Training and Intervals

From Mike Fellows:

Here is my two cents regarding training and intervals. I have probably spent around 15 years combined doing a significant amount of interval training for track, cross country, road racing and orienteering. Over most of those 15 years I was coached by someone who has 35 years of experience training track and x-country athletes, some of them were national champions and national record holders. So I may have a few usefull things to say on the subject. 

I think most of the things that others have raised on this topic over the last week were quite reasonable but I thought it would be helpfull to take a more pragmattic approach. So I'll try to summarize how I view training and more specifically how to do interval training. I'll try to keep this as short as I can. 

In my opinion these are the training priorities in order of importance that I would set if you want to do well and improve your fitness: 

1. Good Training Consistency 

2. Good Training Progression 

3. Run your guts out periodically, in a regular and well planned fashion - fitting this in with the first two priorities. 

Intervals fall under the third priority. 

The first priority should always be consistency. Whatever mix of training you can fit into your day and are motivated to do - DO IT CONSISTENTLY. And keep a training log religiously. It doesn't have to be detailed, in fact I prefer to keep it as simple as possible. Just jot down a few words on a calendar each day saying what you did and how long you did it (time or km or number and type of intervals, etc.). You will need the training log to meet priority number two... 

Progression means that you vary your training, building it up over a period of time. No matter what kind of training you do you will also have to take breaks in between training cycles. When you start your next training cycle don't start off where you finished your last cycle, start off significantly easier and build back up again. The hope is that by the end of each cycle your peak training loads are higher than your last cycle's peak load. If you don't keep a training log you will have two problems. You won't know if you are getting better - and even more dangerous you can increase to quickly and burnout or get injured. Generally my training cycles have always been between 12 and 18 weeks with a week or two off in between. 

And lastly, running your guts out regularly. This is where intervals fit in. Others have talked a bit about fartlek which is more relaxed and somewhat unstructured intervals. Fartlek is a very good training technique particularly if you have a group of people to train with and if you've got a good area to run. You've got to have a significant amount of trails or terrain for it to work well. But I have always liked to do more structured intervals - often because I had to train by myself when I was doing orienteering training. I also think that structured intervals will get you "faster", stronger and improve your endurance in ways that long easy runs or fartlek won't do. Don't get me wrong - you must do the long easy runs before you can do intervals and you should continue them throughout your training. But if you only do that you are not going to improve very quickly and your performance will tend to plateau. 

So if you want to do some structured intervals here are some recommendations on how to do them: 

a) If you haven't done any interval training before do hill intervals, it is harder to wreck your legs doing hill intervals and they build really good strength for both orienteering and for any other kind of intervals (e.g. on a track) that you might want to do later. Just find a section of trail that goes up a hill for about 100 to 200 metres and mark off where you want to start and stop (make sure you can come back next time and find the same marks - I usually pick a couple of distinctive trees or use nearby trail bends or junctions). Or you can mix it up and do a shorter steep interval (say 50 metres steep) with a more gradual but longer hill (say 300 metres on a gradual slope). In between your intervals you recover by jogging back down the hill to the starting point again. 

b) Approach intervals with GREAT CAUTION. It is really easy to wreck yourself doing them. You are going to push your body to it's limits on a regular basis and so it is easy to hurt yourself doing this. 

c) always do a thorough warm up before you start your intervals. Run for 15 to 20 minutes before you start them and wear sweats of some kind while you warm up. I always wear sweats on my legs for the warm up no matter how hot out it is. 

d) You must prepare for intervals by building a base of fitness first. When I come off of long layoffs (many months or years) I always spend 3 to 6 months just running regularly, building up the number and length of my runs somewhat. But it is the consistency of your runs that is most important. If you don't build a base of fitness you will not be able to do many weeks of intervals before you need to stop your traing cycle and you are more likely to injure yourself while doing the intervals. 

e) When you start getting out for your interval sessions the first four or five sessions you do should be EASY. You can't start too easy - but you sure can start out doing them too hard. So plan for a few weeks of easy intervals to get things started. You need to give yourself enough room to build up. Your body takes time to heal and if your first interval sessions are really hard or you do too many of them you won't be able to increase the load over the coming weeks. Again it is the consistency of your interval training that is most important, getting out for every interval session over the weeks and months is more important than getting out to one super hard session once a month. It is also important to run your guts out occassionally too, but not all the time. Build up to it. It is the last couple of weeks of your interval training where you really want to learn about how hard you can hurt and still keep running. 

f) Be very aware of injury. When I say you need to hurt I mean in your gut, in your breathing, not a sharp shooting pain in your quadracep. At the first sign of an injury stop the interval - go for any easy cool down run if you can - and go home. See how it feels the next day. Most injuries don't really rear their ugly head until the next day. So be conservative and err on the side of caution. 

g) Keep track of how many intervals you did and how long it took you to do each one of them. After a 3 or 4 weeks of running intervals you start to be able to memorize an amazing amount of information during the workout. Write down the information in your training log. Again this is how you keep track of your progression. 

e) Don't build too quickly, and don't increase both the speed of your intervals and the number of intervals in the same workout. If you do increase the speed drop the number of intervals down a bit from your previous workout (e.g. you did 15 hills in 40 seconds each, the next workout you do 10 hills in 38 seconds each - then build back up to 15). 

f) Start out by doing interval sessions once or twice a week and give yourself an easy day on either side of each session. So don't race the day after or the day before an interval session. 

It really is hard to condense this stuff down into a short document. Planning intervals and training programs is more an art than it is a science. Having a good coach can be very helpfull. It also takes time to learn how to do intervals - especially at first. Finally, I've said it before and I'll say it again: be cautious. 

