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Dear Swimmer,
Thank you for downloading The LEAD Series: Developing 
a Championship Mindset.  My goal with this e-book is to 
provide some useful tools to help you perform at your very 
best during championship season.

During my career, which lasted over twenty years, I 
competed at all levels of swimming, including Age Group 
Championships, State Meets, Junior Nationals, Senior 
Nationals, and NCAAs. As a member of the US National 
Team for nine years, I competed in many international 
meets, including Pan Ams, Pan Pacs, multiple World 
Championships, and three Olympic Games.

Beginning with my earliest experiences in the pool, I became aware that there were 
lessons to be learned and specific strategies that could be applied, which helped me 
achieve more consistent results at swim meets. This included pre-meet preparation, 
nutrition, and mental training. I can say, without a doubt, that by building on those 
lessons and experiences, I was able to overcome self-doubt and gain confidence in 
myself and my swimming.

Since my retirement from the pool, I have enjoyed traveling around the US to host 
clinics and seminars. I have had the privilege of meeting and working with thousands 
of competitive swimmers and their parents, and I have fielded hundreds of questions 
about all the preparation that goes into a championship season. In responding to 
these questions, I recognized a few common themes from my own experiences that 
directly contributed to my success in the pool. By writing this e-book, I wanted to 
share all my tips, tricks, and secrets for success with you.

In The LEAD Series: Developing a Championship Mindset, I hope to answer some 
of your most important questions as you prepare for the championship season. I want 
to empower you, help you build confidence, and teach you how to take ownership of 
your swimming. Ultimately, I want you to feel better equipped to handle anything that 
is thrown your way on race day.

Sincerely, 
Kara 

Connect with me! 
www.karalynnjoyce.com
@karalynnjoyce

2     •     Introduction



Nutrition
I am a firm believer in being as consistent as possible with your diet throughout the 
year. As the season progresses, your body becomes accustomed to the food you 
eat on a daily basis and makes the necessary adaptations to turn that food into fuel 
for optimal performance. Making any drastic changes to your diet right before race 
day is generally not recommended; if you don’t eat a big plate of pasta every night 
after practice, it’s probably best not to try it the night before a meet. Worst case 
scenario, you could end up with a stomach ache. Eating a balanced plate of protein, 
vegetables, and starches will properly fuel your body and mind for what lies ahead. 

In addition to being consistent, it’s also important to be consistently healthy.
Families of athletes know the challenges of maintaining a healthy diet on the go. 
Fast food options are convenient when time is short, but they are not really the best 
option for fueling an athlete. Planning ahead and having healthy snacks available 
before and after practice will better serve your nutritional needs. Taking the time to 
educate yourself and your family would be time well spent before the next trip to the 
grocery store.  

Reading labels and paying attention to 
amounts of sugar, salt, and chemical 
additives in your food selections is 
valuable information that will not only 
serve you as an athlete, but will help set 
you up for a healthier life going forward.  
I really enjoyed grocery shopping with 
my parents when I was younger because 
it gave me some say in what we ate as a 
family, and it taught me valuable lessons 
for meal planning as an adult.  

It is a great opportunity to make a 
commitment as a family to pursue a 

healthier lifestyle.
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“What about my sweet-tooth and other cravings?” 

No one is perfect—not even an Olympic swimmer. I have been known 
to indulge in desserts from time to time, and I absolutely love to bake—
brownies, bread, muffins, cookies, cakes—you name it! With that being said, 
I try to do everything in moderation. During times when practices are more 
difficult, like Christmas training, I would definitely indulge more. But during 
really critical points in the season, such as taper time, I try to maintain a 
cleaner diet.

Even after retiring from competitive swimming, I continue to 
work out regularly and love to have a routine. I am definitely 
a simplistic eater, and when I find something that works 
for me, I stick with it.  As I was growing up, I was lucky that 
my mom often cooked healthy, homemade meals. From a 
young age, I established good eating habits and developed 
an interest in food preparation. As an adult, I have continued 
to learn more about cooking. I typically like to incorporate a 
wide variety of vegetables and proteins into my meals.

Pre-workout breakfast: 
Whole wheat English muffin with almond butter       

and a sliced banana

Post-workout breakfast: 
Scrambled eggs, avocado, sauteed spinach,                

and whole wheat toast

Lunch: 
Turkey sandwich with a side of minestrone soup

Dinner: 
6 oz filet, broiled broccoli, and roasted potatoes

Snacks: 
Apple, pretzels and hummus, or a Larabar

On the Menu

I am definitely a 
simplistic eater, and 

when I find something 
that works for me, I 

stick with it. 
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Sample Nutritional Breakdown

25% 
grains

25%
meat

50%
fruits & 
veggies



Consistency is key.  Find things that are healthy that you 
enjoy eating, and try to stick with them, especially leading 

up to your championship meet.

KLJ's Nutrition Takeaways

Consistency: 

Go ahead and treat yourself -
Indulge when you see fit and enjoy it!

What you put into your body is what you’ll get out of your 
body.  You would never put low quality gas in a Ferrari and 

expect it to run at optimal performance.  Treat your body like 
a race car by fueling it properly with high quality nutrients. 

Quality Fuel = Quality Racing: 

Moderation: 

5     •     Nutrition



Hydration
“Isn’t hydration part of nutrition?” 

Yes, it is! Hydration is so important that it deserves its own special shout-out. 
You already know that drinking water is important, but do you know how important it 
actually is?

Your body is made up of 55-60% water. 

According to the Food and Nutrition Board at 
the Institute of Medicine in Washington, DC, 
the recommended water intake for adolescents 
is anywhere from 8-14 cups of water per day.  

Monitoring your urine is a good way to keep 
track of your hydration levels. Pale and clear 
urine means you are well-hydrated, but dark 
yellow means you should drink more fluids.  

Throughout the season, staying well-hydrated is the most important thing you can do 
to prepare your body for optimum performance.

 
Proper hydration doesn’t just include race day or the day before the meet. This goes 
back to consistency and trying not to make any big changes right before your meet. 
While we can all benefit from increasing our daily intake of water, athletes really need 
to consider it an important part of their training routine. Staying hydrated can be 
especially tough during a long practice session. Once you realize you are thirsty, you 
are already dehydrated. By training yourself to hydrate during practice, your body 
will become more efficient at flushing out lactic acid from your muscles. On race day, 
this will translate to quicker recovery time between races, setting you up for peak 
performance in multiple races. 

Did you know?
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You have to train yourself to drink water, 
just like you have to train yourself in the water!

Keep a water bottle with you at all times 
during school, at home, and at practice.

Try to take small sips of water throughout the day, 
and keep track of how much you drink.

If you don’t like the taste of water, there are 
multiple options for flavored water or drops 

you can add to your water bottle.

Training your body to maintain a high hydration level 
starts at the beginning of the season and goes 

through your very last race at the end of the season.

Tips for Optimal Hydration
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Rest
Swimmers love to sleep almost as much as they love to eat—trust me, I know.  
Nothing feels better than waking up feeling fully rested and ready to take on your 
challenges for the day. Just like nutrition and hydration, proper rest is crucial to 
preparing yourself for championship season. 

Throughout the season, when you swim hard practices that make your muscles burn or 
you do dryland until you can barely stand, you create tiny micro-tears in your muscles, 

which is actually a good thing. 
The soreness you feel a day or two after a workout is a result of these tears—your 
muscles are reacting to the stimulus you put them through. That’s where rest, recovery, 
and sleep come in. 

Your body recovers at its absolute best 
when it’s in full rest mode: sleep. 

Getting enough sleep isn’t just important 
for muscle recovery - it can also help you 

prevent injuries. 

To help you fall asleep faster and increase 
the quality of your sleep, try to eliminate 
distractions like cell phones and TV at 
night. While it can be challenging to cut 
out these distractions, try substituting 
screen time with reading just before bed. 

9-9.5 hours
The recommended number of hours of 

sleep recommended for adolescents 
to achieve optimal rest
National Sleep Foundation 

Athletes who slept eight or more 
hours each night were 

68%
less likely to be injured than athletes 

who regularly slept less than 
eight hours. 

American Academy of Pediatrics 
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Rest During Taper

Again, it’s important to get the right amount of rest consistently throughout the 
entire season in order to get the most out of your taper. Taper, undeniably the most 
wonderful time of the swimming season, is a time for enhanced repair and recovery for 
your body, which actually makes you stronger leading up to race day. 

Typically, taper will begin one to four weeks before your championship meet, 
depending on your coach and season plan. When taper starts, it is important to  
increase the amount of rest you are getting. 

Adding in an extra 15-30 minutes of rest each night could add up to an additional full 
night of sleep over the course of your taper. That is some valuable rest time, which 
will most certainly contribute to your physical recovery, allowing you to be at your very 
best for race day!

Think of taper as all-around enhanced rest rather than just the decrease of yardage 
you do in the pool. You’ve done the work - taper is about preparing to reap the 
rewards!

KLJ’s Taper Tips
Use the pool ladder to get out of the water instead of pushing yourself out 

on the side of the pool to help conserve energy.

Opt for the elevator or escalator instead of the stairs when possible.

Find something to occupy your extra time (but not your extra energy) like a 
new show on Netflix or a puzzle—two of my favorite taper traditions!

Avoid any extra activities with friends that will zap your energy, such as 
walking around the mall, riding bikes, or dancing at parties.

9     •     Rest



Visualization
I often get asked about visualization, mostly from parents of swimmers:  
• “Should my child visualize before a meet?”
• “How do I know if he/she is doing it right?“
• “How can I help her/him visualize?”  

As an athlete, visualization is YOUR tool, and it is a very personal experience. Learning 
how to visualize before competitions can completely change your approach to meets 
and influence the outcome as well. 

The Cleveland Clinic Foundation in Ohio compared “people who went to the gym 
with people who carried out virtual workouts (or visualized) in their heads.” The study 
reported  a 30% strength increase in the group who went to the gym. Surprisingly, 
the group of participants who conducted mental exercises of the weight training also 
increased muscle strength by 13.5%. 

Obviously, it is important to do the work in the pool—you can‘t skip practice and just 
visualize to obtain the results you want. But if you can’t make it to a workout, use the 
opportunity to practice your visualization skills. 

The best races I ever swam were ones where I rehearsed my race over and over in my 
head and saw myself succeeding -- long before the race started.

When I visualized, I would close my eyes and recall every sensation of swimming my 
race. I would feel my hands hit the water, feel the muscles stretch down my side as I 
reached my arm forward to pull, hear the rhythm of my kick, and even hear the sound 
of the water as it washed by my ears during the race.

As one of the greatest athletes and visionaries of all time, Muhammad Ali, once said,

“Champions aren’t made in gyms. 
Champions are made from something deep inside them: 

a desire, a dream, a vision.”  
That dream and vision starts with you.
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KLJ's Visualization Tips

Research on visualization proves that the mind has incredible power over the body. 
Here are some of my tips to help you visualize your races successfully: 

• Time of Day: My favorite time to visualize is bedtime starting a few nights before 
my race and especially the night before my race. 

• Setting the Stage: I lie down with my eyes closed and think about myself behind 
the blocks. What does the pool deck smell like? What does it sound like? What lane 
am I in?

• The Start: I imagine hearing the “beep” at the start, and I explode off the starting 
block. While I don’t like to time myself while visualizing, some people do use a 
stopwatch to record their time. Personally, I like to envision my race while focusing 
on my own visual perspective, such as the black line below me, my hands passing 
next to my body, and the lane lines in my peripheral vision.

• The Race: Once the race starts, I focus my visualization on the key things I need to 
think about for that specific race. If it’s the 50 freestyle, I know I need to maximize 
my reach out in front (a strength), and I know I need to maintain the rhythm of my 
kick (a weakness) to put together a great race. For the 100 freestyle, I think about 
overcoming the fatigue going into my third turn, maintaining my speed, executing 
a strong turn, and not breathing out of the wall. 

• The Finish: No matter what race it is, I always envision a perfect finish, fully 
extended on my side, head down, and touching with my fingertips.  
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Confidence
Success in the pool begins and ends with you. 

Everyone knows the feeling of stepping up to the blocks for an important race with 
a flutter of nerves and excitement. By using visualization skills and positive self-talk, 
you can learn to control how you react and respond to those feelings. This is how you 
build confidence.  

Confidence comes from knowing you have done the work. When you arrive at the 
end of the season knowing you have trained hard, fueled your body, and stayed well 
rested, it becomes possible to create the powerful mental imagery of a successful 
outcome. You can visualize yourself at the blocks--ready to race. The anticipated 
flutters of excitement become a great source of positive energy to be unleashed in 
the pool.

My best races started well before I hit the water. I would step up to the blocks feeling 
happy, relaxed, and excited. I knew I had done everything I could to prepare myself 
for that moment. I truly believed that I had worked harder than anyone else for that 
opportunity.  

I didn’t question myself about if I was going to have a fast swim.  
The only question was--how fast can I go?
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2012 Olympic Trials

At the 2012 Olympic Trials, I was sitting in the ready room for the finals of the 50m 
freestyle, and I began thinking about all the things that had happened in the four 
years since my last Olympic Games.  

I thought about the coaching changes I endured. I thought about the back injury I 
struggled through. I thought about the several moves across the country I made to try 
to find the right team and program.  

But then I stopped myself. I realized what I was doing. I was letting self-doubt creep 
into my head right when I was preparing to swim one of the most important races of 
my life. I halted these negative thoughts right in their tracks--like a needle scratching 
across a record. 

I knew I needed positive thoughts and positive energy if I wanted to have a great race.
I refocused myself and began reflecting on the amazing journey that had led me to 
that ready room. I saw myself as a seven year old girl, watching the Olympics on TV 
with my mom--telling her, “Someday I want to be an Olympic swimmer.” I saw myself 
holding a poster board in front of my 5th grade class--telling them, “When I grow 
up, I want to be an Olympic swimmer.”  I saw myself getting out of bed at 5 am long 
before the sun came up to go to morning practice--so I could someday be an Olympic 
swimmer. I saw myself pushing through all of the grueling practices where my lungs 
burned and my muscles ached--because I wanted to be an Olympic swimmer. 

All of these beautiful memories flooded my mind like a movie playing in my head. I 
will never forget the walk from the ready room to the blocks. I was calm and happy.  I 
had a sense of confidence like I had never felt before. I knew that I had worked hard 
and earned the right to be there. I had the privilege to do what I love most: race a 
50m freestyle.  

I finished in second place in that race and qualified for my third Olympic Games. 
I didn’t win. It wasn’t a record. It wasn’t even a best time. But it will be forever my 
favorite race. I took control of my thoughts and changed the outcome of my race by 
doing so.  

I am so proud to have made three Olympic teams. I would never have been able to 
achieve that without having a strong sense of confidence in myself.
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Positive Self-Talk

Building confidence with positive self-talk and a strong belief in yourself will help you 
succeed in the pool and beyond. 

Everyone else in the world can believe in you—your parents, your coaches, your 
teammates, and your friends—but ultimately it all comes back to you.  

If you believe you are capable of great things, you are opening yourself up to the 
possibility that great things can happen. Keep these tips in mind when you’re looking 
to build confidence through positive self-talk: 

When you ask your body to take on huge challenges, 
the more positive your self-talk is, 
the more you believe in yourself, 

the more likely you are to succeed. 

Consistently think 
positively.

Remind yourself of your 
hard work.

Give yourself credit where 
credit is due.

Don’t be distracted by 
negative thoughts.
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Controllables
One of my favorite things to do before a big meet is to list all the things I can control. 
If you have the “controllables” in check, you’re less likely to encounter a surprise 
on race day. You’ll be able to focus on visualizing your success, tuning in to your 
confidence, and supporting your teammates. In other words, by preparing yourself out 
of the pool, you’re preparing yourself for success in the pool. The following are a few 
controllables I try to prepare ahead of time:

• Snacks and drinks: Pack the snacks, water, and recovery drinks you need for a meet 
instead of relying on your parents or your coaches to bring them. Thinking ahead and 
bringing your own snacks allows you to pack healthy, nutritious fuel for yourself and avoid 
any unhealthy options you may see at the snack bar. 

• Swim bag: Pack your swim bag and gear the night before your meet. This way, you’ll have 
a clear mind and you’ll be less likely to forget anything you may need in the morning. 

• Options and backups: Bring clothing options for a warm pool deck or a cold one. Bring 
sunscreen if the pool is outdoors. Bring backup practice and racing suits, caps, and 
goggles. You’ve set yourself up for success - this way, if any surprises do occur with your 
gear, you won’t waste any race energy on finding another pair of goggles or a new cap.

• Extra socks: I always wear socks and sneakers on the pool deck between my events to 
keep my feet warm. Wearing shoes on deck also allows me to maintain an athletic feel 
with my legs, take the stress off my leg muscles (sneakers are easier on the legs than large 
winter boots or flipflops), and keep my traction on the pool deck. It sounds silly, but I’ve 
slipped more times than I can count when barefoot on a deck!

• Starter: Pay attention to the pace of the starter. Is she/he fast or slow? Try to figure out 
her/his rhythm so you know what to expect when you get on the blocks.

• Pillow: If it’s an overnight meet, I like to bring my own pillow from home that I’m 
comfortable sleeping with so I’m not tossing and turning the night before my meet. 

• Race Prep: Check your seed in the psych sheet the night before your race. Knowing what 
heat and lane you’ll be in will help you visualize your race. I liked to know every single 
thing about my swim the night before so I could maximize my visualization and encounter 
the least amount of surprises possible the next day.
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Leadership

“Leaders aren’t born—they are made. They are made by hard effort, which is the price 
all of us must pay to achieve any goal which is worthwhile.”

-Vince Lombardi
I can’t tell you how many times I have seen teams completely transform during a meet 
when they started getting behind their teammates and cheering for their friends. 

My first experience with this happened when I was a freshman in high school. We were 
at a dual meet against one of our rivals, and we showed up sluggish and sloppy. We 
disqualified our first relay, then our top swimmer got touched out in her best event 
and our second best swimmer missed one of her events. The way things were headed, 
we didn’t think we had a chance. 

During a break in the meet, one of our team captains called us to a huddle and gave 
us a pep talk. She said the meet wasn’t over. Sure, a few important things hadn’t gone 
our way, but we still had an opportunity to turn the meet around. 

After the break, our entire team was on their feet on the side of the pool cheering and 
going crazy for every single person in every single event. Amazing things started to 
happen when we changed our attitude and outlook. We had swimmers that weren’t 
favorites to win start touching in first and second place. Girls were going best times 
mid-season when we were exhausted from training. By the end of the meet, we had 
edged our rival by 2 points and won the meet. Our captains set the example we 
needed by acting as strong leaders and motivators for the team. 

This was a huge learning experience for me and my teammates. We came together as 
a TEAM, believed in each other completely, and changed the outcome of that meet. 
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What if things don’t turn around? 
What if you have a disappointing race? Meet? Season?

One of the heaviest burdens we place on ourselves as athletes is setting impossibly 
high standards. This high bar can be exactly what allows us to be successful, but 
it can also lead to disappointment. It is the constant cycle of ups and downs—
pushing our limits, sometimes falling short, and sometimes achieving our goals—that 
provides critical lessons for overcoming obstacles. Having the ability to put it all into 
perspective, to understand that one race or one meet does not determine who you 
are as a person, is an invaluable life lesson. 

One of the greatest things about swimming is that every race is an opportunity to 
learn. If you have an amazing swim, talk to your coach about what worked with your 
pre-race routine and your race strategy. If your swim didn’t go as planned, don’t dwell 
on the negative aspects of the race. Talk to your coach about what you can do to be 
better prepared for your next race. Trial-and-error is a great teacher—each experience 
will make you a better racer in the end!

Another great thing about swimming is that there are so many events to choose from 
to create opportunities for success. Sometimes focusing too hard on one event can 
lead to frustration if you are not seeing results in your best race. If that’s the case, try 
another event! Late in my career, I went more than three years without a best time 
in my favorite event, the 50 free, and I was beginning to doubt myself. My coach 
suggested that I switch it up and swim the 100 fly, which was a new challenge for me. 
My fly got faster, and I knew my hard work in the pool was paying off. This helped 
restore my confidence, and eventually, I started going best times in the 50 free again. 

I am also grateful for the opportunity to be 
influenced by so many great coaches and mentors.  
My coach at the University of Georgia, Jack Bauerle, 
instilled in me the idea that hard work always has a 
way of paying off. If you put in the work, it’s just a 
matter of patience and persistence. I loved thinking 
about swimming in that way. It can be frustrating 
to go through an entire season and feel like you’re 
doing all the right things, only to come up short at 
the big meet. But no matter what happens at the 
end of the season, you own the hard work and you 
own the entire experience.

Overcoming Obstacles

“Swimming is a very fair sport, and 
you get out of it exactly what you 

put into it. Sometimes the success 
doesn’t come right away, but with 

patience and persistence, it 
always does.”
- Jack Baurle



Teamwork & Positivity

Swimming is an individual sport, but truly amazing things can happen 
when you come together as a team. 

Positivity and success are contagious: the more you spread your positive attitude, the 
more it will come back to you many times over. I always encourage my swimmers to 
be as involved in their meets as possible. 

One way to combat your own pre-race jitters is to tune into the meet and draw energy 
from the great races going on in the pool. Keep track of your teammates’ events and 
channel your excitement into their swims. This will not only contribute to the success 
of your team but will also help motivate you in your own swims. 

Cheering for your teammates, knowing when they have great swims, and watching 
the best swimmers in the pool (and learning from them) are all things that make you a 
great team player, a student of your sport, and a happier and faster swimmer overall.
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Thank you again for downloading my e-book! I hope you were able to learn from my 
experiences, and apply these lessons to your own swimming. I love being able to 

pass on my love for racing to the next generation of swimmers - performing your best 
at championship meets is something that takes years of practice, but hopefully, with 
these skills, a strong sense of confidence, and helpful support network, you will be 

able to take the next step towards achieving your goals! 

Best of luck, 
KLJ 
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