BEACON HILL STRIDERS: RESOURCE CENTRE


WEEKLY TRAINING MILEAGE: 
WHAT IS APPROPRIATE for OLDER TEENAGE ATHLETES?
The following paper is based upon an “Academy Newsletter” forwarded to the leading members of our training group in January 2014:
BHS Academy Newsletter (No.3): 26/01/14

Last weekend a true great of UK athletics passed away @ the age of 82 ... Sir Christopher Chataway ... Chataway was part of the true "amateur" period of the sport back in the 1950s ... he was one of the 'pacemakers' for Sir Roger Bannister's sub 4 minute mile, & in that year (1954) became the first ever winner of the BBC Sports Personality of the Year ... In line with that amateur tradition of the time, Chataway claimed that he never ran more than 25 miles a week ... 
 
This has prompted me to focus in this Newsletter on the question of the appropriate weekly "mileage" for a young (16-18 year old) runner. … Chataway's 25 miles a week contrasts sharply with the more professional approaches of today (even amongst the elite of teenage runners) ... As I've previously mentioned, it is not uncommon for some of the best US High School runners to run 70-80 miles (plus) per week ... a couple of examples for you ...

* Taylor Werner (5th @ the 2013 Girls' NXN X-Country Championships: age 15) ...

http://www.runnersworld.com/high-school-profiles/taylor-werner-remains-undefeated-in-missouri-cross-country
* Gabe Montague (1-54 800m & 4-14 mile: age 18) ...

http://www.runnersworld.com/high-school-profiles/piano-man-montague-mixes-it-up-in-the-mile
So, what are we to make of this? ... Noting both positives (P) & negatives (N)

Low Mileage Approach
* A diet of 25 miles a week (or less) is very unlikely to take you to the top of national rankings (for age 16+) @ distances of 1500m & beyond (N), unless this is supported by ample additional (aerobic) training ... e.g. triathlon type training
* A low-mileage programme may be 'unbalanced', featuring too much "quality" work, risking injury (N)

* A low-mileage programme can suit an athlete focusing on 800m as their primary (track) event

* A low-mileage programme can suit an athlete who is more "fast-twitch" than "slow-twitch" in terms of their muscle composition ... i.e. someone who is naturally "fast" over very short distances (P) 

* In addition, a low-mileage programme can leave ample room for future mileage progression as the athlete matures (P) ... possibly giving up on success as a Junior athlete to succeed as a Senior athlete

 

High Mileage Approach
* A high mileage programme (for a teenage athlete) of 70+ miles a week can make up (in part) for a lack of "natural" ability (P)

* A high mileage programme can maximise aerobic development at a relatively early age, in much the same way as young Kenyan runners run lots of easy mileage each week as part of their life-style (e.g. running to & from School) (P)  

* A high mileage programme may be 'unbalanced', featuring too much slow running, risking injury (N) 

* A high mileage programme can suit "slow twitch" type runners, who respond poorly to lots of speed type work (P)

* A high mileage programme can suit those individuals with a more introvert personality ... some individuals may not have the patience, will power, or inclination to train in a very consistent manner

* A high mileage programme leaves little room for future mileage progression, forcing athletes to move up to longer distances (half marathon/marathon) to remain competitive (N)

 

From my point of view, I would much prefer to see young athletes (age 16-18) seek to build mileages up to an average of 1 hour of running, 6-7 days a week.* This is likely to result in weekly mileages of 50-60 miles a week. Anything more than this is probably too much for the majority of top 17/18 year olds, & risks their training becoming unbalanced. (However, there may be a very small number of athletes who have both the physical & mental maturity to push beyond this limit). For athletes of 16/17/18, whose race distances are unlikely to exceed 10K, a lot can be achieved on a diet of 50-60 miles a week! ... & for those with considerable natural talent, much success can be achieved on less!! ... Progress over time depends on being consistent ... it's important that you can maintain a level of training week in, week out, without getting injured or suffering frequent illnesses. ... So basically, a moderate mileage approach ...can best achieve this.
* Indeed, Arthur Lydiard claimed that the first step to becoming a middle/long distance runner was to build up to running for an hour each day.

I've mentioned here the concept of "balanced" training, & this is something I shall return to in the future. 

(Note: my piece on “Balanced Training”, also featured on this website) 
Finally, in this discussion, it is worth pointing out that the 2 athletes in our group who have made the biggest improvement in the shortest time ... both are "slow-twitch" type runners, by the way … have done so as a result of significantly increasing their overall weekly mileage (on to the 1 hour per day noted) ... This is (in my opinion) the most effective (& safest) way of making rapid improvement through training.
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