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This book is dedicated to the hundreds of athletes

I’ve trained during my coaching career.
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PROLOGUE

Exactly what “high performance” means in cycling is surprisingly hard to nail down. It’s a term usually meant for those who race at the highest levels in cycling sports—grand tours, monuments, Olympics, world championships, and such. But that’s not who this book is meant for. So, I’d like to refocus that term. Rather than being a catchphrase only for riders at the elite levels of racing, let’s instead think of it as the level of performance that will help you achieve your goals this season. It’s your achievements that you and I are concerned about, not how the latest winner of France’s maillot jaune goes about training. If you set a high race goal—high for you—and perform at a level that achieves it, then you are a high-performance athlete in my book.

It really doesn’t make any difference what anyone else might do. It’s just about how you perform relative to your lofty goal on race day. For you to accomplish this at your highest level, you and I must come up with a unique and personalized way of training. We’ll do that, but it will be no small task.

As you work your way through my book, I will prompt you to make decisions about your goal, the training methods you will use, equipment choices, your support team, and many other matters. You may eventually decide the task is just too great and so you will go back to what you’ve done in the past. If that was successful, and you truly were a high-performance rider, I have no problem with such a decision. Everyone is unique. But if you’ve not achieved what you sense you are capable of then I’d strongly suggest hanging in there with me through the entire book. I think I can help you.

There are endless ways to prepare for competition. And I’ve been studying them for decades. While I’ve got a fairly good idea of how to train, I don’t know anything about you. You’re exceptional as an athlete in many ways, but you’ll have to pay close attention to the training details in the following chapters to determine the best way for you to train given your uniqueness. How do you respond to frequent workouts? How often do you need a day off? When should your extended rest and recovery (R&R) breaks be? Do you get through long rides without difficulty or do a few hours in the saddle take a serious toll on you? How about training intensity? If you do a set of high-intensity intervals, does that workout wipe you out for the next few days or do you bounce back quickly? What’s the best diet for you leading up to the race? How quickly do you respond to training? Those are all good questions, but that’s a lot for you to ponder. Unfortunately, there’s a lot more. I’m just skimming the surface here. Training for high-performance racing is certainly not simple.
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Here’s another way of thinking about a high-performance season. If you search “high performance” online, you’ll soon come across comments about beating an opponent. That’s a problematic concept. Of course, your goal could mean a position on the podium, which indeed does imply that you beat other riders that day, but performance is strictly about you and your goal, not about anyone else in the race. Or, on the other end of the spectrum, it could mean you finish the event and that could be a great accomplishment given where you may be as a rider right now. High performance for us going forward means accomplishing your challenging event goal and building on that in future seasons. It is not about who you beat.

As athletes, we need to move away from measuring our success by whether we “beat others.” That’s a narrow and somewhat egotistical way of measuring achievement in sport. While it’s okay to gauge your race performances on how well you did relative to your competition, basing your success entirely on who you beat is a bit misguided. Such a result often comes down to who showed up that day and what kind of shape they were in.

There are more important outcomes we can measure. Performance in sport is more about what you accomplish relative to yourself. If at the end of the season you are performing at a higher level than previously, that’s a success. If you are getting faster under similar conditions, then you are improving regardless of what anyone else has achieved.

Being a high-performance cyclist is challenging, but it really isn’t complicated. It’s mostly about having a dream and pursuing it persistently and patiently. I’ll come back to this topic frequently in the following chapters. I’ll talk about how to believe in yourself—like you never have before. And how riding your bike must have a purpose that you fully accept and pursue every day of every week of every month. You can’t let up. That doesn’t mean you can’t have fun on your bike and enjoy life along the way. You can. And I’m sure you will. But when it’s time to do a serious ride, you need to get focused. I’ll also tell you how to do that.

I’ll make a confession upfront: I don’t have a guaranteed formula for your high-performance cycling success. There is no secret, perfect way of training. Each athlete is unique in many ways. It’s my job as your coach in this book to help you figure out what that way is—with your help, of course. There are, however, certain principles that have proven to be effective across the board in pursuing high performance, which we’ll pay close attention to. Without digging too deeply into the science behind these principles, I’ll briefly explain what they are about. Some may surprise you.
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Being a high-performance cyclist is challenging, but it really isn’t complicated. It’s mostly about having a dream and pursuing it persistently and patiently.

The first principle of training is individuality. This just means that you are an individual with unique genes, talents, needs, lifestyle, habits, and lots more. We must always keep that in mind as we search for what is right for your training. Just because a pro or even a training partner does something that is very effective for them, that doesn’t mean it’s what you should do.

The second principle is specificity. You must train for your goal event, not something else. And the closer you get to that event, the more your training must become like the race. We will, however, start the season by doing things that aren’t specific. For example, you’ll do some cross-training in the very early season and lift weights. Those aren’t “like” your race at all. But as the season progresses, we’ll gradually cut back on the non-specific stuff and increase your focus on the bike. You’ll need to trust me here. I know how effective the non-bike training can be very early in the year. It’ll pay off. Of course, that doesn’t mean you won’t ride the bike at all. You most certainly will. Just not a lot at first. And we’ll start making a gradual change in your training several weeks out from your first high-priority race. In the last few weeks before your race you will be training to match the expected demands of the race. Specificity is something we will gradually apply in your workouts as the season advances until you come to race day fully primed and ready to go.

Next is the principle of progression. What does that mean? We will start with a level of training which you know is manageable. Then over the course of the season, we will gradually increase the load. That doesn’t mean I’m going to overwhelm you later with a bunch of workouts that leave you wasted. Instead, we will strive to keep the progression at a rate your body can easily adapt to. Adaptation is the key to progression. This will lead to you gradually becoming more fit and race-ready. This is critical for high performance.

Finally, the principle of reversibility simply says that if you stop training or significantly reduce the training load for a long time you will lose fitness. That’s no surprise, I’m sure. But there’s a caveat here. We will most certainly have to reduce your training load in the last few weeks before your most important race. I know that probably sounds like a problem given this principle. But there is a powerful reason and we’ll do it in such a way that the impact on your fitness is minimal. I know, it probably sounds counterproductive to cut back on training approaching the race. But we must do it for you to come into form (I’ll explain that later), which will bring you to a peak of fitness and race readiness. The purpose of coming into form is to get rid of fatigue while keeping fitness as high as you can, albeit with a very small amount lost. Because of this you’ll feel great on race day and be ready for a truly high-performance race. I know losing any fitness before a race sounds scary. Hang in there with me. It works.

You’ll have to keep a very close eye on your progress and make changes as you see the need. I’ll help you make decisions. It will be challenging but a fun journey!

Bottom line is that I don’t know what exactly you’ll have to do in training throughout the season yet, but I have a good idea of how you’ll get started and what generally will happen along the way. You’ll have to keep a very close eye on your progress and make changes as you see the need. I’ll help you make decisions. It will be challenging but a fun journey!

Let me tell you about this book. There are nine chapters. Each starts with a featured athlete I’ve coached whose story represents the chapter’s key topic. The athlete’s story is intended to give you a realistic and in-depth look at how the athlete and I succeeded (or failed) to implement the concepts of that chapter. Each chapter also includes a brief explanation by a leading expert in the field on one of the key topics mentioned there. This may help you understand a complex topic by describing, from a different perspective than mine, how it is applied in training and racing. Along the way in each chapter, I’ll provide “Key Takeaways” to summarize important topics. This is to help reinforce what you’ve just read and may also be used to quickly refresh your memory on the main points of a chapter when you come back to the book after an extended break from reading.

Chapter 1 is about getting started, laying the groundwork for your upcoming season. Here I’ll describe how to set up your “team,” determine your season’s goals, and the equipment you will need to train for a high-performance season.

In Chapter 2 I’ll tell you about “breakthrough” training and the fundamentals of a high-performance season. The most important points here have to do with the determiners of your race-day fitness—aerobic capacity, stamina, and sprint power. You’ll read about these throughout the book. Read very carefully when you come to these topics. They are critical to your performance.

Chapter 3 does a deep dive into the most complex and misunderstood subject of training and racing—intensity. Here I’ll tell you how to set your training zones, how to gauge fitness progress, and the use of heart rate and power to measure workout and race efforts. I always strive to keep this topic simple and easy to grasp as you will come to rely on it almost daily for the next few months.

How to plan your training and race season is covered in Chapter 4. We’ll look at differing methodologies for training and when to use each one, laying out a training plan for the season, and designing your weekly training routine. This is a very important subject as you will come to rely on this plan to guide you to a high-performance season.

Chapter 5 carries the overview topics from Chapter 4 to a deeper level with an emphasis on preparing to race. Here I’ll explain the basic and advanced abilities and how you can use them to prepare for your A-priority event.

Perhaps the most important part of the book is Chapter 6. It has to do with both stress and rest, which are probably the most ignored topics in endurance sports among self-coached athletes. If you read only one chapter, this should be it. Knowing when to go hard and when to back off is critical to success, yet it is often ignored. Understanding that stress and rest must be taken seriously is crucial if you are to succeed as a high-performance cyclist.

Chapter 7 simplifies some of the basic concepts of sport psychology. This is also a topic often disregarded by self-coached athletes. The athlete’s training and racing mindset has been shown to be just as important to event outcomes as physical training. The body can achieve at a higher level if the mind allows it to.

I get questions from athletes on an almost daily basis. Chapter 8 addresses some of the most common ones I’m asked on topics such as diet, bodyweight, use of training time, and the consequences of age—both old and young.

Chapter 9 fittingly takes you right up to race day and immediately after. The key points have to do with the most challenging race conditions you can experience, what to do during Race week, race-day details, and managing your post-race review. Don’t put off reading this chapter until the week of your race. There is a great deal that must be done in the preceding weeks to be ready for those last few days.

There are a lot of details on the following pages, many of which involve terminology you may not recognize. To help with this I’ve included a Glossary near the end of the book. Here you can look up words that you may not understand. Also near the end is an Appendix of workouts. These are the most basic types of rides I have cyclists do. At the start of the Appendix I’ll suggest a way to design custom workouts.

I often get feedback from readers on how one of my books affected their training and racing, things they don’t understand in my book, what they would like to know more about, and a broad range of questions on a wide array of subjects. I’m happy to answer your questions if I can. Should you need to reach me it can be done through my website at JoeFrielTraining. com. Please be patient as I get lots of inquiries. I will respond.

I look forward to helping you achieve your high-performance goal. Let’s get started.

Chapter 6 on stress and rest is perhaps the most important part of this book. Knowing when to go hard and when to back off is critical to success.





1.

GETTING STARTED
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What does it take to perform at a high level, and how do you go about pulling all the details together? I’ll touch on things such as how the coach and athlete work together, why you should surround yourself with a high-performance team, defining your goal for the season, how we will go about achieving it, the basics of a workout, and the first steps to be taken in preparing for the coming season.


STEVE’S STORY

He sounded like a steam locomotive coming up behind me. The heavy breathing could be heard from 20 meters back. There was no greeting as he went by. Not even a smile. He wasn’t holding anything back and had nothing to spare. At five years my senior he demolished my two-minute head start. Not only did he win his category that day, but he also set a new national time trial record for 60+ riders. Regardless of my outcome, however, his success made my day. You could never find a nicer guy—nor one who trained and raced as all-in as Steve did. He was a big guy for a cyclist. That’s what made the National Time Trial Championship that summer just right for him. I had started coaching him the previous winter. We had never met before then, but as it turned out, we were aiming at the same race in late summer. His goal, since this would be his first year in the new race category, was to win the USA 20km National Time Trial Championship for his 60+ age category. No small task. He did it. Here’s how.

Steve is an example of the kind of athlete I have been fortunate enough to coach over the last 40-some years. He stands out in many ways. He came to me with a truly high-performance goal. And while there was some doubt in his mind if he could pull it off at that first meeting, as I got to know him, the more I came to believe in his chances for success.

When we met, he had been riding for just short of a decade and was well known among central Nebraska riders for his power. But if the course turned uphill, he was off the back. At his size, he wasn’t cut out to be a climber. Local, flat time trials were his specialty. He was hard to beat. As soon as he heard that the National Time Trial Championship would be on a flat course in New Mexico he made it a goal to be on the podium in his race category. However, when he sat down with me that winter there was a gnawing doubt in his mind. After all, he had never raced at Nationals and didn’t know who the competition might be. This would be his first race outside of Nebraska and his first national championship event.

It was certainly a very high-performance goal so we talked about what it would take. I didn’t pull any punches. It was obvious how big the challenge was and how little experience he had to back it up. He would have to be fully dedicated to the goal. It meant his life for the next several months would have to be laser-focused on one thing—the National Championship.

We talked about what all the aspects of the training would mean: high volume weeks, very challenging interval sessions, serious weightlifting, a strict diet, 100 percent family support, and lots of sleep. Fortunately, he had retired from his career as a mechanical engineer recently. He had the time. He also demonstrated that he had the desire, but I had frequently seen athletes talk big months in advance. Could his enthusiasm make it through the next several months?

As he trained through that year, I came to feel quite positive about the direction we were heading. And I told him that. But I also told him upfront that he needed more racing experience. He needed to find a few time trials to enter that had top performers in his category. He set about doing some research and came up with three races spread over the course of the spring and summer. Two were state time trial championships and the third was a three-day stage race starting with a 20km time trial. Perfect. From this I was able to lay out a framework training plan for his season. And we got started training.

I also suggested that he do some research on previous podium riders in his category, what the time trial courses were like in those years, and their times. He must know what to expect. Winning a national championship isn’t easy and he needed to have some idea upfront who the competition might be and how they had performed in past years. Another reason I asked him to do this research is that getting to know something about possible contenders is also a great motivator.

Along the way Steve faced some setbacks—a lingering head cold in late winter, a nasty crash on a group ride in the spring, and a few missed workouts due to family matters. This is all normal stuff for a rider. I didn’t see them as being major obstacles as they occurred many weeks out from his goal race. I told him so. We just needed to become more cautious with such matters as we closed in on Nationals.

I didn’t mollycoddle him or sugar-coat his chances. One thing I never do is lie to an athlete or exaggerate my expectations. Those will always come back to haunt both me and the rider. It’s far better to be truthful, but it also means I must have a flexible plan just in case. Wishing and hoping won’t do it. Regardless of all my initial seasonal planning, unanticipated change has always been the norm. I’ve never had an athlete finish a season without significant alterations to the annual training plan. It was no different with Steve.

Throughout the season he and I talked by phone at least once weekly. And, of course, I reviewed the workout spreadsheets he sent to me daily (this was before my business partners and I started TrainingPeaks). Our conversations always revolved around the same matters: how he was feeling and what he was thinking, how he felt about his recent training, what he thought was necessary going forward, my views on possible changes in our plan, what his lifestyle was like for the coming weeks, and what I saw the workout details to be for the following week. He always asked good questions and remained unflinchingly focused on his high-performance goal. He was the perfect client-athlete in so many ways.



THE COACH-ATHLETE RELATIONSHIP

Steve and I got along great. I believe our relationship had a lot to do with his success. The coach-athlete bond is always at the heart of the athlete’s training. You’ve got to like and trust each other as you will spend a lot of time facing problems and making decisions together. In the same way, you and I must become a team. How you perform in this coming season depends largely on how well we blend. The problem is, I’m going to be a distant coach working from this book and there won’t be weekly conversations, but we both want the same outcome—your race-day success. Of course, we haven’t yet defined what “success” means. We will come back to that shortly.

YOUR TRAINING PLAN

I will help you lay out a training plan that will eventually lead to success in your race—I hope. There are no guarantees in sport. Your plan will be more than a schedule of workouts. That’s the easy part. Going beyond the workouts, the plan will also include several lifestyle-related matters such as your support system, daily nutrition, race-day diet, sleep, R&R, mental focus, likely setbacks, injury avoidance, weight management, workouts, and race day details. With your help in identifying your personal needs, I’ll make suggestions for these matters and more as we proceed.

There may well be times when you have concerns about the direction I’m taking you in or you may even disagree with what’s in the plan. That’s okay and to be expected. It’s just a part of the coach-athlete relationship. My methodology when preparing an athlete for competition is to make it a “team” approach. You and I are at the team’s core. We will expand the team a bit as I’ll explain shortly. If I suggest something in the following chapters and you are sure there is a better way for you to do it, you win. I won’t stand in your way. You are central to our purpose and certainly know yourself better than I ever will. I respect your understanding of how you respond to all aspects of training. So, if there appears to be some incongruity, we will do it your way.

SEEKING HELP

If you ever become confused or unsure about something I suggest in the following pages, go to my blog at JoeFrielTraining.com and search for the topic of your concern. There you will find nearly two decades of articles I’ve written on a broad array of topics. If that doesn’t resolve the matter, and it’s truly critical to your performance, reach out to me through my website by clicking on “About.” It may take me a while to get back to you, but I promise I will answer. I’m here for you.



COACH-ATHLETE RELATIONSHIP: ANDY KIRKLAND

For me, the most important aspect of developing a good coach-athlete relationship relates to the fact that the knowledge, beliefs, and values of an athlete are different from mine. Furthermore, we, as humans, do not always act logically and rationally in our own best interests and are not always truthful with ourselves. Maladaptive things like exercise addiction, overtraining, eating disorders and the associated Relative Energy Deficit in Sport (REDs) can emerge as a result. Such things are prevalent in high-performance cycling, greater than 30 percent in some instances. Therefore, my job is to help athletes be honest with themselves as well as with me. To do so means “getting inside their heads” to understand what drives athlete behaviors and then taking appropriate action to support more adaptive ones. This is only possible through developing strong coach-athlete relationships.

Of course, sometimes relationships do not work and are not meant to. This usually occurs where there are different expectations and a lack of role clarity. For example, if a rider simply wants me to prescribe workouts and my expectations of my role as a coach are more holistic, then frustration on both sides will occur and cracks in the relationship will appear very quickly. Challenges can also occur in cycling teams or funded programs where coaches and riders are “imposed” on each other in processes that are akin to arranged marriage.

Similarly, when an athlete requests that I coach them, I ask “Why me?” “Why am I the best coach for you, and who else have you contacted?” Unless they can answer such questions, I will ask them to come back to me when they can. Recently, I was contacted by a rider who had won at the highest level. They said they were looking for a coach but were speaking to other coaches, too. Over the next month we shared emails, chatted online, and got to know each other relatively well. I was questioned on what my approaches would be to training prescription, altitude training, and various other performance-related questions. In turn, I asked myself questions relating to how committed I could be to the rider, if I was willing to prioritize them above my own partner, and if I had the skills to support them achieve their goals. My answer was a clear “yes.” I respected the fact that they








YOUR HIGH-PERFORMANCE TEAM














	Your race success depends, in large part, on your support team.

	Share your goals with those closest to you—your family and friends.

	Your cycling team or training partners can help you achieve your goal; include them in your support team.

	A team of experts will make your goal much more achievable.

	All your team members must be happy, positive, and successful people who never doubt or mock you or your goal.







[image: A group of cyclists wearing colorful jerseys and helmets competes in a road race, rounding a curve on a sunny day. Each rider is focused, with some leaning into the turn. The road is bordered by grass and trees.]
YOUR GOAL





















APPROPRIATE GOALS













	To be specific a goal must include an action verb. What do you want to happen?

	Your goal must state the measurable part. How will you know if you are successful?

	A good goal is achievable. Can you do it?

	The goal must be appropriate for you. Is it?

	A timeline must be attached to any goal. When will you achieve your goal?







PREDICTORS OF GOAL SUCCESS








	An unquenchable curiosity for the sport.

	Strong bonds with other cyclists.

	The support of family and friends.

	Riding is seen as enjoyable and fun, not laborious.

	Training is thought of in years, not weeks or months.











	Mental determiners of success are just as important as physical determiners (see Chapter 7).

	Your experience in cycling has a lot to do with your success.

	Your lifestyle must allow you to train without frequent interruptions or undue stress.

	You must be completely dedicated to your goal for success.

	Mindset is often the key determiner of success; believing in yourself is vital.







HOW I CAN HELP WITH YOUR GOAL





WHAT YOU NEED TO GET STARTED














	You need both a heart rate monitor and a power meter to follow my coaching guidelines in this book.

	Heart rate and power both play key roles in achieving high goals, but in different ways.

	Use your heart rate monitor and power meter every time you ride.

	Power meters can be expensive. Ask around at shops for used ones.







[image: A group of six cyclists wearing green jerseys and helmets rides closely together on a flat road. They focus intently ahead. The background features a hazy sky and distant hills, with a few wildflowers lining the path.]
PHYSICAL AND EQUIPMENT ASSESSMENT













	The starting point for a new season is a physical therapist checking you for physical weaknesses that need correcting.

	A professional bike fit is essential for success.

	Do both at the start of every season.
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