October 12, 2008 - Running with Purpose
For those of us who run and race regularly we should constantly ask ourselves, “What is the purpose of today’s run?”   If it is the day before or after a race it may be to rest or recover.   But for the vast majority of the time we can be doing something to prepare ourselves to be more fit and to race faster.   This is the concept of purposeful running.

Basic training schedules and basic training concepts tend to be just that – basic.   There seem to be many days where the pace is defined with terms such as easy, moderate, hard, tempo or lactate threshold.   Some schedules are just the opposite with their attention to minute detail as based on one’s ability and goals everything is specified almost down to the nanosecond (that’s a billionth of a second for you non-math people).

There are some commonalities to most marathon training plans such as preparatory long runs at approximately one minute per mile slower than anticipated race pace, repeat miles at 5k or 10k pace based on the number of repetitions and hill repeats or fast track sessions for speed and leg turnover.   When training for shorter distances the concepts are the same though distances are shorter.   These training sessions all have a purpose in that they increase aerobic strength, stamina or speed to help us race faster.   But what about the days that are just “easy” or “moderate” runs?
What I’ve found is that we can do many things on these days to help us mentally and physically prepare for competition.   Let’s say someone is an 18:35 5k racer which is 6:00 pace.    Rather than run an eight mile “moderate” training run at 7:15 pace, it may be much more beneficial to run 2-mile segments at 8:00, 7:30, 7:00 and 6:30 pace.   This teaches us to run faster as the run progresses and we are more tired just as we want to do in a race.   But it isn’t so fast that it takes much out of us on a moderate day.
Another favorite of mine is to do stride outs with two miles left in an “easy” run.   Just use your wristwatch and run 20 seconds fast with a 40 second jog in between.   Do this about ten times.   Loosen up for the first few and then run them faster.   Sometimes I jog faster in between to allow for less recovery.   The total time spent running fast is just over three minutes, but the benefits gained are huge.   Stride outs really improve leg turnover and help us to prepare to accelerate late in races when we are tired.

The real thought process behind purposeful running is to do something almost every day that prepares us mentally, physically or both to race faster and compete strongly.   If we don’t challenge our minds and bodies in our training we won’t be able to find the mental and physical strength on race day.   So, don’t just “go out for a run” or “run easy” – run with purpose!

