So you want to be an athlete?

I am trying to summarise some of my experiences both as an athlete and a coach in things that athletes fail to regularly do that stop them improving on their past performances – or as you become a veteran maintaining prior performances.

Firstly this article is not just for the elite athlete but all athletes. I have fallen into these traps mentioned below as I improved my performances from a D grade athlete to a B grade athlete. When “on fire” I got too cocky and felt bulletproof. I would avoid one or more of the bits of advice below. The next step was injury, sickness or overtraining. These are the things I believe you need to constantly do to become a better athlete. As you improve you do them to a higher level of competency. When something goes wrong as an athlete I bet one of the things on the list below will be a cause. If something is not on the list let me know, as I will update the list. The list has got bigger as my experience has increased. I doubt it is finished yet.

Every injury or set back I had was caused by not doing the below.

These comments in no particular order of importance. Tick them off if you are doing them. Cross them if you are not and start soon.

There should be backup articles in this booklet to support my comments.

Iron Checks. Low iron from overtraining is a major cause of poor performance. Top athletes get their Serum Ferritin, Haemoglobin, Total Iron Binding Capacity (TIBC) and if possible Serum Transferrin Receptor checked sometimes every 2-3 weeks. Until you get to that Olympic level I recommend at least 3 a year. Female athletes from 14 on are particularly vulnerable to low iron.

Late April, September and December are the best times.

It takes 2 months to build up iron levels if low. Your major competitions are in June/July, November/December and February/March. By testing at the above dates you have time to build up your iron ready for the major performances.

Always keep a record of the levels as each athlete has different “normal” levels and you need to know your own personal history to tell if low on iron.

If you are low on iron then an additional check should be made a month and a half after attempting to rebuild iron stores to see if back on track.

Female athletes need to ensure they have a regular menstrual cycle to ensure they have adequate iron levels, maintaining a healthy diet and not overtraining. Regular recording of their cycle is essential.

Ideally a Sports Doctor should get the checks done. They can interpret them for you. They can take prompt action if needed. 

I recommend spirilina as a regular daily supplement. The Herbal Dispensary is a natural alternative to obtaining a variety of herbs to increase iron uptakes and absorbsion. 

The Herbal Dispensary also has natural range of medicines to increase energy and immune systems.

Diet – Usually poor diet and fluid intake is the cause of low iron and low energy. I strongly advise all athletes to get diet advice to keep iron levels high, energy high. I recommend reading Eat to Compete for Young (and old) Athletes – fuel for active kids and future champions by Jeni Pearce as a start.

Most athletes do not eat or drink enough after training. They do not replace the energy used and fluid lost. Consistent failure to have a correct diet or fluid will cause poor performance. Did you know low calcium intake could decrease performance and cause bone density issues?

Muscle Balance issues – all athletes even the very best athletes push their bodies to the limit. Any weakness in any part of the body will become an injury. At the basic level all athletes should have a 6-month muscle balance test. Any reputable physio can perform a professional assessment and recommend changes. If ongoing issues occur then there are a variety of experts that you can see for video analysis on your running style or to check you have the correct footwear.

Most athletes with an injury are prepared to do what it takes to fix the injury. However once the injury is gone they fail to continue with the exercises given and surprise, surprise the injury returns – sometimes worse than before. Athletes if prepared to get muscle balance tests must then be prepared to do the recommended exercises at least twice weekly from then on. If not the money is wasted.

As athletes push harder to improve performances then the body gets more stressed. New weak spots appear. You will need a weights programme to strengthen muscles that are not imbalanced but without strength will fail and cause injury. Athletes must be prepared to incorporate weights into their programme in their late teens and through adulthood – you will need to seek expert advice on this.

I believe that before weights are started you must be able to do all exercises using your own body weight with correct posture. I strongly urge a Pilate’s programme be implemented as soon as an athlete reaches their teens.

Never do a weights programme without advice from a specialist who knows about running and can advise and check your technique.

Pilates combined with a good drills programme; your muscle balance programme and good upper body strength is essential for long-term survival in the sport.

Acupuncture can be a successful alternative if injuries are not responding to traditional rehabilitation techniques.

Recovery of the muscles is also equally important. Regular massage is an essential part of recovery. Regular is what your budget can afford. Top athletes should be massaged two to three times a week. I could only afford a fortnightly hour of massage session with the odd weekly one thrown in as major races approached. Monthly is regular, six monthly is regular.

In between regular icing, antiflamme and heat combined with dynamic stretching is essential for muscle recovery. Your physio, massage therapist and Pilate’s instructor will give advice on this.

Poor footwear- many injuries are due to inadequate footwear – the wrong shoe for your running style or worn out shoes. 

If running about 50-80km a week then shoes last about 3-6 months. 100km a week a replacement every month is ideal. Proper shoes, which suit your feet, are the biggest investment you can make in your career. See an expert for advice. You may need orthodics. If you get the soft ones then they need replacing every 6-9months. I spent the money on permanent ones as long term they work out cheaper. Teenagers should stick to soft ones as their feet change while they grow. Once out of their teens they may not need them as adults.

Usually most calf injuries, if doing the muscle balance exercises, are caused by worn out or the wrong footwear. 

Running shoes should be used for running – nothing else. Use old shoes for walking and playing other sports. Put running shoes on for the run and change into other shoes after to increase their life span and prevent injuries.

In time you will need tempo shoes, racing flats, spikes –training and racing-(broken into cross country, track, even middle distance track shoes), high mileage shoes. Get the right ones sorted for your feet. 

Talk to your coach about what shoes to wear in training and racing.

Sports psychology and performance enhancement – it is important that you be aware of this competitive edge you can create as an athlete. As a beginning athlete you should at least read a book on the subject. I recommend Sport Motivation – Training your mind for Peak Performance by Ken Hodge as a first read. Attend as many courses as you can on the topic. If at the top end of your game then perhaps a visit to a trained professional for an individual session(s) to improve your mental focus. Remember mental focus is also about how to relax under stress so they can help with that.

Arm Drive is essential for success – the drive of the arms is the most important part of the body to train. When the arms stop moving the legs stop moving. Every run concentrate on the arm drive. Strengthen the arms to last the distance. If you have good arm drive then you must have strong abdominals. Again that core strength theme is reinforced.

Breathing is important- athletes must learn to breath using their diaphram. You only use 5% energy to get your essential air if you use your diaphram as opposed to 35% using your lungs/chest. Proper breathing will stop stitch. Breathing is a learnt technique. There is a person you can use if you need advice as well as purchase an inhaler that can strengthen your diaphram. If you suffer from bad stitch or exercise induced asthma you should get your breathing patterns checked.

Posture is important 24/7- everything I have learnt from muscle balance improvement is that there is no point in doing all the work when, if sitting or walking, during the day your posture is poor. Slouching in chairs at school and home, shuffling along the road with the head bowed, backpack on one shoulder and your bicycle not set up properly all detrain the body. It is like pouring water into a sink using a cup but leaving the plug out. The hard work putting the water in to fill the sink is drained out the bottom and nothing actually changes. Constant monitoring of posture is critical particularly the computer generation who have poor posture working on laptops etc.

Running technique and drills are essential to improving performance- regular practice on motor patterns used in running are important. Every step counts to improve your times and prevent injury.

A training diary is important for long term success- most cannot remember what happened yesterday let alone a week or year ago. A training diary lets you remember what sessions worked for you so you can do them again. It can help you avoid sessions that did not work. You can keep track of weight issues, attitude issues to see if overtraining. You can remind yourself of recovery and strengthening exercises to do by ticking them off as done. Once you get into your third or fourth year and becoming serious you cannot succeed without a diary.

Reading a wide variety of books and articles are essential to improving knowledge and motivation- an athlete needs to be a self-starter. Reading and researching on a variety of topics will have an impact on training and motivation. Two essential books on training to read are Lore of Running by Tim Noakes and Training Distance Runners by Martin and Sebastian Coe. Peak Performance On Line is a fantastic website to visit to assist athletes and coaches with explanations on injury, training advice and diets. If athletes do not read books of former and current champions then they miss out on huge motivational material. Peter Snell, Seb Coe, Lance Armstrong, Steve Gurney, Sir Edmond Hillary, Steve Cram, John Walker, are but a few good reads. New Zealand has iconic champions over a variety of Sports. You should read their stories to see what they went through to get to the top of their sports. 

Where is the recovery? – Every session needs to be allowed to recover from. Have you had the right food, fluid, sleep? It takes 48 hours to recovery from a hard speed session – did you have adequate rest between? Every 4th week needs to be a 20-30% reduction in training and intensity to allow adaptation. You need to taper 2 weeks out from a major race, reducing training by 30-40% in the last to weeks. Do you take a month of active rest from running per year? Do you cross train to allow muscle recovery? Recovery is the key to improving results

Know the symptoms of over training- if you do not recognise the symptoms early then you will make yourself sick. Did you know a change in mood/mood swings or personality changes are the first signs of over training? Monitor your moods in your training diary daily

Get and regularly use a wobble board- you need to keep your ankles strong. A wobble board is essential for this to strengthen your tendons. Most physios’ sell them. About $35-40. Get the one with the half circle on it. Never do it on carpet as it quickly wears a hole in it. I use a wooden board and place it on the carpet and do my exercises on that.

Never train in pain- it always will get worse. Transfer to cross training. I recommend aqua jogging until better. See a physio if it is tendon, joint or bone related. My experience is that massage by a sports massage therapist is the quickest way to get a soft tissue injury fixed. Try acupuncture as an alternative if normal treatments fail. If injury persists then get a muscle balance test done, your posture checked and your footware checked.

Aqua jogging-is a superb alternative to running but only if done with good posture and with proper arm drive. If not you can actually increase the likelihood of injury as you are using poor motor patterns that cause injury when on land. You can do all types of speed work and distance running in the pool. To make it tougher do not use a belt. Buy aqua jogging fins for use on arms or legs for extra resistance.

Swimming is great for strengthening your butt muscles. If in the pool swim a few lengths with vigorous kicking. If you cant swim use a kick board. The kicking is the important bit.

Cycling rapidly by spinning in a low gear is great for leg speed.

A variety of sports when young is important- three recommended for over all athletic development are – swimming, gymnastics and football(soccer). Young runners should be active in a variety of sports as you never know how long running will hold your attention. Many very good athletes have moved onto other sporting careers in other sports even though very keen runners. If you choose at 18-19 to dedicate yourself to being the best runner you can be you will not have time for other sports then if you wish to succeed at being the best runner you can be. However for ten years I assumed that running was all that I would do. I am grateful now I did a lot of sports as now I am a parent I can play with my son and his friends (eventually) cricket, swimming, football, squash, badminton, tramping, fishing, shooting, basketball to name a few sports I competed in when young. You never know when you have got all you want from running so you will have something to fall back on or perhaps find you are even in more love with than running.

An education is just as important as running- unless you can extend your mind in the classroom you will not be able to extend yourselves in the running field. The top two inches gives you 90% of your performance, if you can’t extend your top 2% then you cant improve your running performances. Also for most running will not pay the bills. However if you get a good education you can earn a high income to pay the running bills. A good education can get you jobs that you can fit in your training as well as good work hours.

Lack of communication with the coach- the coach must know what you did/did not do that day and why. Without you the athlete communicating to the coach you will generally breakdown by over training or getting an injury. The coach has the overview of the programme. The athlete tends to be less objective particularly when things going very well. Even if you take over the programme having the coach monitor and offer advice is essential for ongoing success.

Remember this is not advice to champions but to athletes who are wishing to be champions. I started at the back of the field when I started competing at nineteen. I made it to the bottom of the top third of the field ten years later before I switched my focus to coaching. It takes ten years to build a champion and all the above needs to be done to maximise your performance to your best ever. Do not worry where you are in the field now. Dream where you are going to be in ten years time. Then get out and do the work.

Live the Dream.

Graeme Christey

