Oct 26, 2011 - Last Long Run before Marathon
Hundreds of thousands of people complete a marathon each year.   Their training includes building weekly mileage, lengthening long runs and various types of intense training to work on stamina and speed.   One element of training that nearly each runner preparing for a marathon focuses on is the long run, which is usually defined as a run of 18 miles or more.   The question often arises – when should I do my last long run before my marathon?   The answer is not simple or ‘one size fits all’ as many factors contribute to when the last long run should be undertaken.
Average Weekly Mileage
If you have a six month period where you have averaged at least 50 miles per week, you have built up enough ‘time on your legs’ to do your last long run closer to the marathon than someone who is only running 25 to 30 miles per week.   Three weeks before your marathon should be fine in the first instance while four weeks out should work better for the low volume runner.   For the very few elite runners who have years of running 70, 80 or more miles per week, a last long run two weeks before your marathon is easily done.   When I was in my 20s and had a decade of 70+ mile weeks it was easy to do my last long run only two weeks before my marathon.   As I got older and run less I usually do my last long run three weeks before my marathon.
Number and Frequency of Long Runs
For those who have been doing long runs every two weeks or two out of each three weeks for an extended period of months it shouldn’t be a problem doing that last long run two weeks before a marathon.   If you have only done a couple of long runs or they have been three weeks apart then three weeks before your race is the right time for your last long run.   
Personal Experience
Each of us responds a bit differently to training so it may be a good idea to experiment on yourself.   If your training regimen has been consistent for a period of months or years, try doing you last long run two weeks before a marathon one time and then three weeks beforehand the next time to see if there is a difference.   You may find there is no difference or that you race better under one circumstance.   
Suggested Long Run Taper
For most of us it is best to do our last long run three weeks before our scheduled marathon.   Run your 20-miler at a pace one to one and a half minutes per mile slower than your marathon goal pace (MGP).   Two weeks before your marathon run a 16 mile moderately long run with the first ten miles at the same relaxed pace and the final six miles at your MGP.   The week before your marathon run a moderate length 12 miles at your relaxed pace.   This plan should give you proper timing to take advantage of your long runs while recovering from them in time to race a great marathon.  Now get out there and run relaxed and strong!
