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The Glenmark Aquatic Foundation - Mission and Inspiration 
Don Heidary, The World Swimming Coaches Association & Orinda Aquatics  
I was asked to come to India to evaluate the Glenmark Aquatic Foundation program and offer any insights 
on development, with specific regard to the age-group program. Having spent the past forty-five years 
(yes forty-five) pursuing elevated performance and culture at the age-group level, and working in the 
highly competitive world of USA Swimming, I felt that I could help in some way. Twenty-four days and  
eleven flights later, I am dissecting a story that is extraordinarily powerful and unique to the sport in so 
many ways.  
The trip offered another example of the diversity and inspiration in the world. I have always viewed sports 
as the youth neutralizer. Aside from occasional advantages, the bulk of development comes from available 
water, athletes willing to commit to a program, and passionate coaches that offer structure and a pathway 
to development. This they have, and so much more.  
I believe this may very well be the most inspirational (and greatest) story in the swimming world today.   
Let me begin with the Glenmark organization. The foundation is a subsidiary of Glenmark Pharmaceuticals 
of India, and its outreach (CSR - Corporate Social Responsibility) vehicle, which supports and subsidizes 
the sport of swimming throughout India. As the corporate founder was a pioneer in medicine, GAF is a 
pioneer in swimming. I hope you’re sitting down for this. Kids pay nothing. Everything is paid for by the 
foundation - swimmers’ fees, learn-to-swim lessons, pools fees, staff salaries, travel, equipment, and on 
and on. In a world of corporate condemnation or profit mongering, you need not look here. This is the 
model that should exist everywhere; corporations embedded in the communities, lifting children up, and 
creating limitless opportunities where they are rarely found.   
The program was spearheaded by Neha Saldanha. Swimming is in her family (daughter swam for Johns 
Hopkins), and in her blood. She is not only passionate, altruistic, but driven to produce the top swimmers 
in India and the broader region, and to change the status quo. This is a sea change in swimming in India 
and Neha, and her leadership team, are driven to succeed.   
The program is run by COO Vijay Bharadwaj, a former IT and sports marketing executive. Although not a 
swimmer, he lives and breathes the sport and this program. He is an infinitely wise and insightful “get-it-
done” individual and he is on this 24/7, working the phones, the room, the politics, the facilities, travel, 
and everything that touches the GAF.   
Ian Els oversees the age-group program. He is a veteran coach from South Africa, and is a measured and 
thoughtful man, unduly dedicated to young athlete development. He is as caring as he is wise and has a 
depth of sincerity that is rare at the age-group level, or anywhere. He oversees the entire development 
program, beginning with learn-to-swim. Under his purview are some 1,000 swimmers that operate in a 
stunningly organized and highly efficient manner.   
Partha Majumder runs the national development program. He came highly recommended as one of the 
highest-level coaches in India. He was so much more. He is charismatic, firm, humorous, obsessed with 
the sport, data, and physiological applications, and the James Earl Jones voice only adds to his presence. 
He strikes an incredible balance of firm and nurturing, and the athletes respond.  



Although I went to support Glenmark, I found myself in meetings with senior officials from The Sports 
Authority of India (SAI), aka, the government sports arm. They too are highly motivated to develop 
swimming in India and are looking at Glenmark to take the lead.   
While I visited five sites, I will touch on three that offered profound inspiration, hope, and potential 
fulfillment of the Glenmark mission. And the inspiration that I mention, is not only inspiration to Glenmark 
or India, but for youth sports in entirety.   
Delhi 
The Delhi site, Partha’s, was home to a group of 25(ish) athletes ranging from 15 to 24 years of age. They 
have reached a level of achievement that allows them to join an elite group of athletes in a camp setting 
where their main focus is training. They live on an SAI (Sports Authority of India) site, something akin to 
the USOPC in Colorado Springs. Swimming (and school) is their life, and their teammates are their family. 
I gave a few talks to his group and mostly watched the flow of Partha’s incredibly well-constructed training 
sessions that blended energy systems (heart rates), feel and movement, creative drills, and main sets that 
were as strategic as they were challenging. And as well-thought and well-prepared as his sessions were, 
they were executed even better. I could not tell whether or not the swimmers were driven more for their 
training performance, or for the coach’s approval. This coach and this group offer incredible hope as the 
pinnacle of the Glenmark program, and a pathway to international success.   

   
Trivandrum 
This site, in the south of India, also resides on an SAI site. The facility is older and shows its wear, with 
cement and tiled blocks, flags with no flags, actual ropes for short course training (and with no flags in 
that direction - and no one minds). While the coaches are still younger and developing, they operate at 
high levels of professionalism; prompt, polite, eager to help, eager (almost begging) to learn, and hurrying 
to fill any need.    
And then there were the kids. The worst thing they did in my two days/four sessions was forget to say, 
“good morning Sir”, and “thank you Sir”. They were on time, including every AM (five senior and three 
age-group - note, that’s 11-14). I never saw a hint of demonstrable fatigue, apathy, negativity, and the 
concept of anything resembling disrespect was not in anyone's DNA. They were, however, very quiet, 
reserved, if not guarded. As far as training, it was machine-like, for everyone at every age and ability. In 
my four sessions, not one swimmer stopped, rested, or had an issue of any kind. It was almost like the 
concept of not leaving on a send-off was completely foreign or illogical, therefore it was never even 
contemplated.  



My first workout was a morning session. We arrived in the dark and I watched kids walk onto the deck at 
5:00AM. What I assumed would be the senior group was in actuality every group - the senior group, three 
junior (age-group developmental) groups, and, wait for it, the learn-to-swim program. Yes, LTS at 5:30. 
That was a first for me. Each group ran a self-led pre-workout dryland activation, impeccably executed, in 
unison, no talking or socializing, and highly focused.   
The entire 50-meter pool was occupied with groups running the 25-meter width, from LTS in the shallow 
end to senior in the deep end. They swim quite a bit (in our terms) with regard to volume, with workouts 
up to 6,000 meters at eight to nine sessions a week, for age-group swimmers.   
The session I ran was much shorter with more focus including skill/effort mixes, underwater work, broken 
and paced swims, and even relays. The kick & chat, “What superhero would you want to be and what 
would you do with your superpowers?" seemed to be a good ice breaker, but no ice was broken, as no 
one wanted to share. I was hoping for Spiderman (my superhero) and to cast a web to the other end of 
the pool to get there at superhero speed!  
This site could grow and be an anchor site to the Glenmark system.   

  
Bhubaneswar 
I next flew to Bhubaneswar, in the east. There I met the co-head coaches of the program, Hussain and 
Afra. They drove to the hotel to give me an overview of the program the evening before the first session. 
They are a young couple, former national level swimmers for India, and now in charge of some 700 
children. All I knew was that it was a large site - 500ish competitive swimmers and 200+ learn-to-swim 
members.  
 
As they described their program, I couldn't help but think a documentary film should be made. I had never 
heard the word “tribal” to describe a swim team roster, but it was the very core of theirs. If you were 
sitting down for the “Glenmark covers all expenses”, you may want to lay down for this. This program is 
housed at the Kalinga Institute for Social Sciences (KISS – look it up), a truly massive entity that boasts a 
Medical School and several colleges under their prestigious University umbrella. It also provides schooling 
from kindergarten through high school, and college, for indigenous or tribal children, who come from 
families that cannot properly care for them. I asked how many. “Thirty thousand”. I now understood how 
this program was so large.  
 
I can only understate this campus. Think Cal times five, with every athletic facility/stadium imaginable, 
and state-of-the-art, including the aquatic facility used for training, and some fifteen other pools 
throughout the campus. When I asked where the founder, Dr. Achyuta Samanta “got his billions of dollars 
from” (I assumed a tech start or something), I was told that he himself grew up as a tribal child, in poverty. 



He went on to earn a Ph.D. and worked in the Indian Parliament. To “give back”, he started a single group 
home, which has since grown in the behemoth that is KISS and KIIT (the Kalinga Institute of Industrial 
Technology). Also look for the book, The Art of Giving, A Away of Life, by Dr. Samanta himself.  
 
The children live in hostels, get three meals a day, full schooling, and have the opportunity to participate 
and compete in a vast array of sports. Enter Glenmark and its staff, some twenty coaches, that are all on 
the deck at 5:00AM and ready to fill any need for these kids, including providing supplementary nutrition 
after every workout (for two to three hundred kids). They not only teach swimming skills but life skills as 
well. They go to the hostile and walk the endless line of young athletes to the pool, help them locate their 
goggles, caps, and suits (all held at the facility), and get them organized for the workout, feed them after,  
pack up the goggles, cap, and suit, and walk them back, one to two times each day. Personal note - these 
kids are absolutely precious, all seven hundred of them!  
 
And while a program (shockingly) in its infancy, it is well organized and staffed, and poised to become the 
engine of swimming in India.  
 
Let me close by saying that one of the primary take-aways for me was that the “character first” concept 
of athlete and youth culture, that we work daily to procure, is NA in this program, i.e., not applicable. The 
kids are off-the-chart respectful, humble, helpful, grateful, and resilient, every one. If anything, they can 
teach the lessons of character and values to anyone who wants to real world demonstration. It was truly 
an honor to witness the Glenmark mission. I will be honored to assist in any way I can, and I will 
incorporate lessons that I learned into our program, and into my own life. 

  



Photos above: After workout meal, AM workout. Photos below: suits, goggles, the staff, hanging out with 
the kids, a group shot, photo with Dr. Samanta, Vijay, Partha, and Neha, image from the Kalinga Institute 
website. 
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Career and Life (You) Management
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“We do not attract what we want, but what we are.”
James L. Allen

“I want to express my gratitude for your unwavering dedication, passion,
and commitment to the development of our swimmers. Your influence
reaches well beyond the physical aspects of swimming, and it is evident that
the positive aspects of your coaching extend well into adulthood.” Swim
Parent
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Chapter Overview

● Life Plan and Life Priorities
● Coaching Plan
● Career Management
● Physical, Emotional (and Spiritual) Health
● Financial Health
● Giving Back
● Course Conclusion (yes, the end is near!)
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This chapter will be short (we know, enough already, let’s get to the test, you’ve got a ton of other
stuff to get to!), but it may be the most important of all, as it will look deep into the profession,
and the role that coaching plays in your life, and more importantly, finding security and true value.

Life Plan and Life Priorities

We are not going to do a “What Color is Your Parachute'' (reference to the classic career book)
analysis here, but this is a preeeeetty important topic. Coaching is like few other occupations or
professions, and it does need to fit into your life plan and your life priorities. We talked earlier in this
course about understanding why you coach and who you are as a coach. In reality, most coaches
hurry through questions like this with quick, check-the-box type answers. After reviewing all of this
material (assuming so), it is time to take a step back and rethink (or think for the first time)
this journey.

Let’s be clear, the deeper you get into coaching, the harder it is to reverse course, or even change
course. Yes, you can work with children, maybe teach, but you’re typically not going to wake up one
day and decide that coaching is not for you, and that you would rather be a marketing executive or
something. It is actually more like waking up one day and panicking because you’re not sure what
options you have. That is why it is critical to be strategic, proactive, and forward-thinking. As the
clipart suggests, have a plan (and maybe a hard hat!).

And let’s not forget the whole (all-important) family thing. Many coaches begin their careers young,
passionate, single, and free-spirited. Then, life changes, and they are contemplating marriage,
children, mortgage, healthcare, etc. And sometimes the two paths do not line up well. From modest
pay, to evenings and weekends, and endless hours of planning and prep work, many coaches begin to
reconsider. And it is not that they do not love coaching, it is simply not their life priority at this
stage. Part of being proactive is playing “what-if ” scenarios from the very beginning. And other
than marrying a swim coach, you need to find a pretty forgiving partner to remain in the profession.

In an aquatic vein, let’s use an open water swimming analogy (say a 10K) and relate it to a
coaching career. A 10K is challenging, but you were an adept swimmer back in the day, so why not
go for it. You know the water (career) can be cold and a little choppy (hazardous). What you were
not prepared for was a brutal current halfway through that leaves you feeling stuck, and that you
are continually bitten by jellyfish. And to make it worse, you are alerted of a shark sighting. At this
point, it would be a little late to decide that open water swimming is not for you. Not to be dramatic,
but a career in coaching can be as treacherous. Cold and choppy at times is par for the course as a
coach, as it is never smooth sailing (or swimming). Parent issues can feel like jellyfish bites, and there
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is always the career-killer (antagonistic board of directors, etc.) lurking out there like a shark. Corny
analogy aside, you get the point, don’t be naive and assume things like:

● cute kids
● the parents love me
● the board will take care of me
● this is my life passion
● everything will work out

Long-term, successful, passionate coaches will tell you that the rewards in coaching are
second to none, but the pitfalls and challenges are brutal and unforgiving. This is why
introspection and career management are critical. And we are not simply talking about “run a swim
school” and everything will be fine, but deeper, serious stuff, i.e., is it who you are, and can you, and
are you willing and prepared to, navigate the “10K”?

Coaching Plan

The first step in planning is the destination. You can’t plan a vacation/holiday without knowing
where you are going. Of course you could just get on a bus or plane to get going somewhere, but that
typically is not the most efficient way to land at your ideal destination. So you should have a strong
sense of your desired role in coaching, such as teacher, age-group coach (club), senior/national
coach (club/NGB), school coach, university coach, program director, etc..

Of course there is the balance of needing (and taking) a job, and actually planning your career.
Sometimes you don’t have the luxury of choosing the ideal job. But even if your position is one of
need, or even desperation, you should always have a plan.

If you have to take a “lesser” job than you would like, you must leverage it. Be great at it. Create
great references. Move to a managerial position, etc. DO NOT STAGNATE. You need to build
your resume while professionally contributing to the organization you are with, all the while, staying
focused on your long-term career objective.

A common theme in young careers is patchwork coaching, or two to four part-time jobs, in that
none are full-time in hours or compensation. While this pathway is not ideal, it can expose you to
multiple organizations and opportunities to grow within one.

The ultimate objective is to work or stair-step your way into a position of ownership (club, swim
school, organization), or to hold a senior, full-time position in an established program.
Career-building/income options might look like:
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● part-time only (no other income) - hard to survive
● multiple part-time jobs - can be manageable income wise, and give exposure
● part-time coaching with full-time (other) income, i.e., teaching
● full-time coaching - club

Job options might look like:
● swim instructor (in any organization)
● school coach (head coach or assistant)
● club team assistant
● club team head coach
● club team administrator
● youth organization instructor/coach - YMCA, community program, orphanage, etc.

Career Assessment/Growth

ALWAYS (purposefully capitalized) measure your career in four areas:

1. Professional growth - are you learning and growing?
2. Career growth - are you moving upward/forward?
3. Financial growth - are you enhancing your current or future financial position (salary,

benefits, retirement, bonus, etc.)?
4. Personal fulfillment - are you working in a positive, supportive, collaborative, and nurturing

environment?

Set one-year and five-year plans for the above. It can be very easy in coaching to settle, wait,
hope, accept, and let year after year go by with no change (OR GROWTH) in anything;
always thinking or hoping that something will change. It usually doesn’t. This is why time-frames
with objectivity, and alternatives, are critical.

Career Management

And it is just that, managing your career. Simply taking or doing a job is not career
management. As mentioned in “key skills”, be good at what you do. In the world of job security,
other than “knowing people in high places”, this is it.
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Education
Leverage your job prospects by learning all that you can. There is no shortage of information
available, whether it be certification programs, on-line education, or on-deck learning. Just learn all
that you can, and make it clear that you are hungry, if not desperate to learn. Ask for information.
Ask to shadow or learn from a superior. Ask to sit in meetings (above your pay grade). Find a way,
any way, to learn and grow.

And beyond basic education, never forget the professional aspect of work. Would someone hire you
simply on the characteristics of your work? Remember The Uncommon Professional story -
inspiring. Should you leave one job for another, you want to make sure you have a resoundingly
positive reference.

Mentor
Find one. People that are well-established or successful typically like to mentor others. It is common
and invaluable. Find a mentor either inside your organization or outside. Not only can they
guide and teach you, they can advise you career-wise and possibly help you find a better position in
the future.

Assess Employer
Yes, you may need to take a job (the only job), but regardless of whether you chose your employer,
or they chose you, you must evaluate the organization, regardless of type (club, school, etc.) in
the following areas:

● integrity - do you trust them, and do they treat employees fairly?
● security - is there medium and long-term security in the organization, or high turnover?
● upward mobility/growth - do you see a pathway to move up in the organization or is there

a ceiling on your position?
● compensation - is compensation fair, and is there a pathway to grow financially? Are there

regular reviews?

Back-Up Plan
No matter what job you have, even if it is your dream job (and you make a lot of money), have a
back-up plan! This is called emergency preparedness in the corporate world. They plan for
worst-case scenarios (like an earthquake) and so should you. Your “earthquake” could be:

● a new director wants to change directions and eliminate your position
● the organization is struggling financially and has to cut your pay
● influential parents don’t like a decision you made and move to get you fired
● while you love your job, you hate (strong word) your boss
● your organization relocates or disbands, etc.
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Physical, Emotional, (and Spiritual) Health

Yes, the “take care of yourself first” mantra. Many coaches become singularly focused on the
team/club, the athletes, performance, etc., with some in the obsessed category. News alert: don’t do
this. Coaching can easily become a 24/7, always connected, always thinking, always
worrying, job and lifestyle. It can suck you in, especially if you are successful. It’s a typical model
of - a lot of work, a lot of success, therefore, more work, more success. Taking care of yourself
first is the best pathway to a long-term career, and yes, long-term emotional and physical health.

We see this in too many coaches (in all sports) with end of career regrets, i.e., “I should have taken
care of myself better, and had better career/life balance.” Don’t make the same mistake. Start now, in
self-care and life balance.

Physical
We know you don’t need parental advice, but please take care of yourself. In addition to your general
health, you are a role model for athletes. There are a large number of coaches who do not take care
of themselves physically with diet and exercise. So you can be there for your athletes and avoid
longer-term health issues, embrace a healthy nutrition and fitness lifestyle. OK, end of lecture there,
sorry.

Emotional
The world of coaching (i.e., the world of parents of athletes that you coach), can be emotionally
challenging, draining, or even debilitating. Add to that the intense pressure of performance at
the individual and team level, and this can weigh on the emotions like few other vocations. Even
those coaches who have come from, or gone to, high-level business jobs will tell you that it was
nothing compared to coaching. Providing emotional balance helps with a multi-dimensional
life. Don’t forget that mental health is critical for coaches as well as athletes.

● read (self-help/personal growth)
● meditate (below)
● family
● friends
● hobbies
● etc.

Spiritual
No, we are not going to get religious here, but, in this (coaching) world, it can be helpful to reach
beyond yourself for guidance, direction, and purpose. Meditation is a generally accepted
practice that helps create life emotional balance and perspective. Make time for quiet reflection and
to ask/seek:
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● purpose in life
● purpose in coaching
● ways to connect to youth better
● ways to lead better
● how to be a better servant
● how to achieve greater impact
● general guidance

Well beyond workout and set design, and race strategy, this practice may very well be the most
“streamlined” (pun intended) pathway to ultimate success and fulfillment. This can be the
navigational equivalent of an airplane pilot shifting course a few degrees and ultimately reaching a
drastically different destination. Optimal performance should begin with optimal vision and
direction from your internal GPS.

Financial Health

It is important to be intelligent and proactive in this area. You may have your dream job, and feel
personally fulfilled (and that might be OK for you), but there is a financial reality that must
coincide - bills, rent/mortgage, college, retirement, etc., etc. It is also important to NEVER assume
anything financially and always have a plan, AND a back-up plan. We know the financial rewards of
coaching are elusive, but with aggressive learning, professional growth, networking, and
professionalism, a committed coach can stair-step their way to fair, if not rewarding, compensation.
As you develop your career and grow in the profession, be sensitive and attentive to things like:

An Emergency Fund
This is setting aside funds for an emergency. Yes, this is financial planning 101, but young coaches
often find themselves with no reserves. We recommend setting up a disciplined system of regularly
putting some money aside for an emergency (car breaks down, medical expense, housing situation
changes). One strategy has been to live off the income from a job (or jobs), and to teach lessons on
the side and put ALL of that money into savings.

Retirement Plan(ing)
While this is next-level financial planning, it should alway be top-of-mind. Ideally it is through an
employer, school, or government agency, but do not ignore or forget this critical area of financial
management. This comes into play when pursuing and deciding on a job. If there is no option from
an employer, you must take responsibility to create it. Once an emergency fund has been
established, find a way to put long-term money aside (and invest it if possible). This may mean
working weekends (if no competition) for a number of years to create those funds. In short, take
responsibility for your financial future.
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Side Business (lessons/swim school)
We mentioned teaching lessons to supplement income. For those with business savvy, strong skills,
and community awareness, a small business can be built, which offers the best leverage of coaching
in general, and greatest sense of job security, as you are your own boss.

Giving Back

Assuming the whole coaching thing is working for you, it is incumbent upon the coaching
community to “give back” to the sport at some level, any level. This sport is volunteer-driven,
and is always in need of support at every level: competition, coaching, teaching, administration, etc.,
etc. And if you believe in this sort of thing, it is good karma. Yes, in the world of giving, serving, and
(positive) energy flow, it does come back to you, in some way, at some time.

Community
In your own neighborhood or community, look to:

● teach learn-to-swim (drowning prevention) or adult lessons for those who cannot afford
them

● advise a community aquatics program in some capacity
● support a local school team as volunteer coach

Club
Within your own club there will be plenty of need. Don’t alway be “on the clock”. Look to help your
organization grow in some capacity outside of your paid responsibilities. This can/should pay
dividends to your career down the road.

Region
Regional organizations are generally all volunteer-driven. There is always a need for coach
support, guidance, and expertise. Do what you can in some way, large or small, to support your
regional swimming organizations.

National/International
Should you reach a high level of coaching proficiency, you will have the capacity to contribute to
larger organizations such as coaches associations, a National Governing Body (NGB’s), or
international organizations. We know that it is the coach that is the true driver of the sport and the
insight, wisdom, and direction of accomplished coaches is invaluable to these groups, and to the
direction of the sport. The World Swimming Coaches Association is your resident example
with two of the greatest coaches in the world, serving as volunteers and true sport servants in
WSCA Chair, Dr. Jon Rudd, and WSCA Vice-Chair (past President) George Block. You need
look no further than these two for examples of not only giving back, but profoundly impacting the
sport of swimming on a global level.
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Thank you again, on behalf of The World Swimming
Coaches Association, for your contribution to this
incredible sport and to our most valuable resource.
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