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PROLOGUE


The Cyclist’s Training Bible was the first book I ever wrote. That was more than 20 years ago. My interest at the time didn’t lie in selling books. In fact, I figured it would sell only a few copies and within a handful of years would be long gone. My motivation then was to see if I could describe the training philosophy and methodology I had developed over the previous 20 years as an athlete, student, and coach. I never dreamed this book would become the best-selling book on training for cycling, or that it would play a role in changing how so many riders prepare to race.


This latest edition of the all-new Cyclist’s Training Bible is, indeed, all new. When I decided it was time to rewrite it, I threw away the old manuscript and started with a blank page. The only thing that remains similar is the table of contents.


The project took me a year. That’s partly because the content had nearly doubled in 20 years, from 70,000 to 130,000 words. Whew! But it also took me a year because before writing each chapter, I went back to the research to see exactly what had changed in the past two decades. While that certainly added to the project’s writing time, the research was crucial in helping me describe the advanced and updated training concepts you’ll find here.


I’m pleased with how it turned out. But more important, I think you’ll find it beneficial to your training. That’s been my motivation with every edition.


Writing a book for a broad spectrum of riders is a challenge. I know that some who will read this book are novices who are in their first year in the sport. Everything here will be new for them. Other readers will be intermediates in their second and third years who are still developing their basic fitness and learning about training. Then there will be the advanced riders who have been in the sport for more than three years, who read a previous edition, and who have developed a sound understanding of training and many of its nuances. At the highest level will be elite athletes who have not only been in the sport for several years but also have the ability to perform at a winning level in their race categories. They generally have a deep knowledge of training and sports science.


Regardless of the group you belong to, I’ve tried to address your needs. By following the training guidelines proposed here, you will advance to the next level of performance.


In fact, competitive performance is what this book is all about. My hope is that you will learn new ways of training to help you grow as an athlete and see better race results. Of course, I don’t suggest that reading this book will magically transform you into a professional Grand Tour rider, but it’s certainly possible to take your riding to the next level of performance and achieve goals that you previously didn’t think were attainable. I’ve seen this happen many times with the athletes I’ve coached over the years. I’m certain you can also do it by applying the principles you’ll read about in the following chapters.


The purpose of this book is to help you become fitter, ride faster, and achieve high goals. Collectively, these outcomes make up what may be called “high performance.” I’ll use that phrase a lot in the following chapters. I intend it to mean achieving those three outcomes—fitness, speed, and goals—but high performance goes well beyond your results. It’s as much an attitude as an indicator of how well you race. In fact, attitude comes before race results—way before. It is living in a way that makes the achievement of high goals possible: how consistently you train; how disciplined you are about training; what, when, and how much you eat; who you hang out with; how you think about yourself; and much more. A high-performance attitude is a life that is pointed directly at your goal, a goal you relentlessly pursue. Chapters 1 and 2 will touch on many of these matters.


Attitude and lifestyle, however, play only supporting roles in this book. There are other works by sports psychologists that can help you achieve mental high performance. Our focus is primarily on developing your physical high performance, so after introducing the mental component in Part I, we will get to work on your fitness, form, and plan for success.


In many ways, cycling is a different sport than it was 20 years ago. Perhaps the biggest change has been the acceptance of the power meter. Very few riders in the 1990s had them, even though the technology was developed in the late 1980s. Power meters were simply too expensive—about a month’s salary for the average person—and too mysterious. Back then, we gauged intensity with heart rate monitors, which had been around for 20 years and were relatively inexpensive. Before that, riders determined training intensity strictly from perceived exertion: how they felt. With power meter prices coming down dramatically in the past several years, training with power has become common and heart rate monitoring and perceived exertion appear to be fading away. But as you’ll see in the chapters that follow, while the workouts rely heavily on power metrics, heart rate continues to play an important role and perceived exertion remains critically important for high performance.


There have been many other changes unrelated to equipment since the original book was released. At the time of the first edition, training periodization was largely an unknown concept for the average rider. It was a closely guarded training secret of Eastern Bloc countries throughout the 1950s and 1960s, and remained an enigma in the West into the early 1980s. Before periodization took hold, most riders simply trained however they felt and decided what to do for a workout as they rolled out of the driveway. Saddle time was considered to be the best predictor of performance. When I introduced the annual training plan based on periodization in the first edition, in order to keep it simple I described only one seasonal planning method: classic periodization. In this edition, though, I’ve expanded considerably on the topic of seasonal planning by introducing several methods in addition to classic periodization. It’s all found in Chapters 7, 8, and 9, and created using the annual training plan template in Appendix A. I’ve also helped you decide which method is best for you. I consider this to be the hub of the book. The chapters that come before and after are intended to enhance your individual training plan.


In the previous four editions of The Cyclist’s Training Bible, I also offered only one simple way to train for all riders, regardless of their unique physical attributes. Cyclists have become much more knowledgeable about training since then. This edition allows for individualization by considering the reader’s particular cycling phenotype—his or her sport-related strength—in recommending how to train. This comes down to your personal racing characteristics as a climber, sprinter, time trialist, or all-rounder. Every rider fits into one of these categories, and so the training methodologies you’ll find here are built around this concept, as described in Chapter 2.


The science of training has also grown considerably in the last 20 years, most notably with the development of the Training Stress Score (TSS). As you’ll see, using TSS is a much more effective way to gauge training load than simply adding up hours, miles, or kilometers spent on the saddle each week. Learning to train with TSS is one of the smallest and yet most effective changes you can make to increase fitness and race faster. That may sound far fetched, but I know it works. It will focus your training on what’s important for high performance. In Chapter 4, I’ll teach you what TSS is and how you can use it effectively.


One topic that remains much the same as in the first edition is individualized training based on abilities and limiters. You’ll find this explained in Chapter 6. In many ways, this simple concept is at the core of successful training for endurance sports, and it is closely related to your goals and objectives, and even to the workouts found in Appendix B.


An area of study that has seen a lot of research since the first edition is the stress of training and how best to recover from it. It’s been well established that you must frequently flirt with overtraining in order to approach your potential as an athlete. This is a challenge for most riders, as the repeated fatigue of such training has an impact not only on subsequent workouts but also on daily life. Managing fatigue is a balancing act, and the timing of the stress-adaptation-performance loop is dependent on how effectively you recover following hard rides. The challenge is to keep the time you need to accomplish this progression as brief as possible without shortchanging adaptation. This is the dilemma of short-term recovery and is explored in Chapters 10 and 11.


Long-term recovery from cumulative fatigue also drives high performance. This is especially evident in tapering for your most important races of the season. Achieving a peak of fitness at the right time is not well understood by most riders. Tapering is a complex undertaking that removes fatigue while maintaining fitness. The result is called “form.” It’s another balancing act related to recovery. Chapter 3 introduces this three-part concept, while the full explanation is held until Chapter 13 so that you fully understand all of the training methodologies of the intermediate chapters before delving into this multifaceted topic.


The strength program you’ll find in Chapter 12 is also greatly updated to provide more options for developing the muscular force necessary to produce high power. If you are time constrained, as many riders are, you’ll learn in this chapter that not all strength training needs to be done in the gym. You can do it on your bike with no need to lift weights. Should you decide to follow a more traditional gym-based strength program, however, the weight lifting exercises have been updated to provide maximum benefits for time invested, along with additional exercise alternatives when time and energy allow for them.


There wasn’t much in the way of training analysis in the first edition. Now that we have more precise ways of measuring training and racing performance, in Chapter 14 I’ll help you effectively measure progress toward your performance goals, which were initially explored in Chapters 1 and 5. Training analysis is crucial for continued improvement. We’ll explore new ways of looking at training information, with an emphasis on examining only critical data. This will save you time while also improving your performance level.


If you read and closely studied the original book, you’ll find some contradictions in this one. What I’ve written here sometimes disagrees with what I said earlier. That brings us back to where we started: Things change. The sport has changed. Sports science has changed. And I have changed. The evolution of all of this will continue. And that’s a good thing. My hope is that you also evolve as an athlete after reading this book.


Training to become a high-performance cyclist is not easy. I suppose that’s partly the reason we do it. Growth in any challenging area of interest is rewarding in many ways. It’s not just standing on a podium that makes you successful. The huge challenge of bike racing—and racing well—produces habits and an outlook on life that are good for you in many ways, though not easily formed. You’ll become not only a better cyclist but also a better person for accepting the challenge. It’s not easy because it takes time, energy, purpose, dedication, and discipline. But that’s what makes the challenge rewarding. The benefits come later and are mostly recognizable only to the rider. It is my hope that this book will help you realize all of this.
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PART I


MIND AND BODY


You are fully capable of racing at a higher level. You may not believe that yet, but I have no doubts about it. Every athlete I’ve ever coached could improve. And whether you know it or not, your performance is certainly being held back by your mind, the most common impediment to high performance. It’s highly likely that you are also constrained physically—you haven’t reached your body’s full potential.


Not knowing how to train effectively for competition is quite common. If your mind is not focused and ready for more, you won’t achieve more. Being uncertain about the best methods for physical training is also a widespread problem. That’s why we’re here. I am confident that if you read this book and apply its program to your training, you will become a faster, smarter, more capable, and more accomplished competitor.


In Part I, therefore, we examine the two critical components of high-performance racing—mind and body—starting in Chapter 1 with what needs to happen in your mind. You may be thinking that physical training should be your sole focus as you try to improve, but I want to show you several contributors to what in sport is commonly called “mental toughness.” As an athlete, you already have some measure of this skill. It only needs to be further developed. As we examine the concept, new ways of thinking about yourself as an athlete will emerge. That is the basis of mental toughness.


Chapter 2 starts the discussion of how to prepare your body for high-performance racing, beginning with the mental perspective and then progressing to the philosophy and methodology of training I use with the athletes I coach. I’ve seen this work for so many athletes over the years that I feel certain your performance will also improve by adopting it. The chapters that follow will continue to expand on this topic.


By the end of Part I, you will be ready to move on to the finer points of physical training that hold the potential for helping you become a high-performance cyclist.









1


MENTAL PERFORMANCE


THIS BOOK IS ALL ABOUT high-performance cycling. We bike racers usually think of high performance in terms of training and race results—how physically fit we are and how many podiums we’ve been on. But there’s more to it than that. High performance also has a mental component. High performance is as much a way of thinking and behaving—an attitude—as it is a race result. Get the attitude right, and the physical part, as well as the race results, take care of themselves.


If your mental attitude lags behind your physical performance, you will never reach your full potential. In fact, if anything is holding you back right now as you work to become a winning cyclist, it’s probably the mental part of high performance. How can this be? Quite simply, if you have any doubt in your mind about your ability to accomplish anything—if you doubt you can win a race—you probably will fail, no matter how many hours of training you’ve put in. To win, you need to develop and maintain a winning attitude.


At the core of your attitude about cycling are the hundreds of thoughts and small decisions that define who you are every day. These have at least as great an impact on your race performance as your on-the-bike training.


What are these thoughts and small decisions? Here are a few examples of internal questions that you ask and resolve daily with little or no deliberation: How will I use my time today? What race am I training for? How do I think I’ll do in it? Will I work out today? What workout will I do? Will I push my limits or go easy? When will I work out? What will I eat and drink? What do I think about? Will I read or watch TV? Who will I hang out with? Who will I ride with? How do I think about myself? What’s my self-talk like? Am I a strong rider? What do others think about me? How do I talk to others? What’s most important to me? When will I go to bed? How and when will I wake up?


These performance-defining questions are just the tip of the iceberg. There are many, many more. The overarching question that must precede every one of them, though, is this: Are you making decisions that promote high performance or not? Is your mind in line with your ambitions for the sport?


Every day, the seemingly small and insignificant decisions you make impact who you are and what your athletic performance will be. Individually, these decisions can seem insignificant, leaving no lasting impression and having little effect on your performance. But as similar decisions accumulate over days, weeks, months, and years, they ultimately determine who you become and how you perform as a cyclist—and in every other aspect of your life. As determiners of performance, all of these small decisions and thoughts go well beyond how hard your ride was today.


True high-performance athletes are not only physically fit, they’re also mentally fit. They’re not perfect, but when it comes to the things that impact performance, they are likely to take advantage of nearly every thought and decision to create opportunities for success. Their daily lives are about high performance. In fact, they are obsessed with success.


Is that good or bad? The answer depends on a lot of variables. But I can tell you that you will never achieve the highest levels of performance without some degree of obsession. The top athletes in the world are highly committed to their goals. That’s a requirement for achieving success at anything in life that’s difficult to attain.


In this chapter, I touch on only a few mental opportunities for success that will help you perform at a higher level. But the topic of mental fitness is much deeper than I can cover here, so once you have mastered the techniques in this chapter and throughout this book, I encourage you to become a student of the mental side of high performance by reading other books on the subject and talking with successful people from all walks of life. If you embrace daily improvement in your mental approach to cycling, your training and racing will benefit greatly.


 






MOTIVATION






High performance is rooted in motivation. Competitive cycling demands an inner drive to excel in order to cope with the mental and physical stresses of training and racing. Motivation starts with a commitment to your goal. It also requires a lifestyle that aligns with the demands of your goal. The higher your goal, the more your daily actions must contribute to achieving that goal. At the highest level, everything in your life—from food to friends and beyond—must be focused on the goal.


Everything you must do to achieve high performance leads back to motivation. It’s what gets you out of bed early to fit a workout into your day. It’s what causes you to make healthy food choices instead of eating sugary junk foods. It’s what keeps you going when a workout is so hard it hurts. It’s what leads you, after an exhausting three-hour training ride, to spend another 20 minutes analyzing your session training data.


Motivation is also at the heart of setting a high goal. The extraordinary motivation to commit to the demands of focused training and a high-performance lifestyle must be intrinsic. There’s nothing I can say to motivate you. I can only offer suggestions and perspective. Your level of motivation is entirely of your own making. You’re motivated to excel because you love the sport. There’s little else in the world that turns you on so much. You love how you feel after a race or hard workout. You read about cycling, watch it on TV, hang out with other riders, talk about the sport with friends, and think about it throughout the day. You define yourself as a cyclist. You have an unshakable love for the sport. And so you have a strong desire to push your limits and see how far you can go as a competitive cyclist.


Motivation like this ultimately comes only from within, but being around other motivated riders can also be contagious. This is where your team can contribute a lot to your desire to excel at the sport. Once you master the motivation and knowledge necessary for a high level of success as a cyclist, your rise through the ranks of the sport will be astounding. So while I can’t provide you with motivation, I can tell you how to use it to set achievable goals and perform at a higher level. That’s where we are headed next on this journey to high performance.


 






DREAMS, GOALS, AND MISSIONS






High performance always starts with a dream. This is something I’ve learned from consulting with and coaching athletes who were professionals, represented their countries at the Olympic Games, won national championships, and broke national and course records. The dream was in their minds for a long time before it ever became a goal. All of these athletes came from what otherwise would be considered normal backgrounds, and prior to their dream they never saw themselves as capable of achieving such remarkable accomplishments. They simply had a dream. It persisted and wouldn’t go away. At some point, they made the decision to go for it—to make their dream a goal. They took the first step, which led to many more steps.


Making their dreams into goals meant making changes. This is the hard part and requires some deep thinking. Dreamers must ask themselves, Am I willing to take the first steps toward the goal? What should I change about my life to improve the possibility of success? Can I commit to the changes? How great will the sacrifices be? Am I willing to make them for this goal? What if I fail? What if I succeed?


Excellence is rare. Too many athletes have only wishes—vague stuff they’d like to see happen but that they never truly define as or, much less, pursue as a goal. If you have a lingering dream and gradually give it shape and substance over time, you will eventually come up with that goal. What must come next is the will to pursue the goal—a mission. This requires a change in mindset. There is a purposeful attitude about a person on a mission. Such an athlete will find a way to make a goal happen, regardless of the inevitable obstacles and setbacks.


To help you get started down this path to cycling excellence, there are several questions I’d like for you to consider about your dreams and goals for the sport. Read Sidebar 1.1, “Dreams and Goals,” and answer the questions there. There’s no need to write down your answers. Just think your way through them while being frank and honest.


 






SIDEBAR 1.1 Dreams and Goals








To create a framework for taking action on your goals, answer the following questions as frankly and honestly as you can:


      Why do you race?


      Why not do something else instead?


      Do you have other important hobbies or activities in your life besides cycling?


      What would you most like to achieve in the sport this season?


      What is the most important thing you must accomplish to achieve that goal?


      What stands between you and success this season?


      How confident are you that you can achieve your goal?


      What was your biggest goal last season? Did you achieve it?


      What obstacles did you overcome to achieve last year’s goal? Or, why did you not achieve it?


      If you don’t achieve your goal this season, will you try again?


      Were there other people who supported your goal last year? If so, who were they?


      Do you commonly start workouts and races too fast and then fade?


      How often do you miss workouts, and for what reasons?


      Do you prefer to train with others or alone?


      How often do you train with other athletes?


      How supportive of your cycling goals are your family and friends?






 





After reading the sidebar, did you learn anything new about your dreams, goals, and attitude? You may not have—yet. Sometimes a dream has to percolate for a long time before you decide to take action. But the sooner you do, the better.


Never stop dreaming. For the remainder of this book, I’d like you to keep your dream uppermost in your mind. What would you most like to accomplish as a cyclist? Eventually you will take your dream to the next level by setting a goal (we’ll get into the details of goal setting in Chapter 5). For now, your dream may be far off in the future. That’s OK. The bigger the dream and the higher the goal, the longer it takes to realize. Once you commit and have a goal, it must become your mission. The more challenging the mission, the more you must focus your life around it. It must be your purpose every day in every decision you make.


Believe to Achieve


There are bound to be setbacks in your race preparation, but they must be taken only as minor roadblocks on the path to success. All successful athletes at every level experience setbacks. When they occur, you must remain confident, be patient, and continue to be mentally tough. Anything less leads to failure.


The key to commitment when setbacks occur is self-confidence. You won’t achieve your goal if you don’t believe you can. You must believe to achieve. Can you do it? Do you really believe in yourself? Are you confident even when things aren’t going well? Self-confidence is that wispy, soft-spoken voice in the back of your head that says, “I can do this.” Unfortunately, that positive voice isn’t always there when you need it. You’re more likely to hear a negative voice in your head, one that always speaks to you as an angry authoritarian, saying loudly, “You can’t do it!” You’ll hear that stern voice often as you prepare for your races, especially on race day, when everything is on the line. You need confidence at these times to remain focused and determined.


You were born to be confident. As a child you did lots of risky things because you were sure you could do them. Why would you think otherwise? In fact, risk was fun. Unfortunately, along the road of life most people lose their self-confidence. Early failures magnified by especially negative people drain it out of them. The good news is that you can overcome this. Here are two easy things I’ve often had athletes do when they needed to build confidence. You must do these daily, without exception. Every day.


Saving successes. To promote self-confidence, open a savings account of successes. It’s easy. Every night when you go to bed, after you’ve turned out the lights, you experience the only time in the day when there are no external interruptions. Take advantage of this to run a quick check of how training went that day. Review your workouts. Find one thing you did well. It may not seem like a big deal. Maybe you climbed one hill well or had one good interval. Or you finished a hard workout. Or maybe you had one of the best workouts of the season. Relive that day’s successful moment repeatedly until you fall asleep. You just made a deposit into your success savings account.


Some of the deposits will be big; some will be small. But your account needs to grow every day. You can make a withdrawal whenever the negative, angry voice speaks to you. The week of a race is an especially good time to make withdrawals, as you begin to question your readiness. When you feel a bit of anxiety about the upcoming race, go back and pull up one of those memories of success from your savings account. Relive it vividly. When the authoritarian voice in your head says, “You can’t,” make another withdrawal immediately. Drown out the voice with a success. When someone casually expresses doubt about your chances of success, make a withdrawal. When you step to the starting line, make a withdrawal. At these critical times, pull up the biggest successes in your account. Say to yourself, “Remember that time when I . . .”


Never deposit the bad experiences or unwelcome moments in training. Never. Let them go. They’re rubbish. Don’t relive them. Stay focused only on the positive experiences. Deposit only those experiences in your account. Withdraw only those. It works.


Fake it ’til you make it. The second thing you can do to boost confidence is to “act as if.” That means always assuming the posture and disposition of a confident athlete. Always. Act as if you are confident even if you don’t feel that way. You’ll be amazed at what that does for your self-perception.


So how does a confident athlete act? Look around at a race or group workout and find athletes who exude confidence. How do they act? Study them. What you will probably find is that they stand tall and proud. Their heads are up. They look people in the eyes when talking. They don’t denigrate others in order to elevate their own self-esteem. They move adeptly and fluidly—as good athletes always do. They aren’t anxious or nervous looking. They’re calm. It’s obvious they are confident; their demeanor shows it.


Now you may not feel that way all of the time, especially on race day, but act confident anyway. Fake it ’til you make it. It’s remarkable how taking on the posture and demeanor of confidence breeds confidence even initially, when you’re not feeling that way inside. It’s not possible to be confident with a slumping posture and defeated demeanor. It’s like saying no while shaking your head yes. The two don’t go together. Simply “acting as if” will get you through those moments when your confidence is waning. Try it.


 






MENTAL TOUGHNESS






There comes a time in every race when success and failure are on the line. You sense that you are at your limit. Fatigue is setting in. Your mind is willing to accept compromises: Perhaps the goal that you’ve worked toward for so long isn’t really that important. This is the key moment of the entire race. The fully committed rider will get through it. Others will let go of their goal and settle for something less. Their passion will fade.


Commitment is simply passion for your goal. While it’s obvious on race day, it must be there every other day too.


What are the details? What is it that committed athletes have that the others don’t?


A few years ago, Graham Jones, PhD, a professor of elite performance psychology, published a paper in the Harvard Business Review. He had studied Olympic athletes in order to learn what sets those who medaled apart psychologically from the athletes who didn’t medal. Dr. Jones discovered that in comparison with the non-medalists, the Olympic podium-placers:


       [image: image][image: image]   Paid meticulous attention to their goals


       [image: image][image: image]   Had a strong inner drive to stay ahead of the competition


       [image: image][image: image]   Concentrated on excellence


       [image: image][image: image]   Were not distracted by other people or athletes


       [image: image][image: image]   Shrugged off their own failures


       [image: image][image: image]   Rebounded from defeat easily


       [image: image][image: image]   Never self-flagellated


       [image: image][image: image]   Celebrated their wins


       [image: image][image: image]   Analyzed the reasons for their success


       [image: image][image: image]   Were very confident of their abilities


There were other findings in Dr. Jones’s study, but these give us a good idea of what it takes to be mentally tough. They are some of the same things we’ve been discussing throughout this chapter: motivation, excellence, big dreams, goals, a mission, commitment, dedication, discipline, and confidence.


As you can tell from the above list, mental toughness isn’t just something that mysteriously appears on race day in the lucky few. It’s an everyday state of mind as you prepare for your race. It’s every thought you have; it’s everything you do day in and day out. Mental toughness just happens to show up during hard races.


You need one more thing to be mentally tough that Dr. Jones alluded to in his paper but didn’t precisely address: patience.


 






PATIENCE






Success won’t come quickly. Just because you have a dream, a goal, and commitment doesn’t mean success is imminent. Cycling is a patience sport. And the longer your race, the more patience it takes. For example, a time trial is not so much a race as it is a test of your patience. I go to several time trials every year. It never ceases to amaze me that there are always athletes who are obviously anaerobic—they’re breathing hard—only 1 mile into the race. And they still have 24 miles to go! What are they thinking?


It takes supreme patience to be a good cyclist not only in your races but also in your approach to training. Achieving true peak performance requires months and years, not hours and days. Patience is necessary. You must be ready for a long uphill battle.


How patient you are is evident even in your workouts. An impatient athlete starts a workout or a set of intervals much too fast and then fades as the session continues, finishing weakly. In a race, the impatient athlete does the same thing—starts much too fast, with unnecessary attacks, and then limps to a whimpering finish. This is often the result of being on a passionate mission—the very thing you must do to succeed. Only in this case, your dedication and determination are working against you.


Commitment must be held in check by patience if you are to succeed. You won’t accomplish your high goal in the first few minutes of a key workout session or race. The first interval won’t be where you achieve your goal. It’s what happens late in the workout, interval set, or race that makes the difference. This is when success occurs. It takes patience to hold yourself in check and save your energy for when it really matters: later on. We usually call this “pacing,” but it’s actually emotion control. Patience means controlling your emotions in the early stages of anything you do.


How do you become patient? There is no easy fix. It’s just something you must do every day with everything in your life. When I coach athletes who show signs of impatience, such as doing the first interval too fast, I have them repeat the workout again and again until they get it right. If they start a race too aggressively and then fade, we have a long conversation afterward about the reason why they didn’t achieve what they were capable of accomplishing. Helping an athlete learn patience is the hardest thing I have to do as a coach.


You must learn to be your own coach. Be aware of your impatience. Keep it in check. Remind yourself before a hard workout or race that you must contain your emotions early on in order to finish strong. Remind yourself at the start of the season that patience means making small gains toward your goal every day and that the process will take months. If you can learn to do all of this, you can become patient. And patience will lead to success. It’s that simple.


 






COMMITMENT AND TENACITY






For your mission to succeed in the face of setbacks, which always happen, you must have two more things: commitment and tenacity.


There’s a moment in every race when fatigue says, “Stop.” Your legs are on fire, your heart is pounding fast and hard, and it hurts to breathe. Riders are coming off the back. They’ve accepted defeat. Their determination, evident early in the race, is gone. To stop the pain, thoughts about giving up creep in to your own mind. “Is this race really that important to me?” you ask yourself. “Why am I doing this?” This moment is the measure of who you are as a cyclist. This moment demands unyielding determination. The fully committed and tenacious rider finds a way to keep going a little bit longer.


While commitment to a goal may be quite obvious on race day, it must also be there on every training ride. In fact, it’s on training days when you’re riding hard and feeling fatigued that you become prepared for similar situations in a race. That’s why you train—to prepare for those crucial moments that test you. Training isn’t only about preparing the body; it’s also what prepares the mind. Just as on race day, you must have commitment and tenacity to successfully complete a hard workout that pushes your limits. This is what drives you to do several 2-minute intervals at your top-end power with minimal recovery and make the last one the hardest. That tenacity prepares you for the race-day suffering.


What is tenacity? It’s sometimes called mental toughness, and many people seem to think that you either have tenacity and mental toughness or you don’t. It’s not that way. Athletes have varying degrees of tenacity. Whether during a race or a workout, some riders are capable of coping with extreme suffering. They have a tremendous commitment to succeed and a high level of tenacity. Others are more sensitive to suffering and are unable to hang on for very long when it gets really tough. Even though they have the physical fitness to make it, they mentally give up. They lack a strong commitment. Then there are those who throw in the towel almost immediately at the first sign of suffering. They never had commitment. They were unprepared.


Tenacity can be improved. It’s cultivated by race-like training. To grow as a cyclist, your workouts need to occasionally test your limits by challenging you to keep going for just a few seconds longer. That’s often all it takes. You know the scenario: Everyone is suffering. A truly motivated rider up front is driving the pace. But that rider will last only a few seconds longer. Then things will calm down. Hanging on for only a few more agonizing seconds often determines the podium contenders, but hanging on takes tenacity.


Racing is all about managing suffering. Road race outcomes are determined by highly intense episodes that only last from a few seconds to a couple of minutes. Time trials are all about maintaining a high level of intensity on the threshold of extreme suffering for a very long time. Both have to do with fatigue. According to research done by South Africa’s Tim Noakes, PhD, the fatigue you experience actually occurs in the brain. He calls this the “central governor theory.” His theory is that the brain is constantly monitoring all of the signals from the body, and it decides when it’s time to pull the plug. He considers it a self-protection mechanism. It prevents you from doing damage to yourself.


Overcoming the brain’s reluctance to continue when you are experiencing extreme fatigue is very difficult. It takes a tremendous commitment and a will to excel bordering on survival on a battlefield. I believe such tenacity is trainable for the highly committed rider. Workouts intended to produce suffering must prepare the mind as much as, if not more than, the body. In later chapters, I’ll introduce workouts and training methods that will help you do this.


How is your tenacity? Are you fully committed to your goals and dedicated to excellence in all you do? Do you remain positive even in the face of failure, accepting defeat graciously and then moving on? Do you challenge your mind to continue on for a few more seconds or minutes in the face of extreme fatigue and suffering? That’s a tall order. But you already know that racing isn’t easy. Being fully committed to excellence is what gives some riders a high level of mental toughness. Tenacity doesn’t just mysteriously appear on race day in some riders. It must be worked on continuously. It’s an every-single-day attitude. It’s the result of hard workouts. It’s every thought you have; it’s everything you do. In the end, full commitment will produce a tenacious, high-performance attitude.


At the most basic level, being fully committed to your goal means you must train consistently. Without consistent training, there is no commitment and tenacity never develops. Missed workouts are the first sign that a rider lacks commitment. The starting point for high-performance commitment is following standard training routines. The foundation of commitment is training consistency.


 






CONSISTENCY AND ROUTINES






Your mind and body like routines. You’re more likely to train consistently when you have regular and standard schedules in your daily life. You’re also more likely to achieve your goal when things happen in a predictable manner instead of occurring at random. An example of this is something you are probably already doing: following a set pre-race routine. You may have found that you are more relaxed and mentally ready to compete if what you do before a race stays much the same from one race to the next. Your pre-race routine probably includes the food and drink you commonly consume, the timing of meals, the music you listen to, a warm-up routine, mental rehearsal, time spent talking with teammates about strategy, and myriad other thoughts and actions. The purpose of all of this is to prepare your body and mind for what is to follow: hard racing.


Having a daily routine that leads up to a workout prepares your mind and body for what’s ahead. This may involve a standard time of day for training sessions, the types of workouts you do on certain days in a weekly pattern, the food and drink you take in prior to the workout, your training partners for some workouts, cycling courses unique to certain types of workouts, and lots more. Just as with racing, the purpose of weekly and daily routines is to prepare you for the stresses of training, especially on hard workout days.


When all aspects of daily workouts are random, you are likely to find that your training suffers. To overcome this, you need a weekly training plan, which is covered in Chapter 8. Your daily lifestyle routine, on the other hand, is something I can’t suggest for you, as there are simply too many variables: sleep patterns; career, work, or school responsibilities; family life; time spent with friends; and any number of other things that make up your day. I strongly suggest that you give some thought to how all of these affect your training and how you can best organize them to foster excellence.


Your lifestyle routine comes down to priorities. Everything can’t be top priority. Most serious riders put time spent with their family and friends first, followed by career responsibilities, and they often fit in training at the third level on their priority list. If there are more than two higher-priority activities that come before training, though, you’ll frequently miss workouts. This is the commitment part of training that is so critical to achieving your goal.


Of course, only you can decide how great your commitment is to training and racing. But I can tell you this with great certainty: The higher your goal, the greater your commitment must be, and therefore the more exacting your daily routine must also be. If you read the biographies of the sport’s best high-performance athletes, you will quickly see that their lives revolved around training throughout their careers. Of course they experienced interruptions in their routines, much as you will. Things happen. As a high-performance athlete, you must roll with the punches and continually make adjustments. That’s just part of life.


The most crucial take-home message is that you need a standard weekly and daily routine that allows you to fit everything important into your life in the order that reflects your priorities. You’ve got some level of responsibility to other people, including immediate family, relatives, employers, teachers, coworkers, classmates, friends, teammates, and others. Fitting only these responsibilities into your life is difficult. Also fitting in training that meets the demands of your goal makes establishing a daily routine extremely challenging. So your goal must be realistic with regard to your life. And the higher the goal, the more important it is that you have a standard lifestyle routine in order to produce the desired result.


 






YOUR HIGH-PERFORMANCE TEAM






Let’s shift gears. So far we’ve been examining what thoughts and actions you can take to race successfully. It’s time to include others. The more supportive people you have in your corner, the greater the odds of your success. One of the keys for meeting the needs of all of the other people in your life is to ask them to be a part of your high-performance team. Those close to you more than likely want to help (just as, I hope, you want to help them). Asking them to be a part of your personal support team greatly increases your commitment and motivation because you then share a sense of responsibility for the outcome with others. The feelings are mutual for everyone involved, and everyone around you takes on the mission.


Start with your family and friends. Make them aware of your goal and ask for their support and help in achieving it. At the very least, they can attend your races. With a little thought and imagination, I’m sure you can come up with many other ways they can support and assist you. Having those closest to you on your side when it comes to training and racing is a powerful motivator.


Next, include your cycling team. The camaraderie and backing of a good team is critical to your goal achievement. It goes well beyond racing. If they are aware of your goal, you will have the support of a like-minded group of riders who can help you achieve it. They can train with you, offer workout suggestions, provide encouragement, give psychological support when things aren’t going well, and much more. And, of course, you should do the same for them. Having your team 100 percent behind you—and being 100 percent behind your team—goes a long way toward achieving your goal.


There are others you can include in your personal high-performance team. One of the smartest moves you can make is to enlist the help of a coach or knowledgeable mentor who can guide you as you prepare for your season. This person can often be the difference between success and failure. The higher your goal, the more important it is to have someone you completely trust providing guidance. It’s ideal if your coach or mentor lives nearby, but with today’s technology that is not a necessity.


I also suggest including on your team a physical therapist, a sports medicine doctor, a masseuse, a mechanic, and a bike fitter. Additional professionals to consider including are a personal trainer for gym workouts, a nutritionist, a chiropractor, and a sports psychologist. The more experts you have in your corner, the greater the likelihood of goal success.


The higher your goal, the greater the benefit of having such a team behind you. Because of their unique ways of assisting, each will help you successfully navigate the many challenges you’ll face in your racing career. Tell each member of the team about your goal and how they can help you achieve it. You may never actually use some of them, such as a doctor if you don’t experience any physical breakdowns during the season. But knowing that they are ready to help will boost your confidence and get you through rough patches when something isn’t going right.


In addition to their unique contributions to your success as an athlete, each member of your team must also be a happy, positive, and successful person whom you like. If any of them don’t fit that description, find someone who does. Surround yourself only with people who believe in and fully support you. Always avoid those who don’t.


 






SUMMARY: MENTAL PERFORMANCE






As a coach, I’ve learned that all athletes are limited more by their minds than by their bodies. Mental fitness is at least as critical to an athlete’s success as physical fitness. If the mental limiter is great enough, the chances of success are severely restricted. So when interviewing an athlete who has asked for coaching, I am mostly concerned with what’s going on in their minds. If the athlete has the right attitude, I know that together, we can achieve very high goals. Without at least a spark of that attitude, I’ve found that success is unlikely. Mental fitness can be developed if the proper attitude is present. That attitude is difficult to define and even more challenging to improve.


In this chapter I described what I look for in the mental makeup of an athlete. The first is the motivation to succeed. This has to be more than a spark because there is little a coach can do to foster motivation. It’s got to come from within the athlete. The other stuff I can help the athlete foster. But not motivation.


Second, I listen for a dream. It doesn’t have to be a big earth-changing dream, but there must be something there that repeatedly shows up in our initial conversation. Vague wishes don’t hack it. The rider has to have been dreaming of accomplishing something for some time. It will excite and drive the athlete to excel. Lacking this, neither one of us will be motivated.


Is the rider willing to make a strong commitment to make the dream happen? This is often hard to discern, so we talk about other challenges the rider has had in any aspect of his or her life and how he or she went about pursuing them. This brings up the important characteristic of tenacity. How hard did the athlete work at pursuing the goal? How long did it take? Did he or she give up or keep going after it with a can-do attitude for a long time? Without committing to a goal and then tenaciously pursuing it, all is lost. There’s no hope.


Next, I look at the athlete’s lifestyle. Is it random or structured? Is there a discernible pattern to the activities of daily life such as work or school, meals, sleep, and training? Is there consistency in training, or does the athlete miss lots of workouts? Generally, good athletes lead what many would consider boring lives. They do the same sorts of things every day. If they’re consistent, I have no doubt they can follow a long-term plan. This doesn’t mean that someone who has a chaotic lifestyle can’t succeed, but it definitely decreases the odds.


I also want to know what the athlete’s family and friends think about his or her training. Are they supportive? I’ve seen athletes fail primarily because those around them could not have cared less, or they may even have worked against their goal achievement. It’s much more difficult to succeed when others think what you are doing is a waste of time.


When it comes to building out a high-performance team of professionals, I can help a lot. If the rider doesn’t already have knowledgeable people to depend on, I will provide them. But that comes only after everything else has met my standards.


Then we set about giving shape to and defining the dream. Now the physical side of performance begins.
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PHYSICAL PERFORMANCE


IN CHAPTER 1, you read about the importance of your mental approach to high-performance racing. Starting in Chapter 3, you’ll be reading only about the physical aspects of preparing to race. While the physical side of training is the primary focus of this book, I can’t emphasize enough how important your attitude and thoughts are. How you perceive yourself as an athlete has a lot to do with how well you train and race.


This chapter bridges the gap between the mental and the physical determiners of performance by attempting to establish your potential as a cyclist. Determining the answer to this common concern is no small task. To do it, we need to understand what it takes to race well. Then we’ll examine what it takes to achieve your potential, again with only a small shift from the mental side of performance, by considering which philosophy and methodology of training is most likely to bring success. By the end of this chapter, you should have a good understanding of the commitment and resources you’ll need to become a high-performance rider.


 






THE RIGHT STUFF






What are you capable of achieving as a bike racer? The answer can be found not by using a crystal ball to peer into the future but rather by looking backward. For example, if you’ve been racing for several years while following a well-designed training program such as the one I describe here and in previous editions of The Cyclist’s Training Bible, then you may not have much room left to grow as a rider. You’re probably quite near your potential already. That’s not to say you can’t improve. I’m sure you can. It’s just that the gains you make will be relatively small. A handful of percentage points is about all you can expect.


On the other hand, if you’ve been in the sport for a short time, if your training has been random, or if you’ve commonly missed lots of workouts, then your potential for improvement is quite high, as in double-digit percentage points. You only need to follow the principles and training guidelines described in the remainder of this book and you will progressively improve as a rider.


If you’re not sure you can do what’s necessary to closely follow the training principles in this book, another remedy is to purchase a generic training plan on the Internet written by someone who understands bike racing. It will provide structure, although you will still need to be dedicated to following it. A better solution would be to hire a coach, someone who has been around the sport for several years and has had success producing competitive riders. This can be an expensive way to go, but if your goals are high, it is more likely you will achieve them with expert guidance than without.


More than likely, however, you fall somewhere between these two extremes. You’ve trained regularly, although sometimes without direction. You’ve done frequent group rides and occasional hard workouts to get race ready. But there have also been times when you missed a string of workouts. You may have raced often throughout the past few seasons, and you may have finished most races deep in the pack. If this comes close to describing your training and racing, then you also have considerable room for improvement in the sport and this book will help you get there. But it will take dedication to achieve your potential.


Of course, it’s not possible for me to say what your exact potential is. How much you will improve by following the guidelines described in the following chapters depends on a lot more than how consistently you train and how focused your high-performance attitude is. Your physical potential obviously also plays a significant role in your cycling performance. This brings us to the physiology of high performance.


The physical predictors of your success as a road cyclist are determined largely by your race goals. Those goals, in turn, should be tied to certain types of races. The old saying “horses for courses” is true. If your goal calls for doing a very hilly race, you had better have some climbing proficiency. If you are concentrating on criterium racing, a generous helping of top-end power is a necessity. Time trials demand the ability to maintain a relatively high, steady intensity for a long time. Riders who are good at two or three of these basic disciplines—climbing, sprinting, and time trialing—are called “all-rounders.” They are respectable in multiple disciplines but do not excel at any of them. This often describes the rider whose goal involves a race series with different types of events over several weeks, or perhaps a weekend stage race. The cycling disciplines themselves are known as “phenotypes.”


So what does it take to have the physiological characteristics to be really good at one of these phenotypes? We’ll get into this topic much more deeply in Chapter 6, but for now let’s look at each road race–specific phenotype in terms of the three markers of endurance fitness: aerobic capacity, anaerobic threshold, and economy. These determine your potential for different types of races. Every rider has a unique mix of these determiners. Here is a brief explanation of each.


Aerobic capacity, also called “VO2max,” is a measure of how much oxygen you are capable of using when riding at a maximal effort for a few minutes. The more oxygen you can process to produce energy, the greater your aerobic capacity.


Anaerobic threshold (sometimes called “lactate threshold,” although physiologically these are not exactly the same thing) is the percentage of your aerobic capacity that you are capable of sustaining for a long time, such as 40 to 70 minutes. The higher the percentage, the greater your anaerobic threshold fitness.


Economy is tied to all metrics of performance in that it has to do with how much energy you waste while riding. Economy is largely determined by your physical structure, but it also includes your pedaling style, position on the bike, and bike-handling skills. The less energy you waste, the better your economy.


Given all of this, what is your potential for success as a cyclist? In other words, can you predict your goal outcome with what you know about yourself, the demands of your goal race, and the physical improvements you’ll need to make to bring those into agreement? Knowing the answer to that last question has a lot to do with how you should train—and perhaps even how you should adjust different aspects of your lifestyle such as nutrition, emotional stress, and sleep. In Chapter 6, we’ll also examine a concept called “limiters.” Limiters, as you will learn there, have a lot to do with the specific details of how you train relative to your goal. But for now let’s look only at the big picture. What are the physical demands of climbing, sprinting, and time trialing? What does it take to prepare for each of the three race disciplines? Knowing this helps you understand your potential and what it will take to realize your goal.


Power-Duration Curve and Phenotype


Figure 2.1 illustrates typical power-duration curves for climbers, sprinters, time trialists, and all-rounders. I’ll orient you to it. To the left end of the horizontal axis are the shorter durations in seconds (“s”). As you move to the right, the durations become minutes (“m”) and then hours (“h”). The vertical axis represents very high-power outputs for short durations at the top, with decreasing power as the durations become longer. The curved lines represent how much power a rider in each phenotype is capable of producing for a given duration. The power outputs are not meant to be definitive for each phenotype, but rather they are intended as examples using fairly common elite-rider power data.
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Climber. When the climber’s power-duration curve is compared with the sprinter’s, it is obvious that the left end power isn’t nearly as great for the climber. The climber’s slope is considerably flatter, yet the climber maintains comparatively higher power outputs as duration increases. To maintain power over time, the climber must have a very high aerobic capacity, a high anaerobic threshold, and excellent economy when climbing a hill. That’s why climbing is such a challenge—it places the greatest total demands on the rider’s physiology. And there’s even more to it than that.


In climbing a hill on a bike, one of the best predictors of performance is the rider’s power-to-weight ratio. This is commonly referred to as “watts per kilogram” (W/kg). High power and low weight give the rider a lot of potential when gravity is the primary environmental obstacle to performance.


Sprinter. In the sprinter’s curve in Figure 2.1, the left side of the power curve is quite high, with a steep downward slope as the duration increases. This is typical of pure sprinters. They can produce tremendously high power for several seconds but are unable to sustain moderate power for long durations. Their great short-burst power requires excellent economy that in this case means great aerodynamics both in and out of the saddle, along with excellent pedaling and bike-handling skills.


Of course, this is an oversimplification of the physical demands on the sprinter. In order to be in contention at the finish line, the sprinter must first get to the last kilometer of the race with the leaders. That requires a somewhat high level of aerobic capacity and anaerobic threshold. But sprinters are still unlikely to be good at climbing; the race courses best for them are relatively flat. Time trialing talent is also usually lacking, as the power-duration curve is rather low for the durations that are common to time trials.


Time trialist. Power at anaerobic threshold is the best predictor of time trial performance. This is commonly called “functional threshold power” (FTP) and is discussed in greater detail in later chapters. While a high FTP is critical for all riders regardless of goals, it is especially important for the time trialist.


Most time trial courses are relatively flat, and on these courses body weight is not a factor in the outcome. That’s because the greatest environmental impediment to performance on flat terrain is aerodynamic drag, not gravity. In fact, good time trialists are often relatively big riders since the determining factor is high, sustainable power in order to drive the body and bike through the air. A big rider means big muscles. While the combined bike and body weight difference between a small and a large rider is significant on climbs (when overcoming gravity), size is much less important when aerodynamics is the principal constraint. The drag a big rider produces when in an aerodynamic position is not significantly greater than that of a small rider. So time trial results usually come down to who can generate the most absolute power for the duration of the race.


All-rounder. The all-round rider is generally someone who does not excel at climbing, sprinting, or time trialing but is pretty good in at least two of the disciplines. These riders are often in contention when course conditions don’t favor the specialists, such as an uphill sprint or a somewhat hilly time trial. The uniqueness of the power-duration curve for this rider is not as apparent as that of the other three. It varies among all-round riders based on their individual blend of climbing, sprinting, and time trialing talents.


Does your goal involve being a climber, sprinter, time trialist, or all-rounder? Is your physical makeup compatible with that goal? If not, what must you focus on to achieve your goal? Your training (and perhaps lifestyle) will be defined by the size of the gap between what is required and where you are physically now. A small gap means your potential for success is high. A large gap will require extraordinary motivation, commitment, tenacity, and training consistency in order to accomplish your race goal.


This discussion of climbers, sprinters, time trialists, and all-rounders is a generalization in order to drive home the point that performance can be predicted from metrics—things you can measure, such as body mass and power production relative to duration. It surely won’t surprise you to learn, though, that there is much more to it than this. Training to race is a rather complex task with lots of variables that go beyond these simple metrics. It’s not so complex, however, that you can’t learn to master and apply it to your unique physiology and goals. The remainder of this book is intended to help you accomplish this. All we’ve got now is a rough starting point when it comes to horses for courses. There’s a lot more to be learned. For example, your philosophy of training—what you believe to be the best way to train—also plays a great part in your goal success.


 






TRAINING BELIEFS






Training is a research study with one subject: you. If you read sports science research, as I’ve been doing for the past four decades, you soon learn that while a study may show some measure of performance improvement among the research subjects who have followed a prescribed training method, the study result is merely an arithmetic mean. By digging a little deeper into the research paper, you will find that not all of the subjects in the study improved by a precise and equal amount. Instead, any gain in the study is an average gain. Some study subjects obviously improved their outcomes more than the average, some less. There may even have been subjects who had a negative change in performance: Their performance declined by following the protocol. That’s because the subjects were humans, not robots. Since you are also a human, I can’t promise that you’ll achieve personal greatness solely by following the guidelines laid out here. You should be prepared to make adjustments based on what you learn works for you.


Training for high-performance racing is also an act of faith. There is no promise that just because you follow a certain methodology by doing given types of workouts that you will absolutely reap great performance improvements. You may have faith that you will—we all do—but there are no guarantees. Nevertheless, you must believe that you are going down the right path in preparing to race or all is lost. You need to maintain faith in your program and follow it beginning to end.


There is a fair amount of physiological difference between each of us regardless of what the training methodology may be. For example, we know that some athletes will respond at a snail’s pace when following a certain training method. They are “slow responders.” It may take them months to match the gains of the “fast responders,” who reap the physical benefits in a few weeks or even days while training in exactly the same way. Why is that so? No one knows for sure. It could be largely genetic, but there are lots of variables in a human’s life.


Then there are muscle types. Some endurance athletes are blessed with lots of slow-twitch muscles, which have been shown to aid endurance performance. Others, who would like to be good endurance athletes, are instead endowed with plenty of fast-twitch muscles, which primarily benefit performance in power sports such as football.


Since I don’t know where you are on the bell-shaped curve for each of the possible variables, I can’t say with any degree of certainty that you should train in a given way. I can only make suggestions based on what the research suggests and what I’ve found to work for most of the athletes I’ve coached. You’ll have to make adjustments to these suggestions based largely on personal knowledge in areas that you already know about. You may need to put up with some trial and error to find the best direction for your training.


You must also understand that training is a moving target. What worked for you last season may not produce the same results—or even close to the same results—this season. Your body and mind are always in a state of flux. Things change. Sometimes rapidly. You must always be prepared to make adjustments to how you work out, which brings us back to your training being a research study with only one subject. And you’re the only one that matters. It doesn’t make any difference how something works for everyone else if it doesn’t work for you.


 






FOUR STEPS TO TRAINING WITH A PURPOSE






In sports science, the principle of individuality says that there is no one-size-fits-all way of training. Athletes differ too much for it to be otherwise. We’ll explore this further in the next chapter, but for now you should know the other side of this: that despite the need for individualization, there are also a few general methods that do work for the vast majority of athletes. One of these is having a focused purpose in your training. If you want to race at a high level, you must know exactly where it is you want to go and precisely how you’ll get there. That’s what purposeful training is all about. It means there is a reason for everything you do in training. As a coach, I have used a four-step progression, as illustrated in Figure 2.2, for many years that I know works well for most athletes in producing high performance. I highly encourage you to give it a try.
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Step 1: Clear Goal


The starting point for purposeful training is having a well-defined goal. Your goal describes the outcome you are seeking—the reason you train. A vague, poorly defined goal makes the entire process of purposeful training pointless. For the goal to be well-defined, it must meet several criteria. I’m not going to get into these now, but we will return to them in Chapter 5. By then, you should be ready to clearly state your season’s goal or goals.


It isn’t only the seasonal goal that’s important. There are many subgoals that lead to your seasonal goal. At the most granular level, every workout should also have a goal. I call the workout goal a “purpose” so that the two types of goals don’t become confused (in Chapter 5, I’ll introduce a third goal level between these two). The workout’s purpose could be something such as, “Do 2 intervals of 20 minutes each at the power sweet spot for muscular endurance with a 5-minute recovery between them” or “Complete a long ride of 3 hours, including 2 hours of steady aerobic endurance.” Another common workout purpose is “Ride easy in zone 1 for 1 hour for recovery.” So the purpose doesn’t always have to be hard-core training. From time to time, it could even be something such as, “Ride with friends just to have fun.” After all, fun is probably why you started riding in the first place.


The primary reason to set a workout purpose is to avoid haphazard training, which is all too common among self-coached riders. Heading out the door with no idea of what you will do is a sure way to accomplish little and show up at races unprepared. A steady diet of training without a workout purpose ultimately produces mediocre performance.


Before you start any training session, always ask yourself this key question: What is the purpose of this workout? Don’t turn a pedal until you can answer it.


Step 2: Expert Instruction


Your workout purposes, when combined, should ultimately point to your season’s goal. In fact, your goal performance is nothing more than the accumulation of daily purposes achieved over the course of many weeks. Your training purposes should follow a progression that leads from where you are at the start of the season to your eventual goal achievement.


Planning this progression can be complex, as it involves understanding a lot about the science of training (which we will get into in Chapter 3). For planning, it helps to engage an expert to give you clear directions on what workouts to do and when to do them. That expert could be a coach, a trusted mentor, or a training partner who can design or suggest a training plan for you. Most riders would improve exponentially by having such a person in their corner. Or, as another option, you could simply purchase a training plan online and follow it. Realize, however, that such generic plans are not designed specifically for you but for a rather large category of athletes who have similar characteristics and desired outcomes. If those characteristics and outcomes happen to match yours, then the purchased training plan may be your “expert.”


The expert could also be you, especially if you’re a student of training. In fact, teaching you the aspects and components of training is the purpose of this book. This isn’t for everyone; many riders don’t have the time or inclination to study sports science the way a good coach does. And it is true that self-coached athletes are prone to making lots of rookie mistakes. The learning curve is quite steep and often results in a shallow performance-progression curve due to poor decisions and frequent setbacks. But this is not to say you can’t be your own coach. It can be done. I’ve known many good self-coached athletes. That’s why we’re here.


Realistically, however, without expert instruction your chances for success in achieving your seasonal goal are greatly diminished. With this book as a guide to what to look for, you will find that putting an expert in your corner makes you much more likely to succeed. Your expert should have a good understanding of what you want to achieve and then offer specific guidelines for getting there. The daily guidance you need throughout the season is for such specific questions as how long intervals should be, how to vary the intensities within a workout to develop the various energy systems, how to move to improve skills, when strength workouts should be scheduled relative to on-bike sessions, and on and on. Of course, if you’re new to the sport almost anything you do will bring rapid improvement. But for experienced riders preparing for high-performance racing, training requires more than simply suffering during group rides.


Who will be your knowledgeable expert for the coming season: you, a generic training plan, a mentor, your training partner, or a coach?


Step 3: Specific Practice


Once you know the workout’s purpose and supporting details provided by the expert (you or your coach) for a given session, everything you do must be specific to both. You must stay focused on doing the workout as planned. The exception comes on those occasions when you decide to make a session easier because you discover you aren’t ready for it (perhaps you need more recovery time or the timing isn’t right for some other reason). This is something you can do on the fly.


Going the other way—making the workout harder than its intended purpose—requires first consulting with the expert who designed it. There could very well be a reason for its seemingly low level of difficulty. I tell the athletes I coach that if they feel the need to make the workout easier, they can always make that decision and tell me about it later. But they should not make the session more challenging without talking with me beforehand.


It’s important that you know exactly what to do in any given workout. If the workout is fairly complex, write it on a scrap of paper and tape it to your handlebar stem or upload it to your handlebar power device so you can check it from time to time to make sure you’re doing the session as intended.


Perhaps the greatest impairment to purposeful practice is the presence of other athletes during a workout. For most workouts, it’s very difficult to specifically follow the session’s purpose and details if your training partner wants to do something different. In fact, you are better off training on your own if the other athlete is unwilling to follow the plan. So make it a practice to talk about the purpose of your session before heading onto the road. Compromising the session’s purpose in order to ride together violates the basic premise of purposeful training. The same goes for those times when you happen to encounter other riders on the road while doing your workout. The inevitable tendency is to turn the workout into a gradually accelerating race. When you sense this happening, the best option is to turn and get away from the other riders so you can do your intended workout exactly as you planned.


The bottom line is that what you do in any given workout must be specific to the intended purpose of that workout if you are to reap the planned benefits.


Step 4: Immediate Feedback


Without doubt, the most effective way to make progress is to have your expert with you while training. That way, you can get immediate feedback if things are not going as they should or you discover a concern about the workout. Feedback even one day later is better than never at all. The same goes for an analysis of how well you performed the planned session. Workout data reviewed as it happens or right afterward is much more effective than data ignored and unanalyzed for several days. It’s vital for the expert to immediately examine your performance and offer feedback while the workout is still fresh in your mind. The sooner you get the feedback, the better.


Unless you are the expert, however, it’s unlikely that your expert will be able to attend all of your workouts. Usually the expert’s feedback will be delayed. But the sooner you can get it, the faster your progression will occur. This feedback can be face to face or via emails or text messages. Beyond that, a weekly conversation to discuss how training is going is a perfect opportunity to ask questions of the expert to make sure you are achieving the intended workout purposes and to help you see the bigger picture as you work toward your goal.


If you are self-coached, you need to stay mentally engaged with how you feel during workouts. If your mind drifts while working on pedaling skills or doing intervals, it’s just like the coach has left. The self-coached athlete must always be scrutinizing what is happening. And that continues into the post-workout analysis. You should analyze the data files from whatever devices you are using as soon as possible following each session. The key question you should always seek to answer is, did I accomplish the purpose of the workout? The answer comes from the expert—you.


Once you’ve followed all four steps for the workout, you are ready for the next session and should return to Step 1 again. But before finalizing the purpose for the next workout, you need to assess your progress to date relative to your seasonal goal. If you’re coming along as planned, continue on to the next workout. But if the long-term trend says otherwise, you may need to reconsider your goal and adjust your training strategy appropriately.


 






SUMMARY: PHYSICAL PERFORMANCE






In this chapter, we examined your potential for high-performance racing by looking back at how you’ve trained in the past. You then read about the three determiners of fitness for endurance athletes: aerobic capacity, anaerobic threshold, and economy. We also looked at how these determiners blend with the other cycling-specific aspects of your physical makeup, resulting in what is commonly called “talent.” You are physically gifted to be good at either climbing, sprinting, time trialing, or as an all-rounder. You may not think so, however, which means our task is to first shift your self-perception toward the recognition of your natural talent and, second, teach you how to go about realizing it.


Realizing a high-performance goal is no small task. It requires having a purpose for your training. Unfortunately, most riders don’t. Their workouts are random, lacking clear purpose and direction. Whatever the group ride does that day is their training methodology. In this chapter, I proposed a systematic way of training that I have found to be very effective for most athletes. It starts with having a clear and well-defined goal so you understand exactly what it is you want to achieve.


Then you must have expert instruction on what is necessary to achieve that goal. A personal coach can really pay off. But the expert could also be an experienced and well-informed training partner, a training program purchased online, or even yourself—if you are an avid student of training. It is with the tendency toward self-coaching that the training system often breaks down. Self-coached riders who are well intentioned but have little understanding of what it takes to succeed in the sport often make bad decisions. That ultimately leads to poor race performance. You must have expert guidance if you are to race to your potential.


The third step in purposeful training is specific practice: following the plan to the letter. The workout now has a purpose that is intended to take you one step closer to your goal. It’s no longer a random workout that came to mind as you rolled out of the driveway. By closely following the plan day after day, you steadily move toward high-performance racing.


The last element of purposeful training is immediate feedback from the expert on how the workout went. Did you achieve the workout’s purpose? If yes, you are closer to meeting your goal. If no, then the expert corrects course to get back on track. The expert opinion should come as soon after the ride as possible. Feedback results from an analysis of the workout data. Knowing what to look for and how to interpret it is critical to this step. We’ll examine workout analysis in greater detail in Chapter 14.


I hope Part I has given you a better understanding of what it takes to succeed as a high-performance cyclist from both the mental and physical points of view. Now we need to improve your knowledge of the basics of sports science so that you can become your own expert for more purposeful training.
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