 3 75% 

30 sec with 15 sec RI Freestyle 
4 or 

5 
75% 

30 sec with 15 sec RI Freestyle 
4 or 

5 
85% 

30 sec with 15 sec RI Freestyle 
4 or 

5 
95% 

30 sec with 15 sec RI Freestyle 
4 or 

5 
110+% 

1 min bonus rest 

Cool 
Down 

5 min  Easy swimming  
1 60-75% 

 

 
Congratulations! After 12-weeks of consistent work, hopefully you are a stronger, better, faster, 
swimmer and are ready for a fast PR in your next race. The last workout is the final 5/1 CP test. 
However, if you are racing this weekend, then skip this workout and instead do an easy swim in 
the pool or on the race course. If you are not racing and instead repeating a few extra weeks or 
repeating the program before you race, then do the CP test to set up your training for your next 
block.  
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5/1 Critical Power (CP) Test 

  

Purpose 
The goal of this workout is to assess your 5  min  and 1  min  power from which 
you will calculate your CP and derive your intensity training zones for the next 4 
weeks. 

 Time 
Description/ 

Focus 
DD 

Intensity  
(RPE out of 10) 

Warm Up 

2 min Easy effort 1 5 

30 sec rest 
 

Rest and set 
DD to 2 

- 0 

2 min Easy effort 2 
6 
 

30 sec rest 
Rest and set 

DD to 3 
- 0 

2 min Easy effort 3 
6 
 

30 sec rest 
Rest and set 

DD to 1 
- 0 

2 min 
Build SPM 

every 30 sec 
1 

6 
 

30 sec rest 
Rest and set 

DD to 2 
- 0 

Main Set 

5 min  TT effort!** 2 10 

10 min  Easy recovery  - 0 

1 min TT effort** 2 10 

Cool 
Down 

5min  
Easy 
swimming  

1 4 
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Vasa Would like to acknowledge these fine coaches for their contributions to this 

12-week training plan: 

 

Chris Hague 

Chris Hague is a competitive age-group triathlete, who has been 

racing since 2007, and has been coaching triathletes and swimmers 

since 2014. As a coach, he has worked with Kevin Koskella of 

TriSwimCoach.com, and with Lesley Paterson and Simon Marshall of 

Braveheartcoach.com. While he devotes his summer to racing and 

training across North America, Chris spends the rest of his year 

teaching Algebra at King’s Academy in Amman, Jordan. 

 

 

 

Tim Crowley BS, CSCS, PES 

Tim has been coaching triathletes since 1993. He has been a 

pro and elite age grouper for 30 years. Tim is the Head 

Strength and Conditioning Coach at Montverde Academy in 

Central Florida, and is the Owner of TC2 Coaching and 

Consulting LLC. He was a 2008 Olympic Triathlon coach. He 

has coached athletes to World Championships, Ironman 

Championships, ITU Worlds Triathlon Series gold, Duathlon 

World Champions numerous National Championships at the 

Elite level. 

Tim was the 2009 USA Triathlon Elite Coach of the Year, and 2007 USA Triathlon 

Development Coach of the Year. He holds Elite coaching licenses with USA Triathlon 

and USA Cycling, as well as certifications with National Strength and Conditioning, 

American Swim Coaches Association and National Academy of Sports Medicine. 

As the Head Strength and Conditioning Coach at Montverde Academy, Tim is 

responsible for the training and conditioning for all varsity and Academy teams. In his 

first 7 years, MVA teams have won 11 National Championships. He has coached 

athletes who are playing in the NBA, Major League Soccer, and European Professional 

Soccer. This includes three top 3 NBA overall draft picks, NBA rookie of the year, 3x 

Naismith Top High school player of the year. 

Tim is also a frequent speaker at national Conferences and clinics. His articles have 

appeared in all major Triathlon publications. More at TC2 Coaching LLC 

www.timcrowley.biz or Monteverde Academy Head Strength and Conditioning Coach 

www.MVAsports.com. 

 

http://www.timcrowley.biz/
http://www.mvasports.com/
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Eric Neilsen 

Eric Neilsen is a multisport coach and consultant having 

competed in over 100 triathlons since 1986 and has been 

coaching swimmers & triathletes since 1991. Currently 

working with athletes of all abilities by providing 

personalized services that empower clients to achieve their 

full athletic potential. Eric also specializes in remote 

coaching athletes training with a Vasa SwimErg. Learn 

more about Eric at www.coachericneilsen.com. 

 

Conrad Goeringer 

Conrad Goeringer, Ironman Certified Coach, Ironman 

competitor, founder of www.workingtriathlete.com and 

author of a highly useful book, The Working Triathlete. 

http://www.coachericneilsen.com/
http://www.workingtriathlete.com/
http://www.workingtriathlete.com/book

