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Northwich Centurions AGM 
Head Coaches & Teachers Swimming Report, Jan-Dec 2018 

 
Performance Head Coach Report 

by Simon Pickering 
 
I am delighted to attend my first AGM at Northwich Centurions and happy to continue 
building on the work of the previous Head Coach.  
 
I have been coaching at Northwich for nearly a full year and this has given me a chance 
to learn a lot about the club including the things that are unique and special Centurions. 
I have enjoyed regularly working with all swimmers in the Performance Squads and 
spent some time observing and interacting with the Development Squads.  
 
My colleagues have given an overview of events and our success at competitions up 
until taking up my position fully in September, as follows: 
 
The County Championships were a feature for Centurions during January and February.  
This year, a points total of 167 was achieved, double the score of last year.  
Furthermore, sixteen new regional qualifying times were achieved during the 
championships compared to only one last year.  Most notable was that five regional 
times were achieved in consecutive female 50m backstroke heats.  Moreover, 66% of 
swims resulted in a PB which the previous Head Coach was delighted about.  The icing 
on the cake was Madeline P becoming the county champion in the 15yr old, female 
800m freestyle event. 
 
January to May saw the Sputnik’s series of galas at Macclesfield.  For all of the twenty or 
so Centurions swimmers, this was their first experience of an external gala.  Most coped 
admirably with the unfamiliar environment and went on to achieve personal best times 
(PBs).  The highlight was when Edward M won the male ‘8 and under’ age category. 
 
Similarly, the Peaks and Plains series of galas took place from January to June with 
Northwich placing sixth out of eight teams after the third and final round.  There was a 
change in the team towards the end of the competition, to allow more Development 
Squad swimmers to take place in a team event.  
 
March saw the Wirral Spring meet.  Of the forty six swimmers who competed in 271 
swims, there were eleven new regional qualifying times, four new county qualifying 
times and twenty one new North Midlands qualifying times.  The medal haul was forty 
two gold medals, thirty five silver medals and twenty eight bronze medals, with 65% of 
all swims resulting in a PB. 
 
April saw ‘Swim Camp’, held at Moreton Hall in Oswestry, attended by over twenty 
swimmers.  For a week, swimmers were treated to four hours of swimming, a classroom 
activity, a gym session and a sports hall session per day.  Each session was interspersed 
with downtime and mealtimes featuring nutritious food eaten in the school canteen. 
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The team-building nature of the week ensured it was enjoyed by all, even the coaches 
(Phil B, Nickie M, Ben M) and team managers (Nicky P, Kate B) although Nicky P could 
have managed without the trips to the local A & E department for injuries that were not 
always gained during the camp! 
 
The Regional Championships followed in April/May, the pinnacle of the gala calendar 
for Centurions swimmers so far.  Centurions quadrupled the number of swimmers 
achieving qualifying times compared to last year, which was testament to the hard work 
of the swimmers and their coaches.  Seven of the eight swimmers swam in the 14 years 
and under age categories which is in contrast to previous years whereby most 
swimmers were 15 years or over.  This suggests the swimmers are moving in a positive 
direction and shines a positive light on what the future may hold.  However, injuries 
blighted two of our youngsters just beforehand.  Nevertheless, although there wasn’t a 
haul of medals, there were many PBs which was an impressive feat since some of the 
swimmers found themselves swimming in unfamiliar territory, namely a 50m pool!  
Congratulations go to the swimmers (and their highest finish position): Chloe B (13th in 
200m backstroke), Kyle H (12th in 100m breaststroke), Laila J (18th in 100m 
backstroke), Eleanor M (11th in 200m IM), Poppy M (17th in 400m freestyle), Madeline P 
(9th in 800 freestyle), Ella R (25th in 50m butterfly) and George S (16th in 400m 
freestyle). 
 
The Wigan open meet was held in May.  It was a long, warm weekend yet Centurions 
finished in sixth out of twenty eight in the club trophy competition.  Out of 154 swims, 
four new Cheshire times were achieved, fourteen new North Midland times and one 
hundred PBs.   There were seven gold, ten silver and five bronze medals won all 
together. 
 
The Annual Club Championships were held over two consecutive, sweltering Saturdays 
in June.  Swimmers from Stage 6 and 7 lessons as well as across all squads achieved 
over 760 PBs and many new club records were set (refer to the website).  The 
atmosphere on poolside was buzzing as swimmers cheered on friends and rival alike, 
where older, more experienced swimmers supported the nervous, inexperienced ones, 
bringing out an amazing team spirit in everyone.  Even swimmers unable to swim due 
to injury volunteered for poolside duties, demonstrating dedication to the success of 
their club (Laila J, Ella R and Jenna S). 
 
In July, seventeen swimmers attended the Manchester Non-National open meet, many 
of whom experienced a long-course gala for the first time.  All of the swimmers were 
supportive of each other which promoted a wonderful team spirit.  The medal haul was 
eight gold, five silver and four bronze medals, with thirty two PBs overall. 
 
Also in July, swimmers, along with their families, enjoyed a ‘picnic in Marbury park’, the 
first of what is hoped to be many social events for Centurions.  Fun, games and a picnic 
was enjoyed by all. 
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Following my arrival at Centurions, I was able to coach swimmers for the following 
competitions: 
 

• The North Midlands Open Championships which took place in October. 54 
Centurions swimmers took part and they raced 291 events. We enjoyed many 
great swims, some achieving qualifying times for the County and Regional 
championships for the first time, whilst others cemented their position by 
improving an existing time that already qualified them. In the process, our 
swimmers achieved a haul of 44 medals from across the age groups in a range of 
strokes and distances.  
 

• The Club Sprint Championships which took place in November. This internal 
competition allows our swimmers to update their times for the shorter, 50m 
events (25m for stages 6 and 7 swimmers), along with the 100m individual 
medley.  The Club Sprints were a resounding success with more than 400 
individual swims taking place during the afternoon and evening sessions.  The 
highlight of the day was coach Geoff Lewis competing in four events in order to 
encourage younger members of the club to participate and prove that ‘anyone 
can have a go’. 
 

• The Percy Mason gala which took place in December and coincidently, 54 
swimmers also entered this gala which was the same as for the North Midlands! 
The diverse ability range of swimmers raced 302 events and it was busy time on 
poolside, with a constant stream of swimmers either preparing to race or 
returning from a race.  Nevertheless, we were very proud to come away with the 
‘top club’ award at this competition. 
 

We also participated in a number of team competitions: 
 

• The National Arena Swimming League is like the Champions League of British 
Swimming and it is something clubs from across the country will use as a 
measure of their position, strengths and success. In total, thirty six different 
swimmers were selected to represent Northwich Centurions across the three 
rounds where we competed in the North West Region. We finished a credible 9th 
out of 14 in Division Two which sets a benchmark for future years.  However, our 
greatest challenge is not so much the ability of our swimmers, but more so the 
range of swimmers available for selection. In some age groups, particularly the 
older age groups, the number of available swimmers is very limiting, which 
impacts on the team’s overall achievement. 

 
The Competition program is of course an important part of our club and the first step to 
competing externally is the Club Championships. The Development Coach and myself 
have made some adjustments to the these compared to previous years which we hope 
to implement in 2019; the aim is to have more swimmers with a greater range of 
abilities, competing in a greater range of events. As a result, we hope to have more 
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swimmers qualifying for external championship competitions including the North 
Midlands, the Cheshire County Championships and the Regional Summer Champinships.  
 
Competition is a part of our club, but it is training where the magic happens: 
  

• Our training program takes young people who have learnt how to swim and who 
want to continue learning and developing advanced skills and techniques that 
possibly the untrained eye can’t always see.  Once these skills and techniques are 
in place, endurance and speed are developed through conditioning of the energy 
systems. 

 
• Our successful program is delivered by a hardworking and dedicated set of 

teachers and coaches who range in age, experience and qualifications.  Having 
this range and variation in our coaching team is critical to the club as it means 
knowledge and experience from more senior coaches can be passed down to the 
coaches of the future and this helps to keep the club and the sport of swimming 
sustainable. 
 

• Parents are also critical to the process; you are the sponsors of the athlete, a taxi 
driver, a provider of important emotional support, a provider of encouragement 
for your sons and daughters to do well and you challenge any inappropriate 
behaviour or bad sportsmanship that your son/daughter displays.  I’d like to 
take this opportunity to thank you for your continued support. 
 

Some particular things we have worked on since my appointment: 
 

• In August, we introduced new standards for how starts, turns and finishes are 
executed.  Every swimmer is aware of these ’protocols’ and they are strongly 
encouraged to work towards and achieve them during training sessions. 
 

• Shoulder problems seem to have been an issue where swimmers have had more 
than their ‘fair share’.  In December, to address this, I drew upon the experience 
of John Bradley who has worked in a number of Elite sporting organisations 
besides undertaking research and writing academic papers on the subject.  We 
focused on the three specific common causes of shoulder issues and guided 
swimmers to modify their stroke accordingly. 
 

• Dives were a particular weakness which was identified at the competitions held 
throughout the winter. We have worked to address this and in so doing, utilised 
John Bradley’s expertise in this area. 
 

• During my recruitment, it was apparent that feedback to swimmers following 
competition was one of the key areas the club were seeking.  In light of this, the 
coaching team now produce race feedback after external competitions which 
includes swimming times in relation to PBs, county and regional times, splits 
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from distances greater than 50m and written feedback to highlight strengths and 
areas for improvement which the swimmer is encouraged to apply in subsequent 
training sessions. 
 

• To share expectations and improve swimmers’ (and parents’) understanding of 
our swimming program, we have hosted parents’ evenings in the form of whole 
squad meetings.  Topics raised have included nutrition, the focus of current 
training sessions, the annual training plan, how to make the most of training and 
expected standards of behaviour, to name but a few. 
 

As World Records are beaten, qualifying times get faster and standards get higher, right 
down to grass root level. What was good enough today may not be good enough in the 
future. With this in mind, it's important as a club that we all explore and trial new ways 
to achieve better results. 
   
Goals are an important part of swimming and some goals that we are working towards 
within the Performance Squad should hopefully filter down to the other squads/ 
members of the club: 
 

• I remain determined to lead a well-disciplined, hard-working squad, where 
members progress, take pride in what they do, always display good manners and 
good sportsmanship and achieve a level beyond their natural talent because of 
the way they train and compete.  Achieving a level beyond natural talent is really 
what I consider as being successful. 

 
• Bringing ‘performance’ swimmers closer to a ‘performance’ mentality and 

training ethic.  We have a number of swimmers who are not making the right 
choices in training when it comes to the idea of a ‘performance’ type squad. For 
instance, some swimmers rarely manage to complete a training set without some 
form of interruption or excuse. We have attempted to address this in different 
ways and whilst there has been some improvement, there is still room for more. 
 

• Aiming to reduce the number of withdrawals at competitions.  At the Percy 
Mason meet, 34 races saw withdrawals. At the North Midlands, 46 races saw 
withdrawals.  Coaches work hard to prepare swimmers for these races and the 
number of withdrawals by Centurions swimmers is excessive.  Whilst there are 
many reasons for swimmers to withdraw from races, including medical matters 
or due to participation in other activities, I would like to aim to reduce the 
number of withdrawls by our swimmers.   
 

• To continue using the sport of swimming and the club environment as a 
mechanism to help develop young people to deal with current and future 
challenges of life. The benefits of the club environment go way beyond the pool 
and in fact, competition is only a small part of it. For example, there have been 
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various papers published by academics on how the lack of face to face 
communication due to the digital era is not only causing mental health issues but 
also impacting negatively on the ability of people to form personal and business 
relationships. Being with their friends and team staff on poolside at a swimming 
competition or at training allows this face-to-face communication to take place 
between swimmers and quite often, friendships are formed that can last a 
lifetime.  

 
I’d like to conclude my report by saying: 
 
During my time so far at Northwich, I have witnessed the hard work of our swimmers, 
our coaching team, our administrative staff, officials and committee members.  All of our 
volunteers have their own busy lives, family and jobs and I would like to pause and just 
pay tribute to them all. – Thank you. 
 
Our ultimate aim for our swimmers is to continue enjoying the sport we all love, to take 
away the many benefits it naturally brings and when the time comes that they leave the 
club, they go away with lots of enjoyable experiences and many fond memories. 
 
Thank you for listening and if you have anything you would like to talk to me about, I 
will be around at the end of this meeting and will take some questions now. 
 

Development Head Coach Report 
by Jo Bradshaw 

 
2018 was a time of change for the younger swimmers within the club with the 
restructure and the introduction of the Development Squad but it was a seamless 
change due to the hard work of all the coaches, teachers and workforce volunteers. 
 
Soon after the formation of the new Development Squad we held meetings with the 
parents of our swimmers to reassure them that the changes would not affect their 
children apart from hopefully providing more focus on those in the Silver and Bronze 
squads.  The meetings were positively met and it is very much hoped that we will 
continue to hold these meeting sin the future. 
 
During the second half of the year we began to look at the current set up of the squads 
to see if they were supporting the competitive pathway we have in place for our 
member to progress from Development to Performance. After a few weeks of 
observations I proposed some changes that would hopefully make the pathway clearer 
and encourage more swimmers to make the move. 
 
Towards the end of the year, we introduced those changes with the new set up in the 
Silver squad, working the upper lanes more towards sessions that would reflect what 
they would be exposed to in Performance and talking to individuals about the 
possibility of moving onwards within the club. 
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At the time of writing, the initial signs are that the new structure is working well, we are 
holding test set sessions, still keeping a high percentage of time devoted to technique 
and skills development and we are starting to see some individuals making the move on 
to Performance. 
 
At the close of 2018, we then began to look at what was required to improve the 
standards within the Bronze squad as it is now felt that the gap between Silver and 
Bronze is quite apparent. We have started to address this issue with the introduction of 
the Link Squad at the beginning of 2019, to help bridge the gap between Lessons and 
Bronze and are now in the process of making small changes to Bronze that will should 
allow us to work with the swimmers more effectively and move some through more 
quickly. 
 
The challenges we face this year to deliver on these changes are maintaining a strong 
coaching team as every volunteer teacher and coach who works with the Development 
Squad gives up a great deal of their time for our members. With the new teachers 
presently going through the internal teaching programme, it is very much hoped that 
this will happen this coming year. 
 
We will continue to encourage more individuals to enter both home and away galas in 
the coming year following the successes we had at the Percy Mason gala in December 
2018 and the Wirral Spring Meet in early 2019. The Club Championships and Club 
Sprints were highly attended in 2018 and we would hope for that to continue in 2019.  
 
I would like to personally thank everyone who has involvement in the Development 
Squad, you give your time up freely and you are all an asset to our club. 
 

Lessons Head Teacher Report 
by Josie Lawton 

 
2018 has been an excellent year for stage 6 & 7 swimmers. 

The teaching team has been a very stable during this year, consisting of myself, Ruth 
Sissons, Geoff Lewis, Becci Johnson and Wendy Metcalfe (Cover).  The stability and 
continuity in teaching have produced some excellent swimmers, some of whom have 
left after leaving stage 7 but many of whom have gone on to the Development Squad and 
this year has seen a number of these swimmers joining the Lifesaving Squad. 

Lessons have been consistently full, month on month, during 2018, with high 
attendance at the majority of sessions (an average of 71 members per month from a 
capacity of 72 for the year). 

One of the things I have tried to encourage this year is for stages 6 & 7 swimmers to 
enter our internal club galas and we had great turnouts in both the Club Championships 
held in June and especially the Club Sprints held in November, where Lessons had the 
largest number of stage 6 & 7 swimmers ever to have entered the event, with 30 
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swimmers from the 74 strong squad (41%); for most swimmers, this was their very first 
gala. 

I would like to end by saying a huge ‘thank you’ to the volunteer teachers, Ruth, Geoff, 
Becci and Wendy for all the support and nurturing they have given to these Northwich 
Centurions ‘grass roots’ swimmers during 2018. 

 


