Summer Speed Training to Get Ready for Marathon Season
It’s been said that in the spring a young man’s fancy turns to romance.   That may be so, but for a runner, in the summer thoughts turn to training for fall and winter marathons.   Most runners are busy building a mileage base, increasing long runs and adding tempo running.   But one element of training which can result in much faster marathon racing is often overlooked – including speed sessions as part of the training program.
What are Speed Sessions?

This is an area that often causes confusion among runners.   Anything fast, whether it is mile repeats, fartlek sessions or hill training, is typically called ‘speed work.’   Most of the time a runner is actually working on stamina.   True speed training involves fast repetitions of 45 seconds or less.   A longer duration crosses the physiological line and strays from pure speed into increasing proportions of stamina.   Examples of speed sessions are eight to twelve repetitions of 1) 200 meters on the track; 2) hills of 30–45 seconds or 3) fartlek bursts of                                                                                                                             30–45 seconds of fast running with a slower recovery break.   Another simple but effective way to put a little speed into your training is by doing 10 stride outs for 20 seconds each with a 40 second recovery jog.   A general rule of thumb for speed sessions is they should be faster than the pace where you race an all-out mile.
How Often Should They be Performed?

As you build your mileage during the summer for fall and winter racing it is important to slowly add speed sessions to your training plan.   If you run at least six days per week, add one session each week until you reach a maximum of three sessions per week.   Start with stride outs and by week #3 you will be doing stride outs thrice.   Over the next two weeks, substitute hills, fartlek or repeat 200 meters for one of the stride out sessions.   So, by week #5 you will be doing stride outs and two other varied speed sessions each week.   If you run less frequently, then only do speed sessions twice weekly.

What Will These Speed Sessions Do?

These speed sessions will make you a more efficient runner.   Your body will develop a better range of motion as your muscles, tendons and ligaments work to propel you forward more smoothly.   Your stride cadence may increase slightly.   You will be able to run at a faster pace on your training runs and during your races with the same effort.   There will also be a positive effect on your heart and lungs which allows you to perform more efficiently.   Combined with your increasing aerobic fitness, these speed sessions will prepare you for the training period when tempo running and stamina repeats are added to your training regimen. 
Effects of Summer Heat

The summer heat complicates training due to the potential for dehydration and heat exhaustion.   This is especially a problem during long runs, stamina training and tempo runs.   Since speed training involves efforts of a short duration, the heat isn’t as much of a factor.   It’s also tough mentally to gear up for lengthy training sessions when it’s 90+ degrees outside.   For a short speed session the mental preparation and concentration is often less taxing.   Hydrate before, during and after your speed sessions and you will face little chance of heat’s negative consequences.
The Unconventional Convention

Through the years I have reviewed many training programs, talked with excellent runners and discussed with coaches the timing of and inclusion of the different elements of training in a comprehensive training plan.   Many of the programs build mileage, slowly add stamina training and then finish up with speed sharpening at the end.   It has been more of an unconventional convention to incorporate speed training early in a training plan that involves months and months of running.   But now more top coaches and high–level runners believe that speed sessions are vitally important throughout all phases of one’s training program.   I have found that many runners as they age tend to omit speed training and suffer the consequences with declining race performances.   Most runners who can still run a fast mile and 5k are still racing well at the marathon distance.   So, this summer add speed sessions while you build mileage and increase the chance that your fall and winter race performances will improve.
