January 18, 2010 – Finishing Strong
When I watch track or cross country races I always pay attention to the runners who are able to push through the final stages of their race and finish strong.   Now I don’t mean those who are out slowly at a pace well below their abilities.  I’m also not speaking of those who fade during the middle of their race and then have a meaningless sprint at the end.   The racers I zero in on are those who run well during the entire event and are still able to outkick other runners of equal or superior ability.   What is it that allows some runners to perfect this tactic and to use it again and again?
It all starts with the old adage that ‘practice makes perfect.’   How many runners practice fading on their training runs?   I don’t think we set out to do this, but we get overly optimistic.   We’re in shape to run 10 miles at 7:30 pace, but start out at 7:15 pace.  By mile five we slow to 7:30s, a couple miles later are slogging along at 8:00 pace and finish the last mile in nine minutes just thankful that our run is over.   The same thing happens in track sessions where fast high school milers are ready to run repeat 400 meters in 65 seconds.  They usually run 62 to 63 seconds for a few and then begin their inevitable slide to 70 seconds or slower.
If we wish to finish strong we must do this regularly in our training.   Brent Haley coached Largo (FL) High School to ten Florida State 4A Cross Country team victories, the most ever by a Florida coach.   He was a huge proponent of ‘negative split’ sessions.   If his distance runners were scheduled to do four repeat miles and were ready to run at 5:00 pace, they would be instructed to run 5:06, 5:02, 4:58 and 4:54.   This taught them to run under control and to save their effort for the latter stages of their session.   In races Coach Haley always had his athletes hold back the first third of a race, get into position the second third and race the final third.
When I was in college at Appalachian State I remember doing eight repeat 400 meters where we picked up our time one second on each one.   The first four were easy, but the last four were tough.   But since we didn’t have to concentrate early it left mental energy to focus when our bodies were telling us to slow down.

The idea of finishing strong when racing is one that all runners talk about.   No one wants to bonk and stagger toward the finish.   If we really want to be one of the runners who races fast and finishes strong, then we have to do this regularly.   Once it becomes a habit on training runs it will be automatic in races.   Like I noted earlier, ‘practice makes perfect,’ so go out and practice.
