June 16, 2009   Runner – Coach Relationships
The relationship between runners and coaches often is a matter of chance, though a better scenario is usually when it is through choice.   Since many runners get their start in high school, their first coach is whomever happens to be the coach at their school.   It may be someone who was a top track athlete in college.   It could be one of the teachers who is a distance runner of moderate skill.   Or it might be a volunteer who took the position because no one else did.   Adult runners typically get their first exposure to coaching through group running programs at their local running store.   Others find online coaches who were talented runners before sharing their knowledge.   Sometimes word of mouth puts a runner together with a good local coach.   But no matter how one ends up with their coach, planning a training schedule and monitoring the adherence to it is just the tip of the iceberg in the relationship between a runner and coach.
Any coach needs to do the basic things such as evaluation, goal setting, designing a training schedule, monitoring results and revising the program.   Upon this foundation the building blocks of communication, motivation and trust are laid.   The coach must explain not only what is on the training plan for today, this week or the next month, but why certain training sessions are part of the plan.   When a runner understands the reasoning behind specific elements of training they are easier to undertake.   Communication is important in any relationship, whether it is parent and child, husband and wife or runner and coach.   Many runners are very motivated to do well, but as training progresses in volume and intensity the coach needs to shoulder some of the weight and keep runners excited about what they are doing.   Mutual trust is also vitally important.   The runner must trust that his coach is looking out for his best interest and doing everything possible to ensure the runner progresses toward his potential.   Likewise, the coach has to trust the runner who says, “My calf is sore” or “I’m sick and need a day off today.”
Two of the top collegiate distance runners of 2009 appear to have great relationships with their coaches.   The University of Oregon’s Galen Rupp capped off his college career with NCAA Championships in the 5,000 meter and 10,000 meter runs.   He has been coached by Alberto Salazar since he was 15 years old.   Anytime either of them is interviewed it is evident that they are totally in sync regarding training, racing and mental preparation.   Rupp believes in Salazar and vice-versa.   And Salazar has shown Rupp that he isn’t afraid to get help from other experts in order to improve his pupil’s ability.   This was clear when Salazar enlisted sprint coach Brooks Johnson to help Rupp with his speed.
Jenny Barringer closed her senior track season at the University of Colorado with a third NCAA 3,000 meter steeplechase victory.   This was one of six NCAA records she broke this year along with outdoor records in the 1,500 meters and 5,000 meters and indoor records in the mile, 3,000 meters and 5,000 meters.   She chose to run at Colorado after meeting with Coach Mark Wetmore.   She has realized four years of increasingly reaching new heights as a runner.   Every time she is interviewed and the questions turn to what distance she will run at upcoming championships or what her race strategy was, she always says, “I’ll have to talk with Coach Wetmore” or “Mark and I had a plan and I executed it.”    The emphasis is on ‘we’ and not ’me.’
When I coach athletes they are often surprised by some of what I do.   Yes, I evaluate their fitness, we quantify goals and I design a training plan.   I monitor their progress and tweak the program.   The surprise comes from the attention to nutrition, sleep, stress, stretching techniques, recovery, heart rate while running and racing strategy.   When athletes are tired I try to find out if it could be dehydration, lack of adequate dietary protein, an iron deficiency or too little sleep.   Many runners err by running too hard on their easy days which doesn’t allow for intense efforts on the hard days.   Communicating that recovery is training is paramount for my clients.
Runners who understand why they are performing certain training sessions can race much closer to their potential.   One great example is my favorite stamina session for milers – eight times 400 meters with a one minute rest break.   This is a predictor workout as runners of any level can race a mile at the pace they can execute these repetitions.   Once a runner has racing success at the predicted pace, his or her confidence level goes way up that this session will predict their time in upcoming races.   Mutual trust comes into play during tough track sessions.   Sometimes a session must be adjusted due to weather or a runner being not quite up to par.   The coach must trust that his runner wants to perform and isn’t trying to slack off.   Also, the runner must trust that the coach is changing the session to allow him to progress even though the workout didn’t go entirely as planned.
The relationship between a runner and coach can result in floundering, not achieving goals, or becoming disenchanted with the sport.   Or it can encourage a positive attitude, reaching levels of achievement not even dreamed of and excitement about future training and racing.   If you currently have a coach or are thinking about working with a coach, please use this as food for thought.   Anyone can plug in a runner’s mileage, race times and goal race into a computerized formula and get a training schedule.  Only a coach who cares about you and wants the best for you can help take your dreams and turn them into reality.

