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Foreword

Two years ago, an offer I couldn’t refuse came my way. Mario Fraioli from Competitor magazine challenged me to a race within a race at the Rock ’n’ Roll Arizona half-marathon. I rarely meet a challenge I don’t like, so I decided to take him up on it. On paper I had him crushed, but in real life I had a newborn and was still shedding baby weight and trying to regain fitness. Mario humored me for a few miles, then pulled easily away. I believe my PR is significantly better than his—but, unfortunately for me, our record currently stands at Mario 1, Kara 0.

Although I lost my challenge with Mario that day, the joy of taking a dare, of testing myself, was exciting and a lot of fun. For me, this is exactly what running and racing are all about. They are about trying new things and seeing what you can pull out of yourself, where your limits are, how far you can go. Yes, sometimes pushing those boundaries is scary. I’ll never forget the fear I had before I ran my first half-marathon, but that race ended up being one of the most fulfilling experiences of my career.

After I recovered from that first half, I kept wondering: Was I capable of running a full? I had to know. Training for my first marathon was so exciting and new. Although I’m grateful for and proud of many amazing moments in my running career, I think my proudest moment as an athlete was completing that first marathon. I gained a new respect for myself and my body that day. The rest is history—I have been in love with racing the half- and full marathon ever since.

I discovered half-marathoning and marathoning around the same time that I discovered the Rock ’n’ Roll series, whose fun-filled races have become a permanent part of my racing schedule. The energy of Rock ’n’ Roll is unlike the atmosphere of any other event: exciting, encouraging, and totally electric. The support of the spectators and bands along the way gives these races a special energy. Whether you are training for your first half or are well on your way to completing all the Rock ’n’ Rolls in the series, these races give you the ultimate runner’s high.

Good luck with your training. Enjoy the journey as much as the race. And remember, the thing about running distance races is that they are addictive. Maybe it’s because no matter how many races you run, each time you queue up to the start line, you are in for something new. It may be the same distance, but it’s never the same race twice. You can always strive for new goals, new personal bests, or you can set yourself new challenges to face. I know that for me, there is definitely some unfinished business out there with a certain author and coach. Mario, I’ll see you at the start line!

—Kara Goucher
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The miracle isn’t that I finished. The miracle is that I had the courage to start. —JOHN “THE PENGUIN” BINGHAM

I’ll let you in on a little secret right off the bat: Running the race is the easy part. The training for it, daunting as it may seem, isn’t so bad either. The hardest part of this entire process is committing yourself to it.

The specific goals may vary, but the dedication required to reach them is the same. For one runner, just finishing a half-marathon or marathon may seem an impossible goal at the outset. For another runner, upping a personal best might be the challenge. But for any athlete, putting a race on the calendar and being dedicated to the training necessary to achieve the goal for that race are easier dreamed about than done.

The fact that you’re reading this book tells me that you’re at least thinking about running a distance race. It might be your first half-marathon or marathon, the first one you’ve run in years, or a goal race you’ve been targeting as an assault on your existing personal best. Whatever the reason, the great news is, you’ve already taken the first steps toward reaching the finish line!

Regardless of your running speed, getting to the finish line really is as simple as putting one foot in front of the other. But even before you take that first step, you need to set up the conditions for success. In this chapter, we’ll address everything required to help kick-start the training process so that you are working toward your goal right from the start.

Picking an Event

Every year, more and more people are signing up for marathons and half-marathons. Whether you’re a new runner looking for a fun, supportive atmosphere to make your first distance race a memorable one or a seasoned racer in search of a fast course or competitive environment to push past your current personal best, there are a lot of choices out there. Deciding which race to run can be a bit overwhelming.

Many factors can contribute to race-day success or failure, from climate to race goal to training location. For example, if you live in the flatlands, choosing a half-marathon at altitude might not be the best place to attempt to set a personal record (PR). Likewise, if you’re training through a cold winter, a warm-weather destination race probably isn’t the ideal half-marathon or marathon debut.

So how do you figure out where to go?

To help narrow down the possible choices, start by asking yourself some key questions:

[image: image]Do I want to run a half-marathon or a marathon?

[image: image]During what time of year would I like to race?

[image: image]How far am I willing to travel?

[image: image]Am I up for the challenge of a hilly course, or do I want to find a flatter route where I can run fast?

[image: image]Do I want to experience a big event, or is a smaller field size more to my liking?

After answering these questions, refer to Appendix A to see how your responses line up with prospective events. Once you’ve armed yourself with a few options, get online and sign yourself up for a race. Congratulations, you’ve committed yourself to the process. The hard part is over!

Setting Goals

Now that you’ve got a race (or races) on the schedule, it’s time to start setting goals and planning how you’ll go after them.

Goals vary, and depending on your experience level, they might even change as the training process unfolds. Newer runners may want simply to complete the distance for the first time, while more experienced runners may be focused on running a personal best or hitting a desired time. Regardless of your intentions for the upcoming race, there are two types of goals: outcome goals and process goals.

Outcome goals are what most people think of when they talk about goal setting. These are the intended result of all your hard work and preparation and are specific (e.g., lose weight, finish the race) and measurable (e.g., finish in 2 hours, place top 5 in age group). Thinking about outcome goals induces both excitement and nerves. They’re also largely out of your control. But let’s be honest; if you knew exactly how fast you were going to run on race day, a lot of the fun would be taken out of the whole experience. That’s what makes outcome goals so exciting. And nerve-racking.

Many runners make the mistake of setting only outcome goals. Their success on race day therefore hinges on the achievement of those goals and nothing else. This situation can induce unnecessary pressure and lead to frustration and feelings of failure if the goals aren’t achieved. Yes, outcome goals are an essential part of goal setting, but they’re only half of the equation.

The other half—just as important as outcome goals, or even more important—is process goals. They are the little goals you aim to achieve every day. Admittedly, they’re not as exciting and probably won’t make you nervous when you think about them. But the great news is that process goals, unlike outcome goals, are completely in your control. And the more of them you achieve with regularity, the more confidence you’ll gain.

[image: image]Outcome goals: specific and measurable objectives, usually long term; a hoped-for end result

[image: image]Process goals: small, everyday objectives that are designed to help you achieve your end result

These two kinds of goals are inextricably linked. The more successful you are at accomplishing your process goals, the better you’ll set yourself up for achieving your outcome goals.

What are examples of process goals? In training, they can be habitual actions such as running 5 days a week, getting 8 hours of sleep a night, making healthy food choices at mealtime, doing core-strengthening exercises daily, and running on soft surfaces at least twice a week. Come race day, you’re still working at accomplishing your process goals all the way until you cross the finish line and achieve your outcome goals. Ex,!!amples of race-day process goals are making sure you eat a good pre-race breakfast, warming up properly before the race, not going out too fast the first few miles, and drinking every 2 miles. As you go through the race, you gain confidence from doing these things and bring yourself closer to your outcome goals one step at a time.

Remember, outcome goals don’t just happen. They are the result of doing the right things day after day and week after week. Focus on accomplishing as many of your process goals as possible while working toward achieving the bigger outcome goals.

Setting Goals for Yourself

My college track coach believed in goal sheets. She once told me that what you hope to achieve truly becomes a goal only when you finally put it down on paper. When words are written down, she said, they transform into clear-cut, defined objectives you’re committed to achieving, rather than just something that you dream of or talk about with friends. Once those words are down on paper, there’s no turning back. Think of your goal sheet as an official contract with yourself.

After signing up for your race, grab a notebook and spend some uninterrupted time thinking about what you want to accomplish at your chosen race. You can do this by yourself or with a coach, training partner, family member, or close friend.

On one sheet of paper outline a list of outcome goals, ones that can be measured in some way. Keep it close and look at it when you need a reminder of what you’re setting out to achieve. Need some extra motivation to get out the door for that long run tomorrow morning? Review your goal sheet, and bring things back into focus.

To alleviate some of the pressure associated with the “I must accomplish X or I’m a failure” feeling that often gets tangled up with a single outcome goal, give yourself a range of goals to work with on race day, labeled from “Good” (a day you would be satisfied with) to “Perfect” (your ultimate “I got everything I wanted” wish list). Offering yourself this range, rather than restricting yourself to only one outcome, increases the likelihood that you’ll walk away satisfied with your effort.

[image: image]

[image: image]Good day. For a beginner, this might be “just finish.” For a more experienced runner, a good day might mean naming a minimum time to hit. Whatever it is, write down a goal that is realistic and attainable. After the race, you can walk away perhaps wanting more the next time out but still happy with your effort for that day.

[image: image]Great day. This is a goal that you’re confident you’re ready to accomplish, based on your preparation. It might be breaking a time barrier, setting a personal best, placing in the top 5 for your age group, or qualifying for an iconic marathon such as Boston or New York. After the race, you can walk away satisfied that you did what you came to do on the day.

[image: image]Perfect day. Everything went as well as you could possibly have expected on race day, whether it was beating a top rival, setting a huge personal best, winning your age group, or achieving some combination thereof. Days after the race, you’re still on cloud nine.

On a second piece of paper, write down your process goals. Treat this like a checklist, and look at it often, even daily. Each day or every week, go down the line of your process goals and check off the ones you’ve accomplished. Many of them might be recurring. Make it your mission to accomplish as many of your process goals as possible. Remember, the more of these you can check off your list, the better position you’ll be in to make your outcome goals a reality.


SETTING PROCESS GOALS

List 5 to 10 training-related things you can do over which you have complete control. A list might look as follows:

[image: image]Sleep a minimum of 7 hours per night

[image: image]Check my running shoes for wear and tear or replacement

[image: image]Refuel within 30 minutes of finishing a workout

[image: image]Do strides after easy runs twice per week

[image: image]Perform core-strengthening exercises three times a week

Grade yourself each week on how well you’ve met these goals: A = excellent, B = above average, C = average, D = needs improvement, F = fail.

Compare grades over a few weeks or a month. Are you improving? What factors affected the achievement (or not) of these daily goals?



Choosing Shoes and Gear

One of the best things about running is its simplicity. Compared with many sports, it doesn’t require a lot of fancy equipment. Just a good pair of shoes will take you a long way. That said, technical running apparel, watches, and hydration units, among other things, are also worth considering as you begin the process of training for your event.

For a few hundred dollars or less, you can equip yourself with everything you need to get through the training cycle as well as the race itself. It’s important to find the shoes and gear that work best for you and to practice using them regularly during training so that you’re not dealing with any unpleasant surprises on race day.

RUNNING SHOES

In a former life, I managed a specialty running store. Customers would come in all the time in search of the best pair of running shoes.

“They’re all the best,” I would always tell them. “But the best shoe for me isn’t necessarily the best shoe for you, and vice versa.”

The shoe wall at a specialty running store can be intimidating and confusing. There are dozens of styles of running shoes, ranging from bulky to barely there and everything in between. Fortunately, a well-trained staff member at a dedicated specialty running shop can narrow down the selection and help find the best fit for you. It’s worth your time to get a proper fitting and try on a few different styles of shoes to find the pair that fits, feels, and rides the best for your build, foot type, and running mechanics.

Keep in mind that running shoes are tools—not magic bullets. They will not prevent all injuries, make your plantar fasciitis disappear, stop your knee from hurting, or cure some other existing ailment. Sorry, folks, but no such shoe exists. Running barefoot or training in a minimalist shoe is not a panacea either. Yes, it might be more “natural” and connect you closer to the earth, but it’s no more likely to cure all your woes than a heavily posted motion-control shoe.

Bottom line: Every runner is different and has unique needs and preferences when it comes to running shoes. For some, a cushioned trainer is the best option, while for others a stability or motion-control shoe is the best fit. And in some cases, a performance trainer or a racing flat might do the trick. At the end of the day, no one shoe is better than another. There’s no good or bad, right or wrong. The best type of shoe to run in is the one that works best for you.

Types of Running Shoes

Running shoes fall into several categories: minimalist shoes, neutral
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