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Clinic Overview 

• Introduction and Updates 
• Philosophy of Starting 
• Starting Rules  
• Elements of the Start/Techniques of Starting 
• Developing Good Habits and a Routine 
• Questions 
• Practice (time permitting) 
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Updates 

• Today's clinic is now a preview! 
– Is not required, and won't count for certification 

• New USA Swimming Starter training module 
– Online October 1, 2024 
– Required for all new certifications 
– New test required for recertification 

• Old online test in progress? 
– Must be completed by October 15th to count 
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Starter Education 
• Starter Certification 

handout (2024) 
• Certified Stroke & Turn 

Judge for a minimum of 
3 months. Worked at 
least 4 sessions at a 
minimum of 2 meets 
since ST certification. 

• Updates on Pacswim.org 
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Starter Education 
• Handout (2024) 

The Professional Starter 
• Summarizes most of 

today's information. 
• Updates on 

– Pacswim.org 
– USASwimming.org 
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Philosophy of Starting 

THE STARTER ROLE: 
• Is an art, learned through practice and education 
• Has most impact on success of each athlete's race 
• Can be the most "public" officiating role, BUT 

– A proficient Starter will hardly be noticed 
– Starter role is limited (know your jurisdiction) 
– Be ready to receive and re-direct questions as needed 
– Be mindful what you project, including body language 
– Your attitude and demeanor are contagious 
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Philosophy of Starting 

– Calm 
– Friendly 
– Relaxed 
– Confident 

– Patient 
– Focused 
– Flexible 
– Team Player 

• Qualities of a good Starter (and official): 

• Shown through the Starter's 
– Deck presence, demeanor, body language 
– Voice tenor, inflection, and cadence 
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Philosophy of Starting 

THE GOAL: A FAIR START 
– for all athletes 
– in every heat 
– every time 

• What is a "fair start"? THE IDEAL: 
– starting signal at precise moment when you know 
– each and every athlete is  
– completely ready to start (in legal positions) and 
– not a moment earlier 
– not a moment later (the "sweet spot") 
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Philosophy of Starting 

• GOAL: A FAIR START 
– The "ideal" start isn't always achieved, but 
– Should remain the goal for each start 
– A start can still be fair without being "ideal" 

 
• But how to get the athletes to cooperate? 

– THAT is the art of starting 
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The Mindset of a Starter 

• Swimmers start the heat – not the Starter 
(Huh??) 
 

• The swimmers will show you through their 
body language 
– when they are ready for "Take Your Marks"  
– when they are ready for the starting signal. 
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The Mindset of a Starter 

• Swimmers start the heat – not the Starter 
 

• The Starter coordinates and facilitates starts. 
– starting is not "command and control"  

(although you will see those words used) 

• A start is an observation and agreement with 
the athletes that a race is ready to proceed. 

• The Starter responds to the readiness of the 
athletes, not vice versa. 
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The Mindset of a Starter 

• Swimmers start the heat – not the Starter 

• This means no two starts will be the same! 

A Starter learns to: 
• Use a consistent routine and voice for each start, but 

– DOES NOT develop a fixed timing pattern for starts. 

• Send the athletes only when they are ready 
– NOT after a robotic period of time. 
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Two Parts of the Start 
(before, then after, "Take Your Marks") 

1. Knowing when all athletes are ready to take their 
starting positions 
– PATIENCE here improves chance of success in Part 2 
– response: "Take Your Marks." 

2. Knowing when all athletes are ready to receive the 
starting signal 
– response: press the starting button 

• Knowing is not guessing or anticipating 
– Take an extra split-second to be sure 
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A Third Part of the Start 
3. Knowing when a start cannot proceed fairly 

– response: "stand please"  (right away, don't hesitate) 
– same response for backstroke starts 
– process then starts over at Part 1 

• How can a start become unfair after T.Y.M.? 
– Readiness is taking too long – swimmer(s) losing focus 

• Often avoidable with Starter attention and PATIENCE in Part 1 
– Loud noise or other distraction 
– Swimmer slips or loses balance 
– Swimmer leaves 
– Equipment malfunctions or breaks 
– Starter loses focus 
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The Starter's Tools 
• This may seem like a lot to observe and respond to in 

the space of a few seconds – and it is! 

• With practice and experience, it will become natural 

• You have the tools!  
– Body language of the athletes 
– Focus, Observation, and PATIENCE 
– Verbal invitations that are clear, calm, confident, & concise  
– The Rules 
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Starter Education 
• The Rulebook (2 pages) 

– Starts at the beginning 
– Official Glossary  
– 101.1 Starts 
– 101.4.1 Backstroke Start 
– 102.12 Starter 
– 105.3 Deaf or Hard of Hearing 
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Starting Rules 
• Official Glossary items pertaining to Starters: 

– FORWARD START — an entry made while facing the 
course. 

– INITIAL DISTANCE — that first portion of a race for which 
an official time may be recorded but which is not in itself a 
completed event. 

– MAY — permissive, not mandatory. 

– SHALL — mandatory. 

– SHOULD — recommended but not mandatory. 
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Starting Rules 
• DECK REFEREE teammate initiates the starting sequence 
• From Section 101.1.2 of the 2024 USA Swimming Rulebook 

– Once all swimmers have removed their clothing, except for 
swimwear, the Referee shall signal the commencement of an 
event by a short series of whistles inviting them to get ready at 
the starting end, followed by a long whistle indicating that they 
should take and maintain their positions on the starting 
platform, the deck, or in the water.  

– In backstroke and medley relay events, at the Referee's first 
long whistle, the swimmers shall immediately enter the water 
and at the second long whistle shall return without undue delay 
to the starting position.  



Inspiring a passion for swimming and making a difference in the lives of our members. 

Starting Rules - Backstroke 

• From Section 101.4.1 of the 2024 USA Swimming Rulebook 

– The swimmers shall line up in the water facing the starting 
end, with both hands placed on the gutter or on the 
starting grips. Standing in or on the gutter, placing the toes 
above the lip of the gutter, or bending the toes over the lip 
of the gutter, before or after the start, is prohibited. 

– When using a backstroke ledge at the start, at least one 
toe of both feet must be in contact with the end wall or 
face of the touchpad. Bending the toes over the top of the 
touchpad is prohibited.  
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Starting Rules 
• From Section 102.12 of the 2024 USA Swimming Rulebook 

– The Starter shall stand on the side of the pool within 
approximately five meters of the starting end of the pool and, 
upon signal from the Referee, shall assume control of the 
swimmers until a fair start has been achieved. 

• From Section 101.1.2 of the 2024 USA Swimming Rulebook 

– When the swimmers and officials are ready, the Referee shall 
signal with an outstretched arm to the Starter that the 
swimmers are under the Starter's control.  

• Usually right after final long whistle 
• ONLY means you now have jurisdiction, NOT that they are ready to start. 
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Starting Rules 
• From Section 101.1.2 of the 2024 USA Swimming Rulebook 

– On the Starter's command "take your marks", the swimmers 
shall immediately assume their starting position, in the forward 
start, with at least one foot at the front of the starting platform 
or the deck. Swimmers starting in the water must have at least 
one hand in contact with the wall or starting platform.  

– When all swimmers are stationary, the Starter shall give the 
starting signal.  

– A swimmer shall not be disqualified for an illegal starting 
position at the start if the race is permitted to proceed. 
Enforcement of the correct starting position is the 
responsibility of the Starter. 
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putting it all together… 
 
 

The Starting Process 
 

2022 Illinois Swimming Training Video 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i8337VJ8Avg 
(0:00-12:37) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i8337VJ8Avg 
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Review: Before Each Heat 

• Observe swimmers behind the blocks 
• Communicate issues with Deck Referee as 

needed 
• Be in position and ready to go 
• Short whistles 
• Long whistle(s) – microphone ready 

– Hold free cable with other hand -  
always protect your equipment! 

• Wait for Referee's outstretched arm 
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"The First Part of the Start" 

• Begins with the Referee's extended arm 
• Sets the stage for a successful start 
• PATIENCE as the swimmers settle into place 
• Forward Start––one foot "at front" of block 

– allow to happen after "Take Your Marks" 
– awareness of swimmers in water (fly-over starts) 

• Backstroke Start––toes not above gutter 
• Once all swimmers are settled in place and 

attentive, ready for "Take Your Marks" 
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Example 1 Example 1 

(04:01:54 - 04:02:01 clip from 2007 USA Swimming Starter Training video) 
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Example 2 

(05:04:28 - 05:04:38 clip from 2007 USA Swimming Starter Training video) 
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"Take  Your  Marks." 
• It's an invitation to swim 

– Warm, conversational, relaxed but confident 
– Not cold or robotic 
– Let the microphone project your voice 

• Slightly descending tone… 
– … leading … the athletes toward their starting positions. 
– It's a statement.  (not a question?) 
– "Close the door." 

• Excellent voice examples in new training module 
and in 2022 Illinois Swimming videos here 
– Note: pre-2023 materials will still say "Take Your Mark" 
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"The Second Part of the Start" 

• Wait for the swimmers to become stationary. 
• Stationary does NOT necessarily mean 

motionless, but… 
• Give them a chance to try.  Use PATIENCE.  

Find the "sweet spot" without extra delay. 
• Stationary = "set" = remaining at their marks. 
• Give the starting signal when you are sure that 

all swimmers are stationary. 
– Don't anticipate stationary - be sure first. 
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Once The Heat Has Started…. 
• Watch swimmers until all heads surface, keeping the mic in 

position in case a recall becomes necessary 

• Starter can recall a heat for any reason that caused swimmers 
to not have a fair start 
– Recalls should be extremely rare 
– No swimmer can be charged with a false start 

• Carefully replace microphone and cable out of harm's way 
– again, always protect your equipment! 

• Mark any empty lanes, false starts, etc. on Starter paperwork 

• After all is resolved, begin observing the next heat 
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Starting Rules 

• From Section 101.1.2 of the 2024 USA Swimming 
Rulebook (plus September 2024 legislation): 
– When a swimmer does not respond promptly to the 

command "take your marks," the Starter shall immediately 
release all swimmers with a "stand" command upon which 
the swimmers may stand up or step off the blocks.  

• The currently preferred wording is "stand please“ 

• Swimmers may choose not to respond at all. 
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If Things Don't Go As Planned…. 
(For ANY Reason) 

• As soon as a fair start is no longer possible… 

• Finger away from start button 

• "Stand please" – right away, don't hesitate 
– said more softly and extremely calmly 

(they were expecting to hear the starting signal next) 

• EXTRA PATIENCE while the athletes refocus and 
resettle 
– Let them show you when they are ready to try again 
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Have we mentioned… 
 

PATIENCE? 

From the USA Swimming National Officials Committee 2017 Starter Clinic: 

Taking the extra time to be patient and ensure 
that every swimmer receives a fair start makes 
an immeasurable difference in the swimmers' 

races; it is always worth the extra time to ensure 
that the job is done correctly. 
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Other Things to Say (And Not To Say!) 

• Don't ad lib.  NEVER deviate from the language of  
"Take Your Marks" and "Stand Please" 

• "Lane _X_ toes please" if necessary to correct toes in 
backstroke 

• Further instructions only in consultation with Referee 
– "Step up please"; "Step in please"; "Step down please" 
– "Relax please" or "Swimmers relax" for prolonged delay 
– "Thank you ladies (gentlemen)" to clear pool 
– Address athletes as "ladies" and "gentlemen" or 

"swimmers" 
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Starting Rules – the Starter 

• From Section 102.12 of the 2024 USA Swimming Rulebook  
(plus September 2024 legislation): 

– Optional Instructions — The Starter may: 
• Announce the event. 
• Advise the heat when a swimmer will be attempting to 

achieve a time at an initial distance. 
• For backstroke starts, give the command, "Place your 

feet." 
• Use a "stand" command in accordance with 101.1.2 D, 

101.1.3 A, and 101.1.3 D. 
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Starting Rules – False Starts 

• From Section 101.1.3 of the 2024 USA Swimming Rulebook 
(plus September 2024 legislation): 

– Any swimmer initiating a start before the signal may be 
disqualified if the Referee independently observes and confirms 
the Starter's observation that a violation occurred. Swimmers 
remaining on the starting blocks shall be relieved from their 
starting positions with a "stand" command and may step off the 
blocks. 

– A swimmer who would otherwise be charged with a false start 
may be relieved of the charge if the false start was caused by 
the swimmer's reaction to a "stand" command. 
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Starting Rules – False Starts 

• From Section 101.1.3 of the 2024 USA Swimming Rulebook 

– If the starting signal has been given before the disqualification is 
declared, the race shall continue without recall. If the Referee 
independently observes and confirms the Starter's observation 
that a violation occurred, the swimmer or swimmers who have 
false started shall be disqualified upon completion of the race. 

– If the recall signal is activated, no swimmer shall be charged 
with a false start and the Starter shall restart the race upon 
signal by the Referee. 
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Starter Education 
• What is a False Start? 

handout (2012) 
• Illinois Swimming 2022 

Training Video 
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False Start Scenarios 
 

2022 Illinois Swimming Training 
Video 

 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lppCO1nWC3k 

(01:40-13:49) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lppCO1nWC3k&t=100s 
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Review - The False Start 
• A Swimmer STARTING early—initiating a start 

before the signal 
• Benefit of the doubt goes to the swimmer 
• Record violation by marking on heat sheet 
• Then initiate Dual Confirmation procedures 

– False starts caused by obvious outside interference 
(loud noise, etc.) should be stood or recalled, and not 
charged. This does NOT include others' false starts. 

– Other athletes are responsible for their own starts. 
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Dual Confirmation Procedures 
• No discussion. No rush. 
• Give Referee time to make any notes first. 
• Starter initiates: 
• Silently show marked sheet to Deck Referee 
• If necessary, quietly say "I have a false start." 

– I prefer to avoid "potential" or "possible" false start 
verbiage (but follow your Deck Referee's preference) 

– Only mark your sheet for a definite false start. 
• Verify whether Referee's sheet matches 
• If confirmed, a DQ slip is initiated 
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Review - The False Start 
• These MAY or MAY NOT involve a False Start: 

– moving before the signal 
– breaking stationary position before the signal 
– breaking an imaginary plane before the signal 

• A False Start IS ONLY: 
– initiating a start before the signal 
– if you are not sure, benefit of doubt to swimmer 

• Only initiate Dual Confirmation for a definite False Start. 
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What was this? 

(change of hand grip just before start - video not available) 
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What was this? 

(loss of balance at Take Your Marks - video not available) 
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What would you do? 

(start initiated at Take Your Marks - video not available) 
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Before the Meet 

• Review Meet Announcement 
• Review the Rules 
• Review The Professional Starter document 
• Possible pre-meet communication about 

Starter expectations and protocols  
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Before the Session 
• Promptly attend Officials Briefing(s) 
• Clarify your Assignment(s), Rotations, Protocols 

etc. with Referee, Head Starter, or designee 
• Confer with your Deck Referee – Teamwork! 

– Determine where you will stand for forward and 
backstroke starts 

• Should have best view of entire heat while also able to 
distinguish between individual lanes 

– Confirm other expectations for false starts, missing 
swimmers, additional instructions, special needs, etc. 

– Test microphone, volume, practice "Take Your Marks" 
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Other Possible Starter Responsibilities 
• Invigilating warmups 
• Timers Briefing 
• Announce event and/or heat (at short whistles) 
• Call a missing swimmer 
• Hand signals for hearing-impaired athletes 
• Keep lap counts for distance events 
• Sound warning signal for distance events 
• Record order of finishes (OOF) 
• Assist as Relay Takeoff Judge or Stroke & Turn Judge 
• Supervise competition when Referee is busy 

– second set of eyes and ears on the pool and deck 
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Rulebook 
105.3 
• Practice Time! 
• Forward Starts 
• Backstroke 
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Practice, Practice, Practice! 

• The more experience you gain, the more 
comfortable the role will become 

• Ask for feedback. Self-evaluate after sessions. 
• Watch other experienced Starters working 
• Ask questions (during off time) 
• Review educational materials  
• Always bring your "A" game! 

– Approach each start as if it will be your last 
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Starter Education 
• usaswimming.org 

– Officials 
• Officials Documents 

• Situation Resolutions 
Starter & Deck Referee 
– 27 pages (2018) 
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Educational Materials 
(final notes) 

• The Professional Starter document and the 
new Training Module should seem very 
familiar after today. 

• New Training Module is excellent!  
Some personal observations after taking it: 
– Greatest strength: voice examples and interactive 

voice practice. 
– Greatest weakness: in some of the False Start 

"dramatizations" the swimmer never became set. 
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THANK YOU 
for your service to our athletes 

 
QUESTIONS? 

Basic Starter Clinic 
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