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In our lives we are dealt limiting factors in areas such as intelligence and athletic ability.   If we are diligent, consistent and smart with our approach toward reaching our goals, we stand a much better chance of achieving heights close to our potential.   This reminds me of a famous quote used by Clint Eastwood in the movie Magnum Force when he played the tough Harry Callahan.   The catch phrase used by ‘Dirty Harry’ when Lieutenant Briggs, played by Hal Holbrook, tried to frame him at the end of the movie was, ‘Man’s got to know his limitations.’   Briggs didn’t and met his death in a fiery car explosion.   In our training and racing we will have better results if we realize our limitations.

Training Volume

The amount of training each of us can handle is related to the volume we have been running, our age, our gender and our propensity for injury.   A general rule is that we can increase our total mileage about 10% per week.   Most of us can handle more if we run on soft surfaces or take a ‘down week’ every third week.    Seasoned distance runners in their twenties can usually handle the most mileage while both younger and older athletes need to keep their total mileage at a lower level.   Men generally have about 10% more muscle mass than women and this, along with other factors, allow most men to run more than most women.   Those of us who get injured easily require more rest and recovery days and so our training volume will be lower than those who are not as susceptible to injury.

Training Intensity

Many runners get into trouble when they add or increase intensity in their training regimen.   Muscles are taxed and the subsequent rebuilding process makes them stronger in future training sessions.   We need to get proper nutrition after intense sessions so our muscles have the proper fuel to recover.   We also should consider doing lower body weight training to strengthen leg muscles.   Additionally, we must have days of easy running in between these fast sessions.   If we add too many intense sessions without proper recovery, our bodies will ‘force’ us to recover through injury or sickness.   A final note is that we shouldn’t ‘race’ during intense sessions.   Run at about 80% to 90% of maximum effort and you will be able to step it up a notch both mentally and physically on race day.
Racing Frequency

High school and collegiate runners don’t have much input into how often they race.   Their coaches give them the schedule of cross country or track and field meets and they adhere to the schedule.   For distance runners this could mean as many as ten cross country races, a half dozen indoor track meets and ten outdoor track competitions.   All of this racing in addition to the rigors of training is a prescription for injury and staleness.   In college we raced distances from five miles to ten kilometers for three months and most of my teammates were not at their best upon arrival of the season-ending championship races.   Smart coaches limit the total number of competitions, have runners ‘train through’ some of them or skip some entirely.   Adults who set their own racing schedule have more control and can set a reasonable schedule of racing about once every three weeks and of attempting marathons two or three times per year.
Racing Strategy and Tactics
I have seen so many runners overestimate their fitness level to race at a certain distance and start out at a pace that is much faster than their capabilities.   We need to be realistic with our racing based on our training.   If a miler can perform eight 400 meter repetitions with a one minute rest break in 65 seconds, he is usually in shape to race a mile at that pace, so a realistic goal is a 4:20 mile.   Likewise, if a 10,000 meter runner can do five repeat miles with a two minute rest in between at 6:00 pace; she is prepared to race at about that pace.   Similarly, a marathon racer who has prepared diligently can expect to double his recent half marathon time and add five to ten minutes to arrive at his projected marathon time.   All of these runners should plan to race at the pace they are ready for and then to pick it up and ‘really go for it’ in the last third of their race if they happen to be having one of those ‘great days’ which occur all to infrequently.
Use Your Knowledge Wisely

We can increase our training volume quickly, do intense sessions on back-to-back days, race every weekend and push the pace early during all of our races.   But if we do this, we will end up frustrated, tired, injured or all of the aforementioned.   A better strategy is to realize our current limitations and to work with them.   As we train and race smarter, our limitations will increase.   When Harry Callahan said a ‘Man’s got to know his limitations’ he didn’t do it to make us think about what we can’t do.   The advice is for us to think about what we can do.   Do this, train and race wisely and what you can do will reach higher and higher heights.
