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Training Your Members to Run a Marathon
HERE ARE THE VARIABLES THAT WILL

LEAD TO YOUR MEMBERS' MARATHON

SUCCESS, WHETHER THIS MARATHON

IS THEIR FIRST, OR ONE OF MANY.

By Stephen A. Black, M.Ed., P.T., A.T.C./L., N.S.C.A.-

C.P.T.

Do you have clients who want to run a marathon? Maybe you have one client who has never run a marathon, and whose goal is simply to make it to the end.

Other clients may be preparing for their third or fourth marathon, and trying to improve their time. In either case, precision preparation is vital to help clients achieve their goals. The stamina needed to finish a marathon is not built in a week or two, but drawn from a reservoir of fitness filled gradually over several months.

 One of the first questions to ask clients who want to run a marathon is how much time they can realistically spend training. I usually discount clients' estimated times by about 20 percent; many athletes tend to overestimate the amount of time they can commit. A marathon can be safely and successfully completed with just 40 miles of running per week. This clearly wouldn't require the same time commitment (or achieve the same results) as a 60-mile-per-week program, which would require an average of two hours per day. Remind clients that balance is the key to success. Training is less stressful and more enjoyable when they find ways to include the other people in their lives in the planning process. For example, a

significant other could record a runner's split times at the track, or the runner could plan to end the day's training run at a park and finish with a picnic with the family.

The running program

The first step in planning a marathon-training program is to determine the timetable and weekly mileage necessary to reach each client's goal. I like to use a 12-week training program. A 12-week time frame allows a gradual mileage buildup over 10 weeks, with a two-week taper before the event. Remember, the body adapts positively to slow, progressive stress, and negatively to any rapid changes. 

If your client has previously run a marathon, you can begin the 12-week program with half the weekly mileage they have been running for the last 10 to 12 weeks (see Sample Marathon Running Program: Veteran). Always encourage clients to have a recovery period after running one marathon before beginning training for another. 

For a client running a marathon for the first time, start slowly. Gradually establish a base of about 20 miles of running per week. Once the client has been achieving this mileage for about four weeks, you can begin the 12-week marathon training period (see Sample Marathon Running Program: Novice).

Experience has shown that gradually building up to a 40-to 60-mile week, with a longest run of 23 miles, works best for most runners. If clients can run 23 miles, the crowd and adrenaline will carry them the rest of the way on race day.

Base training:

The first four weeks of training establish a strong aerobic base, allow for adequate recovery and minimize the risk of injury. During these four weeks, clients should run at a "conversational" pace, meaning they should be able to comfortably carry on a conversation with a running partner. If training with a heart rate monitor, which I strongly suggest, keeping the runner's heart rate below 65 percent of maximum (55 to65 percent) is optimal. Most people neglect this important phase of training because it feels too slow. But remind clients that an aerobic base is essential before beginning serious training. In this first phase of training, also begin to build each client's weekly long run. This run builds endurance and confidence,

and allows the runner's mind to adjust to an increasing amount of time on the road. Learning to keep the mind busy is an important part of the client's training program, because as the mind wanders, the pace slows and perceptions of fatigue and boredom intensify. Teach your clients to take a constant body inventory while running, starting at their feet and working up the body:

* Can they wiggle their toes?

* Is their stride smooth?

* Are their knees lifting, so they are not overextending their stride?

* Are their hips and low-back relaxed?

* Is their body erect?

* Are their shoulders pulled back, so their chest can expand?

* Is their breathing relaxed and comfortable?

* Are their elbows flexed to 90 degrees?

* Are their wrists and fingers relaxed?

* Do they occasionally drop their arms for greater relaxation?

* Are their eyes focused forward?

* Do they need food or drink?

The long run should be run at 55 to 65 percent of HR max. Once the initial weekly mileage has been determined, increase the total by about 10 percent per week for the veteran. This holds true whether the program is based on mileage or time. Anything more than a 10- to 20-percent increase per week may lead to injury. 

Monitor the client's body signs. If a client shows any signs of over training--such as muscle or joint pain that lingers longer than 48 hours, restless sleep, difficulty concentrating at work or school, loss of appetite, excessive weight loss or a change in the menstrual cycle -- modify the running program. If two or more symptoms of over training occur, maintain the current week's mileage for another week, and then resume the program where they left off. Do not, under any circumstances, skip ahead a week to make up for lost time.

Adding intensity:

After four weeks of training, it is time to introduce some intensity to provide variety and build speed and strength. Intensity can be controlled by speed (time) or heart rate. The sample programs in the sidebars address these controls. 

As an example, veteran marathoners might do a speed workout at the track on Tuesdays to develop pacing and a faster turnover. They could alternate weekly between 400-meter runs and 1,200-meter runs, doing intervals, with equal amounts of time for rest between work intervals. For example, a client who runs 400 meters in one minute, 50 seconds, would have one-minute, 50-second, intervals of "relative rest," or easy jogging between work intervals. The goal of interval training is to meet the work interval time consistently. Hence, the track workout is usually based on speed regardless of heart rate. Speed depends on the client's goal marathon pace. For example, if clients want to run the 26.2 miles in four hours, they need to run 1 mile in nine minutes, 10 seconds. For the same goal, clients need to run 400 meters in about 2 minutes, 17 seconds. 

Begin the track session gradually, and intensify it on a weekly basis by increasing the number of intervals. Start with four or six 400s, and eventually increase to eight to 10; or start with two 1,200s and increase to six. Interval work should be preceded by a 1- to 2-mile easy warm-up and stretching, and should be followed by a 1-to 2-mile easy warm-down and stretching. The warm-up and cool-down are completed at 55 to 65 percent HR max. During the work intervals, clients should concentrate on fast running; quick leg turnover; a rapid, relaxed arm swing; and strong, even strides.

On Thursdays, veteran marathoners can perform a "tempo" workout to improve their anaerobic tolerance level and increase their ability to go farther faster. For this workout, they should run at a 10K race pace, or 80 percent of HR max (or slightly below).

Novices can skip the speed work altogether. They might perform a tempo workout at about 80 percent of HR max, or slightly below, for the shortest weekly run in weeks five through 10. However, it is important to adapt the training program to meet the individual client's level and goals, keeping a constant eye on how the client is tolerating the program.

The long run: 

Clients should approach the day of the long run rested and prepared both mentally and physically. The run the day before should be easy (55 to65 percent HR max for 3 to 5 miles). Over time, as the distance of the long run increases, remind clients to focus on their heart rate (55 to65 percent of HR max), and how they feel during the run. They should take a body inventory, as described previously, and keep an eye on their rating of perceived exertion. Learning to control their thoughts while running will contribute to success and enjoyment on race day.

The day after the long run should be another easy day or an off day, perhaps spent with family and friends. As another option, clients can cross train on the day after the long run. Swimming and cycling (either indoor or outdoor) offer complementary cardiovascular activity without overstressing the muscles used in running. An elliptical fitness trainer is also a reasonable alternative.

The taper:

 The taper before race day is as important as the total training program. Working extra hard in the final days before the event does nothing but drain runners --mentally and physically --at the worst possible time.

Allow two full weeks between the longest run and the big event. In the last week, have clients run minimum distances at variable speeds or heart rates, and then rest completely the final day or two before the race. The new found "free time" can be spent stretching, getting a massage and preparing mentally for the race.

The strength program

A well-rounded strength-training program will aid in injury prevention by preparing the body to tolerate the repeated stresses of running, and will also help carry runners through the final miles of the marathon, when fatigue begins to set in. It's important to condition the arms and trunk, as well as the legs, since a strong upper body can help runners optimize lung capacity, maintain upright posture, minimize fatigue, stabilize the trunk, improve stride and avoid tension in the shoulders while running. Suggested exercises include biceps curl, triceps kickback, front lat pull-down, abdominal exercises, back extensions, seated row (both with neutral grip and palms-down grip), torso rotation, seated chest press, shoulder shrug with dumbbells, overhead press, forward lunge (with no weight or 5-pound dumbbells),leg extension, standing squat, hip abduction and adduction, standing leg curl and seated calf with knees extended.

Clients should strength train three days a week, after running. For example, they could strength train Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays for the first four weeks, then Tuesdays, Thursdays and Sundays for the next six weeks. There should be no weight training in weeks 11 and 12, when clients are resting before the event.

Have clients perform one set of 15 reps, then increase the weight by 10 pounds and perform another set to exhaustion. When they can easily perform 10 reps in the second set, increase the weight of the first set by 10 pounds.

Clients who participate in a regular strength-training program can get the best results by incorporating periodization techniques into their strength routine --by varying the exercise choice, exercise order, number of sets and reps, loads and length of rest periods --when they are not training for a marathon.

Flexibility program

Daily stretching is vital for injury prevention. Clients should first warm-up with an easy run for about 1-quarter mile, or perform any other activity that increases blood flow to the muscles to be used. Clients should then stretch before the training run, and again after the run. Make sure their form is correct (see Sample Flexibility Exercises).

Another good idea is to have a weekly massage to promote muscular and vascular health, maintain muscle balance and reduce stress. Yoga, Pilates and tai chi are also beneficial.

The big event

Your clients spend months preparing mentally and physically for the marathon. What they do in the hours before, during and after the event can also affect their experience. Give them the following tips:

Before the race:

* Make sure to be well rested. If traveling is necessary for the event, try to arrive a few days early to rest and acclimatize. Drink plenty of water (travel tends to dehydrate the system), and get a full night's sleep for several nights preceding the event. Chances are, anxiety and anticipation will lead to poor sleep the night before.

* Carefully select racing gear. As much as possible, determine beforehand what the race conditions (weather patterns and terrain) will be, and prepare accordingly. Choose comfortable, functional clothing that will whisk moisture away from the body, and keep the body cool and dry. Bring warm clothes for before the event, and a change of clothes for after the event. Most marathon organizers supply bags for storing your extra clothes, and transport these bags to the finish area. If this isn't the case at your event, arrange for someone to meet you at strategic spots during the race to give you clothing or take your "discards."

Race day.

*Warm up slowly and shed layers as necessary.

*Apply skin lubrication in areas of increased friction, such as the groin, lats and nipples. Applying a thin layer of lubrication to the feet before putting on your socks will decrease friction inside the shoes and help prevent blisters.

* Time the pre-race meal according to the way you ate meals during training, and stay hydrated! (A common mistake is to skip the pre-race meal and drink little to avoid frequent trips to the bathroom.)

* Seed yourself according to your ability. Usually the race will post mile-split times, based on the goal marathon pace, so you can line up accordingly. Remember to go slowly in the beginning and make a strong finish, using a watch and/or heart rate monitor to stay on pace.

* Don't skip the aid stations. Think of the event as a long training day that is catered. Drink a little at each station to maintain hydration and blood volume. Don't drink or eat anything you have not trained with, as this could ruin your day.

* Stay focused, especially in the later miles. Enjoy the day and let it unfold one step at a time. Maintain concentration; don't get caught up in the crowd and what other people are doing.

After the race:

* Change your clothes, stretch, get a massage --and relax and enjoy the moment!

* Remember to rehydrate and refuel. Muscle and liver glycogen are best replaced 45 minutes to one hour after activity, while the metabolism is still elevated. This will decrease post-event soreness, headache and fatigue. Weigh yourself post event, and replace a pint of fluid for every pound lost.

And then it's over...

Once the event is over, don't be alarmed if some clients experience "post-marathon depression." Many people liken the feeling to the depression experienced by new mothers. For months, your clients trained to conquer the ultimate running event. That one goal consumed their entire being. When the marathon is over, clients may be left with idle time and a feeling of emptiness. Make sure they don't resume heavy training too early. This will only lead to frustration and injury. Advise clients to relax and enjoy activities with friends. Encourage them to try a new sport or activity. Their body and mind will let them know when they are ready for serious training again. FM
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Sample Flexibility Exercises

Have clients perform five repetitions for each exercise, unless otherwise noted.

1. Back. Stand upright. Bend the right knee and place the right foot on top of a stool or bench. (The height of the stool or bench depends on the client's flexibility; start with it low.) Slowly twist the trunk to the right, and reach for the outer right thigh with the left arm. Hold for five to 10 seconds. Reverse and do in the opposite direction.

2. Back. Sit with both legs flat on the floor with the right leg straight and the left knee bent. Place the sole of the left foot on the inner right thigh. Slowly twist the trunk to the left as the left arm stretches overhead and reaches to the right leg. Hold for five to 10 seconds, then switch to the opposite side.

3. Back. Lie on the back with knees bent and the arms pulling the legs to the chest. The neck is relaxed, with the chin resting on the knees. Slowly roll back and forth on the spine two to six times. Repeat the exercise once or twice.

4. Gluteals and hips. Lie on the back with the left leg straight. Bend the right leg, and grasp the right knee with the left hand, pulling the leg across the midline of the body. As the right knee rests on the floor, reach the right arm out straight and turn the head toward the right arm. Hold for five to 10 seconds, then switch to the opposite side.

5. Groin. Sit with the legs spread to the sides. Lean forward, keeping the back straight and the feet upright. Hold for five to10 seconds.

6. Quadriceps. Lie to the left side. Support the head and neck with the left arm, elbow bent. Grasp the top of the right foot with the right hand. Slowly pull the right heel toward the right buttock. Hold for five to 10 seconds, then switch to the opposite side.

7. Hamstring. Lie on the back with the left leg straight. Bend the right knee and grasp behind the right thigh. Straighten the right leg upward, and hold for five to 10 seconds. Switch to the opposite leg.

8. Calves and achilles. Stand 3 feet from a wall, and bend one leg with the foot close to the wall. Keeping the back foot straight, slightly bend the knee. Keep both feet firmly planted on the floor. Hold for five to 10 seconds, and switch to the opposite leg.

9. Calves and soleus. Stand 3 feet from a wall. Bend one leg and place the foot close to the wall. Keep the back leg straight. As you lean into the wall with the arms, move the hips back. Keep both feet firmly planted on the floor, facing forward. Hold for five to 10 seconds, then switch to the opposite leg.

Sample Marathon Running Program: Veteran

This 12-weekprogram is just a sample for a veteran marathon runner, and should be modified according to the individual client's fitness level, running experience, goals and response to the program.If the marathon will include both hills and flat areas, approximately 10 percent of the total week's running time should incorporate varied terrain.

Week     Mon  Tues  Wed  Thurs  Fri  Sat  Sun  Total

     1 
       0          6         8          4         6       4      12        40

     2              0           7         9          4         6       4      12       42

     3              0           7        10         4         6       4      13       44

     4              0           8        10         4         7       5      14       48

     5              9           6        12         6         5      15       0       53

     6              8           6        14         6         5      17       0       56

     7              8           8        11         6         5      19       0       57

     8              8           8        12         6         5      21       0       60

     9              8           8        10         6         4      23       0       59

    10             5           6        10         6         3      18       0       48

    11             6           0        10         3         0       8        0        27

    12             6           8          3         8         0       0     RACE DAY

\Weeks 1 to4: 

Run at 55 to65 percent HR max

Weeks 5 to11:

Tuesdays, weeks 5, 6 and 10: Track workout -- 2-mile warm-up/cool-down, 2-mile warm-up/cool-down, four to10 x400 meters 

Tuesdays, weeks 7, 8 and 9: Track workout -- 2-mile warm-up/cool-down, two x 1,200 meters

Thursdays: Run at 80 percent HR max

Remaining days: Run at 55 to 65 percent HR max

Week 12:

Monday, Wednesday: Run at 80 percent HR max

Tuesday, Thursday: Run at 55 to 60 percent HR max

Sample Marathon Running Program: Novice

This 12-weekprogram is just a sample for a marathon novice, and should be modified according to the individual client's fitness level, running experience, goals and response to the program. If the marathon will include both hills and flat areas, approximately 10 percent of the total week's running time should incorporate varied terrain.

Week      Mon   Tues    Wed   Thurs   Fri   Sat   Sun Total

     1               0           6            0            4          6        0        4       20

     2               0           6            0            4          6        0        6       22

     3               0           7            0            4          6        0        9       26

     4               0           8            0            4          6        0       12      30

     5               4           0            8            6          0       15       0       33

     6               5           0            8            6          0       17       0       36

     7               6           3            5            6          0       16       0       36

     8               3           4            8            6          0       19       0       40

     9               2           6            5            4          0        23      0       40

    10              4           0            8            6          0        15      0       33

    11              6           0           10           3          0          8      0       27

    12              6           8            3            8          0          0     RACE DAY

Most of the training runs should be performed at about 55 to60 percent HR max. In weeks five through 10, the shortest run each week could be a tempo workout, at 80 percent HR max or slightly below.

Stephen A. Black, M.Ed., P.T., A.T.C./L., C.P.T., CEO of Rocky Mountain Human Performance Center Inc., Boulder, Colo., provides individualized programs for athletes, weekend warriors and post-rehab clients. Black has 20-plus years' experience in the health and wellness industry, and has worked with professional teams, including the NFL, NHL, NBA, WNBA and ABL/NBL affiliates. He is also a presenter for the health and wellness industry.
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