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All field events require of the athlete varying combinations of strength, speed, explosiveness, and power.




Introduction

At a meet in Stockholm some years ago, a team of U.S. field-events competitors and a team of U.S. distance runners challenged each other in a 440 relay. The gun went off and the first field-events man, a burly discus thrower, was 5 yards down the track before the first distance man, a steeplechaser, got off his marks. Despite valiant efforts by the distance runners, the field-events men won easily. How could this happen?

The field-events athletes had two things going for them: explosiveness and sprinter’s speed, crucial factors in all field events. Size and weight, while important, are not enough to make a good shot-putter. If you are agile, fast, and explosive, consider yourself qualified to try the shot or discus even if your size is only average.

In any of the field events, controlled strength is more valuable than mere bulk. Whether you are male or female1 and whether you want to be a high jumper or a discus thrower, a good weight-lifting program should be an integral part of your training. We will not prescribe weight training programs for every event in this book, but with the help of your physical education department and the lifting exercises listed here, you should be able to tailor a program to your needs. Just remember never to lift weights without spotters and proper supervision.

In addition to strength, speed, and explosiveness, you need a good sense of timing. As you cross the shot-put ring or approach the high-jump bar, the different parts of your body must flow smoothly and in the right sequence, or all your strength and speed will be released at the wrong moment and the effort will be wasted.

This is where technique comes in. Keep in mind that the techniques of the best field-events athletes will differ from each other and that there are no hard-and-fast rules. The best athletes have found things that work for them but may not necessarily work for you. The basics we describe here will give you a solid grounding in your event. Then you must learn to know yourself and your abilities. Become a student of your event. With time, experience, and fitness, you will be ready to experiment on your own.

Meanwhile, the main thing is to enjoy learning to get the most out of yourself, whatever your performance level.





THE JUMPS

by Jim Santos
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Will and motivation in a jumper often count as much as innate athletic ability.
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The Principles of Jumping

There are four competitive jumping events—the pole vault, the high jump, the long jump, and the triple jump—and certain basic principles are inherent in all of them; only the method of leaving the ground differentiates the jumps. An athlete’s ability to leave the ground at a given speed and at a specific angle are the two factors that separate the great jumpers from all the rest.

Should all jumpers have some basic speed? Yes. Must all jumpers be exceptionally fast? No. A jumper’s ability to generate speed at the takeoff and to maintain good jumping technique through it is more important than blazing speed. For example, the long jumper who can hit the board at a good rate of speed and get into correct takeoff position will do much better than the jumper who is unusually fast but lacks good positioning technique at the takeoff. In general, being able to generate speed through the approach, into the takeoff, and off the takeoff foot is the key that can transform an average jumper into an exceptional one.

Agility is important for all jumpers—not just the vaulter, who must twist his body over the bar, but the triple jumper and high jumper as well. Once in the air, any jumper must be able to control his body in free flight, or all his previous effort will be wasted. Getting over the bar in the vault and the high jump, rotating the arms for extra distance in the long jump, and maintaining a good erect posture in the triple jump are all facets of the jumps that require sound technique and, ideally, a good dose of agility.

Since jumpers must leave the ground and get into the air for an extended period of time, power is also a must. Indeed, the ability of a jumper to spring forcefully, “exploding” off the ground, is so important that inches—and even feet—are often lost (or gained) at the moment when the foot leaves the ground or toeboard.

Will and motivation in a jumper often count as much as innate athletic ability


Much has been written about the difference between fast-twitch and slow-twitch muscle fibers. Does the athlete have the necessary amount of fast-twitch muscle fibers to make him or her a good jumper? Or will an excess of slow-twitch fibers detract from the jumper’s speed? Most athletes never undergo the muscle biopsy test necessary to answer that question, but there are other ways to determine jumping ability. Many coaches rely on basic jumping and running tests, but no tests are infallible. If you have the will and motivation to be a good jumper, you can channel those energies into developing greater speed and better technique, no matter what a jumping or running test initially tells you.

Depending upon the event, a jumper measures his success either by how far or by how high he jumps. Success is a personal matter, and if you decide to get serious about jumping, you must learn what a good jump is for you. For example, if you pole-vault 14 feet in a competition one day and it’s a personal best, you should feel good about that, whether you win the competition or not. Personal achievement is the basic goal for all athletes and for all coaches working with those athletes. To win a gold medal is great, but personal achievement is paramount.

That brings us to the all-important issue of an athlete’s mental attitude. Is it better to have a stable, easygoing outlook on your event and the competition, or should you have that “killer instinct”?

In many cases, the killer instinct in a young athlete does just that: it kills the athlete’s performance. But if you can control that instinct and use its energy and emotion as a positive motivating force, you will elevate your performance level and jump to heights or distances greater than you might ever have dreamed possible.

As an athlete in track and field, you must believe that you can succeed in your event. If you don’t, you will never be able to develop a set of goals worthy of your time and effort. It’s far better to say to yourself, “I’d sure like to be able to long-jump 20 feet this season” than to say “I’ll never be able to jump that far.” By stating a precise desire in a positive way, you give yourself something to shoot for. By denying yourself 20 feet as a jumper, you deny yourself what may be an attainable goal. Worse, you acknowledge a fundamental lack of confidence, which for any athlete is unacceptable.

Instead of thinking “I can’t,” think of how you are going to react when you land in the sand at 20 feet 1 inch, a personal best. Will you jump for joy? Raise your arms in victory? Clap your hands in happiness? How, precisely, will you react at that moment of personal triumph? For that matter, can you imagine what your jump will look like as you leave the board and sail more than 20 feet out into the sand?

These types of positive images can help any athlete attain a better performance level, and it’s the purpose of this book to show you how you can do it, too. In all my years of coaching—from junior-high and high school beginners to college athletes and world-class Olympians—I have found that all competitive jumpers possess four fundamental qualities: good technique, strength, speed, and a positive mental attitude. Becoming a jumper is not easy. It takes time, patience, and know-how. But if you approach the jumping events with a positive mental attitude, the other three fundamental qualities are attainable.

The ideas about jumping that I share with you in this book have been refined over a period of years by myself and by other coaches and athletes in track and field around the world. There’s nothing magical about them. You can make them work for you, as long as you’re willing to put in the necessary effort.

You do have your work cut out for you if you want to be a quality jumper, but believe me, it’s healthy work and its benefits—physical, psychological, and social—can last a lifetime.

So, let’s suit ourselves up and get started.
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Plyometric training can help you improve your leg strength and leg speed for the jumps.
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Plyometric training for the Field Events

Plyometric training is designed to stimulate the reactive properties of muscles—that is, their ability to respond quickly to different degrees of flexing or contracting. Track people have found that sound reactive capabilities in key muscles are crucial for success in the jumps, as well as in the throws and sprints. Plyometric training not only strengthens the appropriate muscles for the jumps (primarily the legs and arms), it also trains them to respond faster and more powerfully at the moment of takeoff. The effect, as we’ll see, of a stronger, faster, more powerful takeoff is a longer or higher jump.

Plyometrics has often been called the “bounce-load” method of training because the athlete literally trains the muscles to bounce and load up with neuromuscular energy for the actual jump. Such bouncing and loading occurs, for example, when a high jumper plants his takeoff foot for the jump. As the foot touches the ground, the jumper lets his knee and ankle flex slightly, which is similar to a bounce. Plyometrics coaches call this “loading” the leg. Next, the jumper must sense when to stop the loading phase, maintain his weight and force on the leg, and then return all of these energies up his leg and to the rest of his body on the takeoff. This is called “unloading” the leg, and the entire process is similar to bouncing a rubber ball on a gym floor. The harder a ball is thrown or bounced on the floor, the harder and faster it will rebound because of the “loading” and “unloading” effect on the ball. It shouldn’t take a degree in physics for us to see that the faster the ball can leave the floor, the higher it will bounce. Similarly, the faster and harder a jumper can load and unload his takeoff leg, the higher (or farther) he will jump.

During the loading phase of a jump, when the takeoff foot touches down and there is a slight shock-absorbing flexion of the takeoff knee and ankle, the extensor muscles of the takeoff leg load and stretch in what is known as an eccentric contraction. The next phase of the jump involves the tightening or shortening of the jumping muscles into what is known as a concentric contraction. This is the pushing phase of the jump, when the muscles convert the energy stored during the eccentric phase, and with it propel the body upward or outward. As any jumper will tell you, this concentric phase must be forceful and explosive. Through plyometric training, a jumper can train these muscles to react quickly and forcefully for a strong pushing movement into the jump.

Plyometric training can help you improve your leg strenght and leg speed for the jumps


Another example of these quick, powerful eccentric-concentric contractions can be seen when a player jumps to make a block in volleyball. The player jumps off both feet by dropping his weight down quickly (the loading, or eccentric, phase of the jump), then leaping into the air as fast and as high as possible (the unloading, or concentric, phase). Similar loading-unloading movements occur during the jump ball in basketball, and in the windups (or approaches) and releases in the discus, shot, javelin, and hammer throwing events in track and field.

For all these sports, and for many others, a training program that incorporates a regular schedule of plyometric exercises can pay great dividends. If you decide to include plyometric training in your jumping or throwing program, a word of caution: Avoid wearing hand weights, ankle weights, weighted vests, or weight jackets while performing any plyometric exercise. The reason for this is simple. In order to train your muscles to react quickly, you must exercise them at a high rate of speed. Placing weights on the arms, legs, or torso slows your rate of movement considerably; as a consequence, the plyometric exercise has little value. If you perform plyometric exercises while wearing weights, your muscles may become stronger, but they will lack the speed necessary for a good response during a jump (or as you will see in the second section, a throw). In addition, you run the risk of injuring the areas of the body you are weighting.

As we go on, we’ll cover training techniques geared for each specific event. For now, here are some basic plyometric exercises that can be used to good result by any jumper.


THE EXERCISES


Skips

Skipping is the same exercise you used to do as a child, consisting of an alternating hop-step movement in which you can emphasize either height or distance. If you are a long jumper or a triple jumper, concentrate mostly on skipping for distance. If you are a high jumper or vaulter, skip more for height. A good skipping workout for a beginning jumper might include:

 



1. Skip for 30 meters without raising the knees much. Repeat 3 times.

2. Skip for 30 meters, raising the knees about halfway. Repeat 3 times.

3. Skip for 30 meters with the knees at waist level. Repeat 3 times.

4. Skip for 50 meters with exaggerated arm and knee action (that is, bring the upper leg higher than parallel to the ground, and swing the arms above the head). Repeat 3 times.

5. Skip for 50 meters, jumping as high as possible on the skips. Repeat 3 times.




Bounds

From a crouched position with your arms at your side, leap up and forward. While you are in the air, kick your buttocks with your heels. When you land, go immediately into another bound.

Bounding forward like this is a good exercise for developing rebound strength in your legs—that is, your ability to land and then jump again with great speed and strength. Bounds can be done on both legs, or on one leg at a time, alternating legs.




Alternate Leg Bounds

Alternate leg bounds are like taking giant steps in the air. To do them, walk a few steps; then push off with one leg and land on the opposite leg. Move your arms forward and back like a triple jumper (more on triple jumping later). Keep your front knee up and your opposite leg back while you are in the air. Bound for 30 meters, alternating legs on each bound. (Note: there is no step or skip between bounds.) Repeat 3 to 5 times, resting, as necessary, between sets.

Like skipping, alternate leg bounds are an exhilarating form of exercise which prepares the muscles of the leg for quick yet painless loading and unloading—one of the keys to success in the jumps.




Skipping and Bounding

Shown here are basic skipping and bounding exercises. For a complete skipping/bounding workout, vary your arm and knee action.


Bounding with an erect posture and double-arm action.
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Skipping with knees at waist level.
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Alternate leg bounds.

To do alternate leg bounds, walk a few steps, then push off with one leg (A) and land on the other (B). Keep your front knee up and your opposite leg back as you bound along, maintaining an erect posture.
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Hops

If you’re a beginning jumper, start by hopping on both legs (double leg hops), and once your body is accustomed to the movement, try hopping on one leg (single leg hops). You can hop in place, or you can hop for distance. When you do hops, try to kick your buttocks with the heel of your hopping foot (or feet). Track people call that an active hopping motion. Here are some hints that can help you develop your legs and body position:

 



• Keep your back erect.

• Do not lean forward when hopping.

• Land almost flat-footed, not on the heels or balls of your feet.

• Work on grass or a soft surface, such as a gymnastics mat, when starting.

• Move your arms in a swinging motion in order to develop explosive strength in your legs.


Drills for Hopping

1. Standing erect, hop in place 10 times, kicking your buttocks with your heels.

2. Standing erect, hop in place 10 times, bringing your knees in front of your chest. Rest. Repeat.

3. Do double leg hops for 20 meters, kicking your buttocks with your heels. Repeat 3 times.

4. Do double leg hops for 30 meters, kicking your buttocks with your heels. Repeat 3 times.

5. Do single leg hops (right leg) for 20 meters, kicking your right buttock with your right heel. Repeat 3 times.

6. Do single leg hops (left leg) for 20 meters, kicking your left buttock with your left heel. Repeat 3 times.

7. Set out 20 12-inch-high parking cones a yard apart, in a straight line. Do a double leg hop over each cone. Repeat 3 times.

8. Do a single leg hop over each cone: first the right leg (3 sets), and then the left leg (3 sets).

9. If you are a high jumper, jump for height over each of the cones. If you are a triple jumper, vaulter, or long jumper, increase the space between the cones to 1½ yards, then to 2 yards, as the season progresses; jump for speed between the cones. Repeat 3 times.






Hopping
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Hopping in place, kicking buttocks with heels.





Double-leg hops, kicking buttocks with heels.
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Leaps

Leaps are strenuous and difficult, but wonderfully beneficial. Imagine that you are a basketball player leaping for a rebound. Start in a low position, with your buttocks almost level with your knees. Keep your back erect and your head up, looking straight ahead. Leap straight up into the air, letting your legs simply hang straight. Leap in the air 10 times, rest 30 seconds, and repeat for a total of 3 sets (30 leaps).

Next, drop down to a medium-low position, with your buttocks higher than your knees. Leap into the air 10 times, rest 30 seconds, and repeat for a total of 3 sets (30 leaps). Leap as fast as you can.




Ricochets

Hop as quickly as you can, lifting both feet together. Set small (2- by 4-inch) blocks 2 feet apart over a distance of 10 yards. Hop as quickly as you can over the blocks. The idea is to keep the touchdowns quick and light, the forward movement continuous. Ricochets are a great plyometric exercise for building up quickness and speed. Use short, quick arm movements.



Plyometric box drills.

Place three to five sturdy wooden boxes of different heights in a row as shown. Starting from a half-crouched position on the ground (A), leap quickly onto the first box, bringing your heels to your buttocks (B, C, D), then down onto the ground (E, F), then up onto the next box, and so on, until you have completed jumps on all the boxes. Maintain good posture. You can vary this exercise by jumping over the boxes.
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Box Drills

Hop over rows of three or more boxes that range from 8 inches to 18 inches high. By varying the order of boxes of different heights and by hopping both forward and from side to side, you can create a challenging and fun range of exercises.




The Leap Box Drill

Place four or five sturdy wooden boxes 3 to 6 feet apart. From a half-crouched position on the ground, leap up onto the first box, then down to the ground, and leap up quickly to the next box. Continue this drill until you have completed jumps onto all the boxes. Then do a set jumping over the boxes.

The leap box drill is a good exercise for developing strength and speed in the legs. Repeat this drill 8 to 10 times.




The Scissor Jump Drill

Start in a split position, with one leg forward and one leg back. Jump straight up into the air, switch legs, land, and explode back. Raise your arms as you jump to improve your lift. This exercise is excellent for developing strong muscles in the buttocks, hips, and thighs. Do 10 scissor jumps, rest 30 seconds, and repeat twice for a total of 30 jumps.




Medicine Ball or Plyoball Exercises

We have all seen the traditional leather-covered medicine balls; they have been used extensively in sports training for years. Now there’s a new device—a somewhat smaller ball that offers a greater range of exercises. It is known as a Plyoball (for its plyometric exercise value). The ball has several unique features:

 



1. It is soft, squeezable, and comes in a variety of weights, from 2 to 12 pounds.

2. It is approximately the size of a volleyball, which makes it far easier to handle than a traditional large medicine ball.

3. When used as a warm-up or exercise device, it maximizes the effectiveness of low-impact aerobics.

4. It floats, which is a big help if you want to train in a pool (something more and more track athletes are incorporating into their training programs).

5. It will improve your training by adding resistance to your workout.

6. It is fun and safe to use.

 



Plyoball tosses can also be performed with a traditional rubber or leather medicine ball. Whichever type you choose, use balls weighing from 5 to 15 pounds, depending upon your strength and development. (See the guidelines on page 41.)




Basic Plyoball and Medicine Ball Exercises for the Track and Field Athlete

Working with your coach, develop a regimen of Plyoball and medicine ball exercises from among those shown here to help develop your upper-body strength, flexibility, muscle quickness, and power. Do 3 sets of 10 repetitions each, resting for 30 seconds after each set. As the season progresses, increase the number of sets to 5, and increase the speed of the exercises.



The overhand toss.

Set one foot forward slightly, as shown, and toss the ball back and forth with a partner, using a quick, brisk tossing motion.



[image: e9781461712503_i0012.jpg]




[image: e9781461712503_i0013.jpg]


The incline two-handed toss.

Sit on the ground with a training partner behind you, supporting your back with his knees as shown. Another partner, standing on a sturdy box, now tosses you the Plyoball. You catch it in front of your chest (A), and toss it back, using a two-handed push-pass motion (B).






To increase your tossing effort, have your training partner stand on a box.
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The prone two-handed toss.

Lie with your back on the ground, knees up, as shown. Your partner now drops the Plyoball into your outstretched hands (A), and you toss it back to him, using the two-handed push-pass motion (B, C).
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The sit-up toss.

In this exercise, you sit on the ground and your training partner grasps your ankles. Your coach tosses the Plyoball to your hands, which are outstretched over your head (A). Keeping the ball over your head, bend back at the waist, touch the ball to the ground behind your head (B), perform a sit-up (C), and at the end of it, using an overhead motion, toss the ball back to your coach (D).
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The underhand Plyoball toss.

Note the leg and upper-body position. Stand 10 to 12 feet apart. Keep the tosses brisk and light. As the season progresses, increase the distance the ball is tossed.
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Variation on the sit-up toss.

In this variation, you sit on a low double box, your legs straight out in front. Your training partner places his weight firmly but gently over your knees, and you make the two-handed overhead toss after touching the ball to the floor. Performing the sit-up on the box increases your back’s range of motion, but be careful when performing this or any other back extension exercise. To avoid back injury, work with a light Plyoball and keep your movements smooth and fluid, not tense and jerky.







The Plyoball back-extension toss.

This is another exercise that should be done carefully, using a light Plyoball or medicine ball (4 to 6 pounds) for beginners. Lie face down across two boxes as shown, with your upper body extending beyond them. Your training partner gently places her weight over your legs, and as you perform a back extension, your coach tosses the Plyoball to you (A). You should catch the ball at full extension, then toss the ball back, using an overhand throwing motion (B, C, D). Again, do this one carefully!
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Plyoball or medicine ball toss for throwers.

With its exaggerated stepping motion, this toss is especially useful for javelin throwers. The toss is made, upward and outward, at head level and to one side. Perform the exercise from both left and right sides. You can also perform this exercise kneeling on one leg, with the other leg forward.







The kneeling side toss.

In this exercise, you kneel and toss the ball with two hands from the side, at waist level. You can also perform this exercise standing.
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The squat-leap-and-toss.

The name says it all. With the ball in front of you, squat, lift the ball, and leap straight up off your feet, pushing the ball with two hands overhead as you leap upward. Catch the ball and repeat.
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The over-the-head toss.

Start in a half squat (A), and keeping your arms straight, toss the ball behind you, over your head, as you leap up (B, C). Try to follow through to achieve maximum lower back extension.
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Throwing exercises can help shot putters and other throwers develop the explosive power they need for greater throwing distance.









GUIDELINES FOR DOING PLYOMETRIC EXERCISES

1. Be sure to have at least 4 weeks of solid weight training behind you before you start any plyometric exercises (see Chapter 9).

2. Start each workout with a good warm-up by jogging for at least 5 minutes, then stretching for 20 minutes. After a plyometric workout, jog again for 2 to 3 minutes; then do some acceleration runs for 30 to 40 meters.

3. Start any plyometric exercise at a moderate tempo but with an explosive movement; then increase the intensity as the repetitions increase. The faster you can move your legs or arms, the more effective the exercise will be.

4. Do the exercises in repetitions of 8 to 10 at a time. If you choose to do fewer reps, make sure each requires more exertion than usual.

5. Do no more than 3 or 4 sets at a time, depending on your development. Start with 2 sets of 10 reps, and as you develop more speed and strength, increase to 3 sets, then 4.

 



You will find that plyometric training will improve your cardiovascular fitness. This will allow you to work over a longer period of time and at a higher intensity rate as the season progresses. Plyometrics are fun, challenging, and pay great dividends. If you are preparing for a league or district meet near the end of the season, reduce the plyometric training to just once a week during the 3 weeks before the championship meet. For the last 2 weeks prior to the meet, do only light skips and bounds for tune-ups, but no heavy or intense work. This will allow your muscles to recover for better strength and performance.

If you have a district or state meet in the weeks following the league meet, do easy plyometrics for only one workout per week, and do them early in the week.

Use your imagination. Work with your coach and teammates in dreaming up new ideas for using the Plyoball or medicine ball. How far can you skip? How far can you bound? How fast can you skip for 100 meters on the grass? These are just a few of the ideas you can incorporate into any plyometric workout to make it fun, productive, and challenging. Plyometrics work. Include them in your training program and watch your progress. You’ll be surprised by the results.

Now let’s take a look at the jumping events themselves.
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The Pole Vault

The pole vault is one of the most exciting events in track and field. Watching vaulters “sky” over the bar and literally fly into the air is a thrill that draws the attention of spectator and competitor alike.

Success in the pole vault really depends upon the action between the vaulter and the pole. The more experienced you are with the pole, and the better the pole is for your particular build and vaulting technique, the better your performance will be and the higher you will vault. No two pole vaulters are exactly the same, but all good vaulters have good running speed, strong gymnastic ability, and the physical and mental toughness to work hard over a long period of time. Perhaps the most important factor behind a pole vaulter’s success is his ability to run fast and generate a lot of speed on the takeoff. Running speed allows you to transfer power into the pole when you plant it at the end of the approach; the power is returned to you when the pole straightens as you go into the vault. If you are slow, you will find it difficult to improve beyond a certain point, as you won’t be able to bend the pole very much. However, if you are fast and can reach high on the plant and on the pole (more on this in a moment), you will be able to bend the pole back far enough for the power stored by the pole’s bending to help propel you over the bar.

When you watch a top high school or collegiate vaulter, you will often see him reach for a heavier or stiffer pole as the bar is raised to a greater height. The vaulter knows that if, by running harder and faster, he can transfer enough energy into it, the stronger or stiffer pole will give him greater thrust over the bar.

How do you go about being able to use a heavier or stiffer pole? By getting stronger, running faster, and developing your vaulting technique so that you can use your talents in concert with the pole. Of course, your attitude will affect all of these qualities, and just how far you can develop them is up to you as a person as much as as a vaulter. If you are tempted to take some shortcuts every now and then, you will find that your progress will also be cut. If you want to understand the technique of the vault, you must be willing to study the event, just as you would study any subject in school. There is no shortcut to learning to pole-vault. The less you know about the pole vault, the less information you can use to help yourself in a practice or in a meet. Not studying the event means that you are not giving yourself a chance to develop as completely as you can.

Courage, strength, speed, agility, and mental toughness are all requisites for being an outstanding pole vaulter.



GETTING STARTED IN THE POLE VAULT

When you first start learning to vault, the most important thing to remember is to land safely in a good landing pit. Do not vault into sand, sawdust, or any landing surface other than a foam rubber vaulting pit at least 14 feet long, 16 feet wide, and 2½ feet thick. Next, select a lightweight fiberglass pole that is not too long. For beginners I recommend a 12-foot pole, but if that seems too long, try a training pole, which is even shorter.


The Plant-and-Swing Drill


In this drill, you hold the pole almost parallel to the ground and about 8 to 9 feet up from the bottom, as shown, and make a four-step approach to the vault box (A). As you plant the pole, your coach should seize it (B) and assist your forward momentum as you draw your knees up (C, D) and swing by the pole into the pit (E). You should land feet first, facing forward. Remember, for this exercise and the next, don’t let go of the pole!
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For your first attempt, start by standing erect and holding the pole vertically directly in front of you. Now extend your right hand as high as possible up the length of the pole. This grip will allow you to control yourself through your earliest vaults and will prepare you for gripping the pole even higher. As a general rule, a beginner should grip the pole with his right hand 7 to 7½ feet up from the bottom, his left hand a little more than shoulder width apart from the right. When the pole is lifted to the horizontal, the right hand should be palm up, the left hand palm down. (Of course, if you’re left-handed you should make your left hand the top hand, in which case it should be facing up when the pole is lifted to the horizontal, and the right hand should be facing down.)

Besides the landing pit and the bar, the vaulting area includes an approach track (anywhere from 140 to 175 feet long), at the end of which is a wedge-shaped indentation, called the vault box, into which the pole is planted. To get started in the vault, work without a bar in place, and stand back from the box so that your approach to it requires only four quick steps (about 14 or 15 feet back from the box). Hold the pole in front of you, parallel to the ground. Step first with your right foot, then your left, then your right, then left, planting the tip of the pole in the box during the last two steps and using your forward momentum to swing by the pole (which is to your right) and into the pit. Have your coach watch you when you first try this. Don’t raise your legs much; just swing into the pit and get the feel of being lifted off the ground. Hang on to the pole. Don’t let go of it! Now go back and start over, repeating this plant-and-swing drill 10 to 15 times, or until the sensation feels comfortable. Now you are ready for the next step in your training—all on the same day.

The Plant-and-Swing Drill with a Counterclockwise Half Turn




Everything in this drill is similar to the first, except for the addition of a counterclockwise half turn. If you’re left-handed, your turn will be clockwise.

Make a six-step approach to the box, plant the pole (A), and with your coach’s assistance (B), swing up and past the bar, lifting your knees as you do so (C, D). This time, however, as the pole reaches the vertical, make a counterclockwise half turn (E, F) and land on your feet (G), facing the direction you came from.
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Hold the pole vertically in front of you and raise your right hand along it as high as you can. Now move your hand 12 to 15 inches higher than that point. To do that, of course, you’ll have to pull the top of the pole toward you. Mark the new gripping point with a piece of tape. Find the left-hand gripping point (about shoulder width away from the right hand’s), and mark that new point with tape also.

Step back four steps and repeat the drill, taking those four quick steps, left-right-left, planting the pole tip in the box, and swinging into the pit. As you plant the pole, keep a strong grip on it with your right hand, and a firm grip on it with your left. Do not let go of the pole as you swing into the pit. As you finish the vault, try to land standing, rather than falling on your seat. Repeat the drill 10 to 15 times. Then move back to a six-step approach and repeat the same drill, this time accelerating into the steps, then planting the pole and swinging up on it into the pit.

Your first day is not over yet! Now, using the six-step approach, swing up toward the pit—but as you do, make a half turn counterclockwise and land facing the direction you came from. Remember: hold on to the pole and remain standing when you land. Try this turning technique a number of times (shown on pages 46–47), until you begin to feel comfortable with it.

Okay. If you’ve had enough for one day, call it quits. Don’t rush. However, if you still feel you have some vaults in you, place some high-jump standards up by the box and set a crossbar at, say, 5 feet. Keeping your grip at about 8 to 8½ feet, use the five-step approach to vault the bar. Make sure your coach is near the bar, to spot you and give advice. Five feet is going to seem like a relatively easy height to vault, but take your time and get the feeling of vaulting.

As soon as you clear the 5-foot bar, hang on to the pole, make that counterclockwise half turn, and land standing, facing the runway. Continue moving the bar up to heights of 6 feet, 6 feet 6 inches, 7 feet, 7 feet 6 inches, and 8 feet. This may take you a day, or it could take 3 or 4 days. No matter. Don’t rush. Just vault, getting a feel for the pole and for a good takeoff over the bar.

Your coach can stand by the vault box and grab your pole as you start to take off, to help pull you into the actual vault. If you are right-handed, he should stand to the left of the box. Your coach can also stand about 5 feet in front and to the side of the box, and as you take off, give you a gentle push upward over the bar. Ultimately, though, you should learn to do as much vaulting as possible on your own, without having someone push you or pull you over the bar.

Do not be in a hurry to raise your grip during your first week of pole vaulting. You might want to move back to seven steps in your approach if you raise your grip to 9 or 10 feet, because you’ll need more speed to get into the vault. Start off slowly in your approach, and increase your speed with each step. Keep your plant up high: on the plant, your right hand should be directly overhead, and you should have a good grip on the pole with both hands. Within a week or two, all of these techniques—the approach, plant, takeoff, turn, and landing—should be second nature to you. Once you have these down, you’re ready to start work on the more advanced techniques of the pole vault.






TECHNIQUES OF THE VAULT

Most pole vaulters are right-handed, but those who are left-handed will have just as much success. The descriptions of the techniques that follow are for the right-handed vaulter. If you’re a lefty, simply mirror the techniques to make them work for you—that is, think left for right and vice versa.

Whether you are left- or right-handed, understanding the basic techniques of the vault is the key to success. If you understand correct technique, you can eliminate many wrong turns and bad habits that would otherwise slow your progress—and worse, keep you from experiencing the success and fun that come from doing the event well.
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