March 14, 2009 – Maximum Results from Minimal Training
We live in a society and time period where the prevailing thought process is, “How can I accomplish something worthwhile and achieve my goals with the least possible effort?”   Advertisements promote losing weight by taking a certain pill or going on a simple diet plan.   We are told it is easy to master a second language with a new method.   Anyone can learn to play a musical instrument in thirty minutes per day a few times a week.   This thinking has matriculated to running training programs where some coaches and athletes are trying to figure out the minimum amount of training necessary to race well.   There are no shortcuts to reaching your absolute potential, but in shorter distance races you can come close.
Training Sessions per Week

While World Class, National Class and most good collegiate distance runners run twice daily several times per week and can top ten training sessions per week, the average runner has neither the time or desire to do this.   Six sessions per week with one day off can take a runner very close to maximum fitness when considering the balance necessary in everyday life.   Four sessions per week is about the minimum needed to build the aerobic fitness required to effectively race at 5k and 10k distances.   Each run should be a minimum of 30 minutes long and one day should gradually build to 90 minutes.   Unless you plan to race marathons a longer run shouldn’t be contemplated.

Variety of Training Sessions
Once you are comfortably running four times per week with one longer run, it is time to mix in some variety.   One day can be used to build stamina through race tempo running or longer interval training at slightly faster than your goal race pace.  Another day can include speed training such as short intervals, fartlek or hills of no longer than 45 seconds.   Stride outs are great to add to your training on a third day to improve top end speed along with running form and economy.

Intensity of Training Sessions
When attempting to race fast while training only four days each week, other than when doing your long run you should include periods of intensity on all of the other days.   The days for speed and stride outs are not too taxing mentally as the intense running lasts for short periods.   The stamina training takes mental effort, but since it only occurs once weekly, a runner can more easily focus for the exertion of that day.   The regular intensity also prepares one for racing.

Blast from the Past
The first time I saw minimal training with maximum results was when I was a novice track runner as a high school sophomore.   Our coaches’ expertise was in the sprints and so we trained more like sprinters.   Our ‘long’ days were race days as the warm up and racing both the mile and two-mile at two meets each week accounted for most of our weekly mileage.   A common speed workout was four all out quarter miles with a five minute rest break.   Somehow I ran 4:47 while my senior teammate, Drew Viner, ran an amazing 4:26.   To this day I believe Drew easily would have been racing 4:10 to 4:15 if his training had been adequate.   Additionally, we did not run on weekends!

Recent Theory into Practice

For several months I have been running around four days and totaling about 20 miles per week.   I have done very hard stride outs once or twice each week, but little else that is intense.   Sometimes I will run the last mile at a 90% or faster effort, but I haven’t done any fartlek, tempo runs, interval training or hill sessions.   My 5k and 10k race performances are approximately 15 seconds per mile slower than if I was running 40 to 50 miles per week with many aforementioned added elements of training.
Intensity versus Duration and Added Sessions

Some runners believe that adding a bit more time to their easy runs or an additional day will make them faster and it may to a small extent.   But to get the most ‘bang for your buck,’ once you build up to four aerobic sessions per week of 30 minutes each and a long run of 60 to 90 minutes, adding intensity will help you to drastically improve your race performances.   It is the way to achieve maximum results from minimal training.

