March 23, 2010 - Training by Feel

Whether you read running magazines and books, check out internet options or use a coach, if you embark on a training program there are a myriad of possibilities that will include long runs, stamina sessions, hill training, speed work and tempo runs.   The concepts of periodization, progression and recovery are apt to be included.   Have you ever thought, ‘Why is this so complicated?’   The answer is that if you want to perform your best it is essential to have a well-planned and thought out running program.   But during times where you are taking a break from a heavy period of training or in the early stages of preparing for your next racing season there is a concept that can be very useful.   Yes, I’m talking about training by feel.
I know what you’re thinking.   How can you do your best in preparation for racing if you just do whatever you feel like doing?   Notice I didn’t say to do whatever you feel like – I said to train ‘by feel.’   What this means is very simple – you take advantage of your body when you feel great, use caution when you feel okay and take it easy on days where you are obviously tired.   This could mean that you are running 50 miles per week and will be doing running of varied duration and intensity.   It doesn’t mean to avoid making a training schedule.   It does mean that the schedule may be more ‘loose’ than you are accustomed to.
You may want to do a session of repeat hills early in the week but are feeling tired on Monday.   So do an easy run and toss in a few stride outs.  Maybe on Tuesday or Wednesday you will feel stronger and hit those hills with gusto.   If you plan an 18-mile long run but feel trashed after 12 miles, it may be better to cut it a bit short.   Conversely, if you feel strong it may be a good day to lengthen your run.

Training by feel should not be used if you aren’t disciplined enough to use it wisely both to run easier and shorter at times and to run longer and with more intensity at other times.   The concept is usually grasped better by more seasoned runners.   One of the best times to use it is when you have a period of a few months as you build toward your racing season.   You will be increasing mileage and want to include some more intense days, but in the overall scheme of things it may not matter when they are done.
You may ask, ‘Is there some way to really figure out how I feel on a given day?’   If you are like me, you may have thought you felt lousy but ended up racing great and vice-versa.   The best way I know is to run a mile or two to loosen up and then to do 10 stride outs of about 20 seconds each.   If you start feeling some pep after half of the stride outs, the odds are that you can do some intense training.   Conversely, if you feel the opposite it is probably a good idea to run easy and to save your hard efforts for another day.

Training by feel sounds like an easy concept, but it actually is a very difficult one to implement.   You must be disciplined and really know your body’s signals.   But, if used intelligently, it can be a very useful tool during a part of your training program.

