January 19, 2009 – Different Abilities – Same Workout
Quite often runners of similar abilities are training with a common race goal and are scheduled to perform the same track session, hill training or fartlek run.   But these runners don’t take advantage of running together because they aren’t running at the same pace.   Amazingly, they may be able to achieve more than two runners of equal ability.
The first time I remember taking advantage of this training method was during my senior year in high school.   While preparing to race the mile and 2-mile runs my teammates and I did two track sessions frequently.   One was eight quarter miles with a 220 yard jog recovery.   The other was 16 220s with a 220 yard jog for rest.   Though I was racing miles in the 4:20s while my teammates raced any where from 4:55 to 5:20, we did the track sessions together.   In order to maximize the benefit I would give them a head start and then try to catch them.   Since I had runners in front of me to chase down and they were trying to stop me from passing them we all worked much harder than if we started out together.
When I was in graduate school at Appalachian State University in Boone, North Carolina I used a similar method on some repeat hill runs with Jim Deni.   He was a top Masters runner while I had just completed my collegiate eligibility.   One of our favorite hill sessions was in the middle of a 10-mile trail run at Moses Cone Park in nearby Blowing Rock.   Since I was racing 10k races between 30:30 and 31:00 while he was a minute or two behind we did our endurance training at the same pace.   We marked off a highly scientific distance that we used as our hill repeat.   Well, actually it was just from one big oak tree at a hairpin turn to another big oak about 45 seconds up the pathway.   I would give Jim a five second head start on each hill climb and work to catch him.   As the session progressed, if I was catching him with room to spare, I would increase his advantage.   He tried to hold me off while I worked to overtake him.   We both got plenty out of those battles and recovered on our trek on the trail back to our vehicles.
Today I was coaching two high school runners who were both running eight repeat 400 meters with a one minute rest interval.   This is a session for milers and they should run at approximately their mile pace.   Ryan Jones ran a 4:36 during the previous track season while Olivia Papa raced a 5:14.   Both of them had performed this track session separately two weeks ago and appeared to be in form to race at or near their personal bests for a mile.   Ryan was instructed to start at 70 seconds and to work down toward 67 seconds.   Olivia’s plan was to run ten seconds slower.   I gave Olivia a seven second head start so Ryan would catch her with 100 – 150 meters to go.

This worked great for the first six repeats, but on the seventh one Ryan slowed to a fatigued 70 seconds while Olivia was strong and dipped under 75 seconds.   For the final 400 meter run I gave Olivia only a five second lead and said, “It’s the last one – let me see what you both have left.”   They were both running smooth and strong through the first half lap.   On the final turn they held nothing back.   I yelled, “Olivia, don’t let him catch you!   Ryan, pass her!”   They both pushed and Ryan went past her yards before the finish line.   His time of 66.7 and Olivia’s 71.7 told the story as neither would have run that fast on their own.   Both collapsed to the track to catch their breath.  After regaining his strength and standing up Ryan exclaimed, “No guys in races try that hard at the end!”
These are some examples of taking runners of different abilities and having them work together to improve the planned intense training session.   Another additional plus is since the runners aren’t competing at the same level they are usually more enthusiastic about helping each other than runners of equal ability who race one other.   Consider using this method in your own training plan or of those you coach and reap its benefits. 
