December 20, 2010 – Quality Training in 20 Minutes
I’m sure you’ve noticed the headlines on magazines as you go through the checkout lines at your local grocery store which proclaim ‘Lose 10 Pounds in 10 Days’ or ‘A Flat Tummy in Five Minutes a Day’ or ‘Burn Calories while Watching Television.’   It’s similar when you watch television as commercials for ‘Bulging Biceps in 15 Minutes,’ ‘Lose Weight while Sleeping’ and ‘Melt Away the Pounds without Dieting or Exercise’ make the difficult sound attainable.  I automatically dismiss these advertisements and proclamations without a second thought.   So it must sound completely out of character for me to suggest you can do quality running training in only 20 minutes – but you can!   
First I will note that for an intense training session you will spend more than 20 minutes with your warm up, drills, stride outs, the ‘meat’ of the session and your warm down.   But when you are trying to squeeze in a run and only have about 20 minutes, or if you want to add some moderate variety to a run of this length on an easy day, the following is what I do and what I suggest.

Plan to run two miles and have a measured course with fairly accurate mile points.   Start out at your easy training pace which is about two minutes per mile slower than marathon race pace or approximately three minutes per mile slower than your 5k race pace.  Slowly increase your pace so that after a half mile you are running about a minute per mile faster.   In the second half mile do three 20 second stride outs which are each followed by 20 seconds of walking and then easy running.   This will get your heart pumping, lungs expanding and legs loose.   Then run the second mile at your 5k race pace.   This will be a good effort, but nothing too hard since you are only doing it for one third of your 5k race distance.

I did this yesterday and will take you through how my run developed.   My estimated fitness level is 6:00 pace for a 5k and 7:00 pace for a marathon so I started out at about 9:00 pace.   After a half mile I had slowly increased my pace and was close to 8:00 pace.   I did the three stride outs, took the walking breaks and finished the first mile in 7:55.   Then I started running just as I would in a 5k at my 5k tempo pace.   I was under control at what I like to call ‘comfortably fast’ pace.   I ran that mile in 5:57, felt great, walked a few minutes to cool down and successfully completed my 20 minute quality training session.
As I noted earlier, 20 minutes isn’t ideal for an intense training session or ‘hard day,’ but you can get in some important elements of training in this short period of time.   The session I recommend includes warm up, faster running to stretch your legs, walking breaks for recovery and 5k tempo running.   It can help you to keep some pep in your step on days where you don’t have much time for running and can decrease the lethargic feeling we sometimes have when we just jog easy at a slow pace.   The 20 minute quality training session – try to find a place for it in your training schedule.

