Best Exercise for Aching Joints
A colleague recently dashed out of a meeting so she wouldn't be late for a swimming lesson -- hers, not her son's. She tells me she's getting so much out of this new (for her) form of exercise that I ought to remind Daily Health News readers about its many benefits that can't be obtained from the treadmill in the gym. Plus, it provides nice diversity to other workout routines. 

WATER WORKS... FOR EVERYONE 

Because it is beneficial for all sizes, shapes and ages, aquatic exercise, including swimming, is making a big splash these days, with millions of Americans participating regularly. Water supports 90% of your body weight, making swimming "a very kind medium in which to start exercising," said Liz Neporent, MA, CSCS. Any way you move your body in water, the water provides resistance and helps to tone your muscles and make them stronger. Swimming is good for the heart and lungs and builds stamina. 

So how exactly do you get started if, like me, you know how to swim but have never really used it as a main form of exercise? To find out, I talked to Kerry O'Brien, coach of the Walnut Creek Masters Swim Team in Northern California. He said your first goal should be to get really comfortable in the water, especially for people who haven't been swimming regularly. If you're daunted at the thought of jumping into cold water, you'll be pleased to know that indoor swimming pools are typically heated to a very comfortable temperature of 78 to 82 degrees. 

O'Brien suggested doing some aerobic swimming to start with to build up your lap pace. Begin without expectations, just to see how many 25-yard pool lengths you can do before you have to rest. You can do any type of stroke, or a combination of several, changing as your muscles tire. "A good goal is to work up to 500 yards continuous (a little less than one-third of a mile)," O'Brien said. As an experienced coach of swimmers of all ages and abilities, he stressed that you can't quantify how long it should take to get to the point where you can do this, emphasizing that "every single person is different." Nor should you worry about speed -- the idea is to race against yourself, not a predetermined time.

DIFFERENT STROKES FOR DIFFERENT FOLKS 

According to O'Brien, most people start by swimming the crawl while others prefer to mix up different strokes since each requires a different level of exertion. It really doesn't matter how you do it, he said, since the goal is to increase aerobic capacity while learning how to enjoy swimming as a form of exercise. 

One possibility he suggests is to set mini-challenges for yourself. If you're aiming to do 500 yards, for example, it may be easier to simply focus on swimming four laps (100 yards) at a time. Every time you finish a mini-set, check the pace clock (these are prominently displayed in every swim club) to see how long it took, then rest for 15 seconds or longer, depending on how you feel before doing another interval -- and repeat until you've met your goal. 

For greater challenge increase the pace or distance for each mini-set or interval. Besides being a great way to maximize fitness, interval training offers an infinite variety of water workouts, O'Brien said. "You can make the intervals longer and the rest periods shorter. You can time them, pushing yourself to go faster. Intervals are also a good way to monitor your progress." At first though, O'Brien suggests keeping your pace moderate and building up slowly -- end your workout a little sooner than you think you need to. This helps ensure that you did not overextend yourself... and there is a better chance you will come back the next day. (For more information on interval training see the Daily Health News article from September 3, 2007.)

LEARNING TO SWIM... AGAIN 

Many experts -- including both Neporent and O'Brien -- suggest enrolling in swimming classes for those considering lap-swimming for fitness, even if you already know how. "People benefit enormously from even just an hour or two of instruction," says Neporent. O'Brien agrees wholeheartedly. "Proper technique improves comfort, skill and willingness to continue with the sport -- and lessons also provide camaraderie and group support," he says. He adds that it can be very helpful to find a swim program with a coach "on deck" to run structured practices.

All you really need to get started is a swimsuit and access to water. However, your experience will be enhanced with a few extras -- perhaps a bathing cap, but even more importantly goggles to protect your eyes from chlorine and waterborne bacteria. There are many kinds available -- look for a pair that fits comfortably and doesn't leak. Experts suggest trying the "press-on" test: Will the goggles stay on your face for a second or so without the strap if you just press on them? If so, the fit is probably good. Check also to see that the strap is strong and durable. Anti-fog lenses are another option worth considering. 

Once you're in the swim you might consider mixing up your workouts with water aerobics -- either in a class or on your own. Again, water's buoyancy makes exercise easier on the joints, allowing both strength and cardio training with minimal pressure. The chance of injury while swimming is far, far lower than with jogging, tennis or any number of other land sports, according to Neporent. 

RESOURCES FOR MORE INFORMATION 

United States Masters Swimming, Inc. (www.usms.org) is a national organization with 500 clubs and more than 40,000 members, including people in their 90s -- and above. With swim committees all around the country, the organization offers a wide variety of workouts, stroke and technique clinics, coached workouts and races. Many USMS members would never have thought of entering a race before joining, but now fill the Internet discussion boards with posts bursting with enthusiasm and new-found love for a sport they feel keeps them young, fit and healthy. 
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