November 28, 2010 - Proper Preparation Prevents Poor Performance

There are so many slogans found on running t-shirts that I don’t remember them unless they really stand out.   Some are funny, others are inspirational and a number are instructive.   One that always pops into my mind when an athlete I coach or a friend or I race well is one I remember seeing on a high school runner’s team shirt.   The back of the shirt said ‘Proper Preparation Prevents Poor Performance.’   There is a lot of wisdom in those five words.
The first item of importance is to understand what preparation entails.   It isn’t just blindly following a training schedule – it involves consistency, variety, nutrition, sleep and a whole spectrum of getting your body ready for competition.   Additionally we must prepare our mind for racing.   Finally, it is paramount that we understand or capabilities and race at the edge of our potential.
I’m not going to get into all of the myriad elements of a training program, but I will touch on that last point.   Too often runners are really unsure what they are capable of racing at a certain distance.   But an understanding of one’s intense training sessions, prior races at the same distance or results of racing at other distances yields clues as to your capability on race day.   Proper preparation involves not only setting a goal pace, but also segmenting your race into relative effort expended throughout a portion of the race.   You should feel easy or fresh the first third, good or strong the middle third and then have the mental focus to run hard the final third.

This past week I used this approach with two runners I coach that are training for a half marathon and who raced a 10-mile prep race.   Based on his training, Kenyon Congdon appeared ready to easily race at 6:20 pace so we set this as his early goal pace with a plan to increase his speed as the race progressed.   Doug Nolan was ready to cruise at 6:25-30 pace and drop his time in the latter stages of the race so this was his plan.   However, they both were instructed to race based on effort, even if it was slightly slower or faster than anticipated.

Kenyon went through five miles in 31:14 which was a slightly faster than anticipated 6:15 pace, but he felt good.   Doug wasn’t far behind in 32:08 which was right on target.   Kenyon ran the final five miles in 30:50 for a total time of 1:02:04 while Doug really ran a negative split of 30:53 to finish in 1:03:01.   They both felt fresh at the half way point and were able to concentrate on racing the final few miles when their bodies got tired and their minds took over.

There are certain indicators of performance that work if your training is adequate. You can race a mile at the same pace you can run eight repeat 400s with a one minute rest.   Your 10k race pace should be the same as the pace you run five repeat miles with a two minute rest.   Take your half marathon time, multiply by two and add five percent to arrive at your marathon goal pace.   If you run a series of races over the same distance, such as several 5ks, expect to get a bit faster as you adjust to racing at the distance.   Preventing poor performance means understanding your current fitness level and not starting out so fast in your race that you crash and burn.   Maybe there should be six ‘Ps’ – ‘Proper Preparation and Pacing Prevents Poor Performance.’
