ARE YOU FIT FOR PURPOSE?

(And will you stay the course?)
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A Guide to Keeping Your Career on Track
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INTRODUCTION

This is not intended to be an exhaustive or definitive work in any of the areas covered here but hopefully it will highlight the importance of adopting a holistic approach to developing sporting excellence. Becoming highly successful in any event (sport) requires so much more than good form, sound technique or a good training plan. 
In fact much of what follows concerns everything but the training. Moreover, I am highlighting the things that I believe make the difference between being truly successful or falling short of your expectations.

The threats to progressive uninterrupted improvement are manifold and come in many guises. The capacity to keep moving forwards is extremely important. The longer you can maintain progressive improvement unhindered by set backs the better your chances of reaching your desired goals and realising your ambitions. 
In other words, the fewer detrimental issues you have to manage along the way, the more you will keep moving forward and the more you will maintain momentum in your sporting career. Injuries for example, will certainly halt the forward momentum or may even curtail the journey completely. But there are other pitfalls too…..
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                          Your athletic career is like a ‘Snakes and Ladders’ board. You  

                          have to avoid the backwards slide down the snakes. 
                          For example, the torn hamstring you just suffered will so often                                 

                          follow the tightness or twinge you felt at the beginning of the   

                          session but chose to ignore because it was the tough thing to do. 
                          But not tough- stupid! And ooops there you go down a snake and 
                          the setback has cost you valuable training time (and momentum). 

You MUST guard against injury or accidents or problems created because you were careless or not paying attention. Something as foolish as picking up blisters on your feet after playing football in a school gym barefoot because you forgot your gym shoes WILL impact on your ability to get the most out of your next pole vault session. No names mentioned here to protect the guilty!
Nevertheless, see this as a warning of how something seemingly petty and insignificant can impact on your ambitions in your chosen event. ANYTHING that prevents you from maximising your training time MUST be prevented. If it is not then you are compromising your effectiveness and slowing down your progress. 
Although it is important to keep an eye on the future as that is what we build towards. It is easy to stumble over the few steps if they are not in our field of vision. Quite simply it is better not to stumble too much or too often if you want to achieve great things.
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It is important to appreciate that ‘Determination’ and Commitment’ are nouns not adjectives. They are DOING words not describing words. Or put another way, ACTIONS speak louder than words. Success is founded on what we DO not what we say.
“We are what we repeatedly do. Excellence, therefore, is not an act, but a Habit” 
Aristotle
Much of what follows is about the things that will enable you to get the best out of yourself and to keep on doing so in order to reach your full potential. This has very little to do with sets and reps or training plans. I have seen some extremely elaborate and well written training plans in recent times that belong more in the world of academia rather than the track or the gym. 

The road to success is long and slippery and it is so easy to lose your footing. So many talented people with great promise never realise their full potential because they fail to stay the course or miss the significance of other factors in life that underpin the training and support their development and facilitate continuous improvement.
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It is vitally important that everything you do contributes in a positive way to your development. A simple example of how beneficial this can be is to imagine that on January 1st you decide to start making money, and on day one you make just one penny then on day two you double that to two pence, on day three it doubles again to four pence and so on. You may be amazed to learn that by the end of January you would have accumulated nearly 11 million pounds! (£10,737,418.24p). However, if you factor in just one minus day during the month then the overall benefit drops massively. In a startlingly similar way, this is what can happen to your athletic progress. If EVERYTHING you do contributes to improvement (and positive momentum) then you have a significantly better chance of getting to where you want to go. Avoid anything that detracts from the plus side of your progress.

“Perfection is finally attained not when there is no longer anything to add, but when there is no longer anything to take away”
                                                                                 Antoine de Saint-Exupery, 20th Century French Novelist
Attention to detail is of paramount importance. Understanding and taking care of the minute details of your preparation will keep you in touch with all areas that need to be covered and even those things that need to be avoided. 

It is worth remembering that we are human beings who are subject to failings and weaknesses. Even though we work to minimise our shortcomings we are not robots that can be programmed for success regardless of any outside influence, interference or interruption. Yes, we can programme and plan, but what makes the difference here is the ability to remain on course, physically and mentally and it’s not about sticking rigidly to a written training plan. It’s staying in the game.
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Moreover, the level of your success is founded on maintaining your drive, ambition and focus. This will in turn support the time you put into your training sessions and enable you to maximise your efforts.
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Imagine, if you will, that you are holding your athletic future in your cupped hands like water. Your fingers represent the many facets of your day to day training, the work you undertake. However, if you open your fingers even slightly 
then the water (your athletic future) will escape through the gaps. 
The point here is that the gaps between your fingers are extremely 
important! These ‘gaps’ are the areas of your life or preparation that
will ‘allow’ you to fail in your quest for success if you do not pay attention. In other words, it is the things in your day to day lives AND your training that supports the effectiveness of your training. The sloppy approach, lack of discipline or careless actions, these are also the things that determine the difference between mediocrity and excellence, failure and success. 

It is therefore important that any detrimental character traits are eradicated and bad habits are supplanted by good ones.

"Make sure they (habits) are the kind that keep you sharp, that exercise your mind and force you to continue using self-discipline, organisation, and consistency. Those are transferable habits that need to be worked like muscles."                   Michael Johnson
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COACHING
The order of business should always be PERSON – ATHLETE – EVENT!

When it comes to coaching you should coach the PERSON to become a better ATHLETE who will then be better placed to perform the EVENT efficiently. This means physically and psychologically better prepared. All training and preparation should be programmed with this process in mind and with regard to keeping it in the right order. 
An example of the sequence being ignored may result in an athlete frequently breaking down after vault sessions because they are not conditioned well enough to withstand the compound stresses placed on them. 
They could be found wanting in the area of stability, flexibility or functionality. In fact inadequate or appropriate physical preparation and conditioning will mean the ‘Person’ has not yet become a good enough ‘Athlete’ to perform the ‘Event’ on a reliable and repeatable basis. 

The psychological downside is that you may have a technically competent athlete that performs well in practise but goes to pieces in competition because the ‘person’ cannot support their athletic ability. This can be for any number of reasons: poor understanding, too timid, lacking confidence or low self esteem etc.
Following the suggested sequence will address most issues that may interrupt the athlete’s progression.
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PERFORMANCE - FEEDBACK - REVISION
All forms of physical learning can be distilled down to three words.

Performance   →    Feedback   →    Revision 

Simply put, you perform the task or skill, you get feedback (either internally or from your Coach or video player etc) and then having taken this on board you perform the skill again but revise what you have just done, hopefully for the better.

The considerations here that will greatly enhance your chances of success lies in the feedback. The clarity of the feedback will contribute hugely to the potency of the revision.  

If for example you perform a vault and as you land in the pit you cannot feel what you have just done, how do you know what to change next time? Not withstanding that your Coach will be quick to point out something that needs to be corrected or worked on. However it is infinitely better if the clarity of the feedback inside you is improved. By knowing and understanding what you have just done, you have a much better chance to change it next time.

As well as building a clear vision of what you are trying to do you must develop a very clear understanding of what you are actually doing! After all the first step towards getting to where you want to go will be much more effective if you know where you are to start with!

This is why repetitious sub maximal work during the early winter months is invaluable in improving and honing your feedback skills. You should strive to increase your awareness in all phases of the vault.
Another three word sequence that is a useful learning pathway is 

Thought – Image – Action

If you focus your mind on the skill you are about to attempt then your thoughts will
create images of what you are trying to do. There are numerous ways you can heighten the clarity of the image, video input or discussion with your Coach etc. The last part of the sequence is that you then convert the images in your head to actions. Simple but very effective and with practise will greatly assist your learning.
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TRAINING

If you do not become an appropriately conditioned athlete then you are NOT fit for purpose, i.e. to perform your event efficiently and effectively. 
Apart from the limitations this places on your technical proficiency for what is technically desirable must be physically achievable, then you are likely to break down under the stress of progressive training loads.

Therefore it is vitally important that appropriate physical condition is achieved through a correct and comprehensive training regime in order to be capable of performing your event consistently. Any weakness at all, whether it is a lack of flexibility, poor postural control or functional imbalance will cause you to break down with an injury and render you incapable of performing your event either efficiently or repeatedly. 
Of course any period of time that you spend unable to perform your event will cost you. If only in terms of lost opportunity. It is lost time that will never come again and it has a way of slowing down your overall development and progress momentum.
A lot of the time, attitude is more important than ability, application is more important than design. A good overall plan is important, however, within reason; I believe it doesn’t matter greatly whether your track session consists of 8 x 60 metres or 6 X 80 Metres, what is much more important is WHEN you do the session, HOW you complete the session and that you perform the work to the very best of your current ability. Also, that you totally believe that it is working for you. Factors that are so often more important than the work actually undertaken.

Furthermore it is of paramount importance that you arrive for the session in the best possible physical and mental state to derive maximum benefit both physically and psychologically. The session (no matter what it is) will not have the impact that it should if you arrive tired from a late night party or you haven’t eaten all day. Or dare I say it, you spend most of your warmup time playing with your mobile phone rather than focusing on the task in hand!

You must also ensure that your training is totally aligned to improving your performance in your event. So much of the training I see undertake, particularly in the gym has little or no relevance to an athlete’s event. It has more to do with vanity or cosmetics. Yes a fabulously toned six pack looks great but as long as your midsection is strong enough, functionally stable with enough mobility and specific strength to perform your event then anything else is surplus to requirements as far as performing your event.
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The importance of keeping your training totally relevant to your event is that you may be spending your valuable available training time in the wrong area. We all have limitations on our time available to train and the life force to see it through. So it is imperative that you use your energies working on the areas of your training that will yield the highest return TO YOUR EVENT! Everything you do must convert to centimetres gained otherwise you would be better served working on something else.

Simply put, you may like working in the gym and lifting weights etc but if you are already strong enough to jump higher then maybe you should be looking at and investing in the areas that will yield the improvement you want. 
Consider that you have £1,000 to ‘buy’ improvement (if only it where that easy) in five shops. The sum of money you have represents your total available training time and your total life force. The shops are called: ‘The Pole Vault Area’ - ‘The Track’ - ‘The Gym’ – The Gymnastics Hall’ and the ‘The Conditioning Room’. If you are tempted to spend too much of your money in the wrong shops then you will not be able to get everything you need. Ok, a convoluted analogy maybe but it may just illustrate the point.
Use your time and efforts wisely to maximise your efforts. We all like working on our strengths because it’s more fun and it makes us feel good. However, improvement comes from eliminating your weaknesses whilst building on your strengths.

In pole vaulting only two things govern how high you jump. How high you can grip the pole and how much over your grip you can push, very simple! Everything you do in training should be geared (directly or indirectly) to improving one or both of those areas.

As an athlete continually searching for improvement in the areas of technical efficiency, competence and good postural control etc you must be attentive in ALL areas of your training. If you are working hard to maintain good hip position on the runway then you MUST also pay attention to good hip position in your track work, your conditioning, your weight sessions, even the way you jog in your warmup. If you are trying to correct poor head position at take off (looking down into the box) then you must pay attention to this is ALL areas of your training whether it’s drills on the high bar or other drills. In fact, to effect the change then it has to be raised to a conscious level in EVERYTHING you do! 
Good habits can and MUST over right bad ones in order to change. Once again I stress… Attention to detail, to the small and simple things!
Excellence is not about doing ‘extraordinary’ things it is about doing ‘simple’ things extraordinarily well. 
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PHYSICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Having stressed the importance of developing a body that is physically well conditioned to perform your event, here are a few things that you should be aware of:
JOINTS

Most proficient sporting endeavour is built on exerting force through mobile and STABLE joints. The joints in the body generally have a predisposition to be poorly conditioned to perform repetitive and demanding complex physical skills.

1. The foot has a tendency towards being sloppy and unstable and would
therefore benefit from greater amounts of stability and motor control. 

2. The ankle has a tendency toward stiffness and therefore limited in its range of movement. It would therefore benefit from greater amounts of mobility and flexibility. This is particularly evident in the common tendency toward dorsiflexion limitation. Often leading to ‘shin splints’.
3. The knees have a tendency to be sloppy and unstable.  They would therefore benefit from greater amounts of stability and motor control. Regardless of any impact that injury or degeneration may have on the joint, knees have a tendency to be unstable unless the support structure and musculature around them is developed and conditioned to function well.

4. The hips have a tendency towards stiffness and are therefore limited in their range of movement. They would benefit from greater amounts of mobility and flexibility. This can be proven with range-​of-​motion testing for extension, medial and lateral rotation, Thomas Test etc. 

5. The lumbar and sacral region (lower part of back) has a tendency toward sloppiness and would therefore benefit from greater amounts of stability and motor control. This region sits at the point of a lot of mechanical stress, and lack of motor control here often results in generalised stiffness which is often a compensatory measure. 

6. The thoracic region (middle part of back) has a tendency toward stiffness and therefore could benefit from greater amounts of mobility and flexibility. The architecture of this region is designed for support, but poor postural control can promote stiffness. 


[image: image15.png]



7. The middle and lower cervical regions of the back (upper part of back) have a tendency toward sloppiness and therefore could benefit from greater amounts of stability and motor control. 

8. The upper cervical region has a tendency toward stiffness and therefore could benefit from greater amounts of mobility and flexibility. 

9. The shoulder scapular region has a tendency toward sloppiness and therefore could benefit from greater amounts of stability and motor control. 

10. The shoulder joint has a tendency toward stiffness and limited range of motion. It would therefore benefit from greater amounts of mobility and flexibility resulting in a much more efficient complex through which to generate force.
Notice how stiffness and sloppiness alternate. It is also important in any evaluation to assess the joints above and below a problem region. For example, it would be illogical to expect to improve knee stability in the presence of ankle and hip mobility restrictions. Likewise, it would be impractical to assume that a recent improvement in hip mobility would not return to stiffness if stability were not also improved in the lumbar and knee regions. Until you clear everything above or below, it cannot be a singular problem.

It is imperative that these issues of instability and lack of mobility are addressed. For example, if the feet are sloppy and the ground contact is poor, not only will you not activate the right muscles when running, but you will not even be up-taking the right sensory information. If there are any mobility or stability compromises between the foot and the brain, the information pathway is broken two ways... up and down! 
The foot is no longer a sensory organ because any information (proprioceptive feedback) that foot could collect in its normal alignment has to be compromised. The foot has to pronate even more because of a stiff ankle perhaps, or maybe the foot has to fire too much throughout the plantar flexors because of a sloppy knee. 

No matter how well you think your running form is, poor contact with the ground will hinder you reaching your full potential. It is imperative that you work to eradicate inflexibility and instability and to improve mobility.

Improving stability and flexibility in all areas will in turn improve functionality.

MOTOR CONTROL & PROPRIOCEPTION 
Motor control is the ability to balance and move through space and a range of motion. People call it stability. It's not strength it's more whether you can balance on one foot, or control a deep squat? Can you perform a narrow lunge without losing your balance? These are simple skills compared to pole vaulting but motor control is an important part of your overall development.

Proprioception is the awareness of where different body parts are in relation to each other and is closely related to motor control 

Learning any new motor skill involves training our proprioceptive sense. Anything that involves moving our arms or legs in a precise way without looking at them invokes it.

Proprioceptive sense and motor control can and should be trained through gymnastic exercises in order to maximise the other areas of your training.


FLEXIBILITY & MOBILITY
Apart from restricting good joint movement there is a danger in muscles not being conditioned and prepared well to perform the demands of your event.

                      No matter how strong and powerful you become through hours spent          

                      in the gym. If muscles are not supple and responsive then they will 
                      not fire efficiently and their overall effectiveness is greatly reduced. 

                          Also they will not recover well from periods of hard work. If you 
                          have not recovered sufficiently from your last session it will 
                          undoubtedly compromise the next session and so on until you end 
                          up with a possible problem or injury.

A good stretching and mobility programme will ensure that you get the most out of your training. In terms of flexibility and joint movement it is so often a case of ‘use it or lose it!’

Cover ALL areas when addressing your stretching and mobility work. Use it to improve your current physical status as well as an active recovery strategy.

Muscles as we know respond well to regular and progressive stretching. Despite the ongoing debate that prolonged static stretching prior to performance reduces muscular strength and effectiveness. I think we would all agree that it is advantageous to improve flexibility and range of movement.

SOFT TISSUE RELEASE & TRIGGER POINT THERAPY

Trigger Points are a common source of tension and pain. They feel like small knots in your muscles that don't go away. But many people don't know that trigger points can be 'turned off' using some simple techniques. 

Many athletes are already using foam rollers or other massage aids to work out tightness in muscles and back etc. These simple self-help techniques are of vital importance in keeping your body in optimum condition to train or recover from post training tightness. Even things like a hockey ball or a cricket ball can be used to work on the trigger points. By applying a steady pressure on the area of tightness the affected area can be ‘released’ of tension.
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Although there is plenty of good reading material on this subject it is advisable to see a professional practitioner for help and assistance before embarking on a self help programme.



NERVES & NEURAL STRETCHING
It is not just muscle tissue that needs to be kept mobile and active. Nerves and neural pathways also need to be kept free from impingement so that nerve impulses can flow freely from the brain in order to activate muscles.

Nerve impingement is a common complaint with highly active athletes and it is a debilitating nuisance that will limit your movement and training effectiveness. It follows that no matter how strong and powerful you become as a result of good training, if your movement is limited by painful nerve issues then you simply cannot apply your strength and power to perform your event effectively. Hence this is another possible threat that can derail you on your journey of improvement.
For pole vaulters the moment of take off puts the neural pathways under extreme stretch and because of possible compression and rotational issues can cause problems. Mainly because unlike long jumpers who have one fixed point (their take off foot on the ground) pole vaulters have THREE fixed points. The take off foot, the pole fixed in the plant box and the top hand on the pole. 
Nerve stretches do not really ’stretch’ the nerves, but they help to improve the movement of the nerves through the joints and muscles by improving their ability to slide and glide. Like our muscles, the nerves in our bodies can also become tight. It can be due to staying in a position for too long, or due to tightening of muscles around the nerves.

Nerve stretches can reduce the tightness in the nerves and also help relieve pain that is associated with tight nerves. If you understand how to stretch and maintain good functionality, particularly of the major nerves of the body, e.g. sciatic and femoral nerves through the lower back and legs then it will greatly assist in keeping you in the quest for ongoing improvement.
It would be hugely advantageous to your ongoing development if you become familiar with how to stretch and manipulate your body in order to maintain good nerve function. This will help avoid lost training time or reduced effectiveness.

NUTRITION & HYDRATION

Comprehensive advice on good nutrition is beyond the scope of this work but suffice it to say that it is vitally important that you fuel your body optimally. 

It is true to say that you simply cannot run a high performance Formula One Racing Car on three star petrol. You should at the very least develop a reasonable understanding of nutrition and how to fuel and maintain your body in order to get the most out of it. 
It is widely believed that to maintain good health and longevity we need to consume 90+ nutrients per day… 60 minerals, 16 vitamins, 12 amino acids and 3 fatty acids. 
An inability to maintain a good diet will ultimately result in loss of effectiveness, inadequate recovery, injury or even illness. An inadequate diet will mean that you are not taking in the necessary levels of vitamins, minerals and other nutrients. 

There are six main nutrient groups:

· Water

· Vitamins

· Minerals

· Fats

· Proteins

· Carbohydrates

All groups are necessary for complete body function.

The importance of adequate vitamin and mineral levels in the body lies in the essential part they play in enabling and assisting many bodily functions, everything from energy production to the transportation of nerve impulses and aiding recovery. 

The body does not store most vitamins so they have to be taken in via your food intake. Optimal vitamin and mineral levels may not be maintained if your diet is insufficient. It is also a sign of the times that due to soil demineralisation (exhaustive farming etc) and other ecological impacts the soil in which a lot of food stuff is grown does not contain the nutrient and mineral levels that it once did. Therefore it is advantageous to supplement to ensure good intake of essential nutrients. 

A good multi-mineral supplement will ensure that you are getting the right balance of essential minerals. Possibly the seven most important minerals are: 

· Zinc plays an important role in forming certain enzymes that help chemical reactions in the body, such as the healing of wounds and tissue repair. It is also involved in the metabolism of carbohydrates, fats and proteins and assists the removal of carbon dioxide from cells.

· Calcium is involved in muscle contraction and formation of bones and teeth.

· Potassium is involved in the transportation of nerve impulses and muscular contraction. Also aids cell life and normal blood pressure.
· Magnesium is involved in muscle contraction and nerve transmission.

· Copper forms haemoglobin from iron and plays a part in maintaining a good immune system. Also artery strength.

· Sulphur is involved in protein synthesis, the production of collagen and the structure of bone and ligaments.

· Chlorine assists good digestion and maintains good blood pressure.

Minerals are an important factor in the diet as they allow vitamins to carry out their functions within the body.

“Lacking vitamins, the system can make use of minerals, but lacking minerals, vitamins are useless”                              US Senate Document 264 74th Congress
Similarly, a good quality multi-vitamin supplement will cover most needs.  

Some of the more important vitamins are:

· B Vitamins are essential for energy metabolism and the production of red blood cells amongst other things.

· Vitamin C is a powerful anti-oxidant. It is also essential for the formation of connective tissue protein called ‘collagen’. It is widely thought that it also improves resistance to infection although this has not yet been proven conclusively.  

· Vitamin E is a powerful anti-oxidant that serves to protect membranes from destruction by free radicals (Peroxides).


It is recommended that you take vitamins and minerals in the form of a good ‘multi’ supplement. An unbalanced individual intake can cause some negative issues. For example if you consider the range of B vitamins (B1 to B12) as a clock face, taking excessive B6 can cause a deficiency in the one directly opposite, i.e. B12 and so on around the dial. Until your nutritional knowledge or understanding improves you are better off with a good multi mineral and a good multi vitamin.

Other useful nutritional tips include:

· Omega 3 Fatty Acids (Fish Oils) have many benefits. It is a natural anti-inflammatory, extremely useful in reducing muscle soreness between training sessions. It also improves the delivery of oxygen and other nutrients to muscles and other tissues which improves aerobic metabolism. It also aids the release of growth hormone (somatotropin) in response to exercise and sleep. This may have a natural anabolic effect and may aid muscular recovery.

· Coconut Milk offers some particular health benefits. It is anti-carcinogenic, anti-microbial, anti-bacterial, and anti-viral. It contains, lauric acid which is also found in mother's milk and has been shown to promote brain development and bone health. Coconut milk is a rich source of essential minerals like potassium, magnesium and sodium. It is also perfectly formulated to maintain the body’s electrolyte balance? During World War II it was used as an emergency replacement for plasma.
· Wobenzyme is an enzyme preparation formulated in Germany in the 1960s and is a natural anti-inflammatory with many additional health benefits. Some Olympic teams have used Wobenzym to reduce injuries by as much as 50% and to enhance healing after injury. This is partly due to the bioflavonoids ability to prevent the discoloration and local pain associated with traumatic injuries. For these same reasons, leading surgeons now routinely prescribe Wobenzym to prevent bruising and oedema and the associated pain for their post-surgical patients. 
· Glucosamine and Chondroitin sulfate are natural substances found in and around the cells of cartilage. Glucosamine is an amino sugar that the body produces and distributes in cartilage and other connective tissue, and chondroitin sulfate is a complex carbohydrate that helps cartilage retain water. Both important is maintaining good healthy joints.
· MSM (Methylsulfonylmethane) is a relatively new dietary supplement form of sulphur that is found in living tissues. MSM supports healthy muscles and connective tissues like tendons and ligaments. It is a useful supplement in combating arthritis, muscle pains, bursitis, etc.  MSM has a unique action on body tissues and it normalises pressure inside cells and removes fluids and toxins. It is also considered to be good for reducing post-exercise muscle pain.

· Acidophilus (and Bifidus) are Lactobacillus and are ‘friendly’ bacteria that live in the gut and help to maintain intestinal health. Concentrated capsules can be purchased at most high street health food shops and are extremely useful when travelling abroad to compete. They will help your digestive system adapt to a different diet when you are travelling.
WATER
Staying adequately hydrated is something you will be aware of but it is valuable to appreciate why it is important. All nutrients are important to performance but water is often mentioned as being critically important because the performance deficits are easily measured. 

The body’s reliance on water for cooling, nutrient transport, joint lubrication, metabolic waste removal, digestion and absorption are all clearly established. Quite simply, dehydrated athletes do not perform as well as well-hydrated athletes (regardless of the event or sport). It is commonly recognised that a small deficiency in hydration levels will result is a significant reduction in performance.



REST & RECOVERY 


When considering your training regime, there are several factors that MUST work in harmony and between which a good balance must be maintained. That is, the amount of work you do (workload), the amount of rest you get (sleep or active recovery) and the fuel you take in (food and drink). 

Simple basic stuff of course but so many people still get this wrong. If you want to maximise your training time then make sure you arrive at the session having had sufficient sleep, eaten appropriately and are properly hydrated. If you compromise any one or more of these factors then you do so at your cost and you most certainly will not derive maximum benefit from your training,

It is worth mentioning here that most training benefit comes during the periods between sessions. The hypertrophy for muscle building comes when you rest and refuel not whilst you are in the gym. 
Even technical improvements can be made in the moments of reflection between sessions. Especially if you gain an understanding of what you have just done at today’s session and now with a clearer vision of what you are trying to do, you can implement the changes at your next session.


CONFIDENCE

Confidence levels and self belief are also vitally important to fuel your drive and desire. Your ability to remain optimistic in the face of set backs will determine and define your route to success. 

Confidence can be a capricious commodity but without it you will not perform well and you will certainly not maximise any improvements made or realise your full potential. Confidence is borne out of constant positive reinforcement. It comes from doing things well again and again and again. Yes, success really does begat success.
For you to be truly successful in your chosen event you must develop both competence AND confidence! One without the other will not get you where you want to go.
Beware too of practising failure. A common fault that I see with pole vaulters who train using an elastic bar. Too often vaulters will set the bar at a height which they cannot quite make and then develop an unrealistic view of their capability.
At least 80% of your training vaults should be clearances (successes). That is not to say that you can’t use the elastic bar to practise better vertical extension or some other technical nuance by setting it higher but beware that you are not simply falling into the trap of failing too often. 
Do not make failure routine! 
You will also miss the opportunity to work on other technical points like bar clearance technique etc. There is no greater or more empowering feeling in pole vaulting than moving up and away from a bar that you know you are clearing and have no chance of hitting! Imagine just how much that will do for your confidence.
“Confidence comes from many successful attempts” Eleanor Roosevelt 

Confidence is usually a function of your worst effort NOT your best. If you take six jumps and easily clear the bar five times in a row but on the sixth jump you land awkwardly in the plant box. What jump do you think sticks in your mind when you next step on the runway?

MOTIVATION

Motivation is a difficult thing to define. Possibly it is the driving force that keeps us wanting better. After all, good is never good enough when better is still possible! 
However, ‘to motivate’ could also be defined as ‘to stimulate interest’. So, what keeps us interested? Could it be the possibility that better is just one effort away? So close that we can almost feel it?
Certainly a lack of motivation is something that could be considered a threat to your desire to continually chase improvement.

It follows then that it is extremely important to maintain desire and motivation when working through your training sessions. Use your imagination to create images of yourself being successful. Learn to see the future as you WANT it to be. 
This will encourage you to work towards the fulfilment of the happy vision. After all you are working towards being the successful athlete you want to be so why not use snapshots of that in advance to fuel your desire to get there?
All too often athletes seem to lose focus or desire (motivation) just when they should be zeroing in on and getting excited by their goals.

                                   A simple analogy is to imagine that you are working an old                   

                                   fashioned hand water pump and you are desperate for a drink 
                                   of refreshing cold water. 

                                   Unfortunately the water is out of sight hundreds of feet below  

                                   the ground. You spend ages pumping away without result.             

                                   After a lot of exhaustive work pumping, still nothing appears. 
                                   At this point it is very tempting to give up (and many do). The     

                                               thing is that you have no way of knowing whether the 
                                               water that would make all your hard work worthwhile 
                                               is still dozens of feet below the surface or inches away 
                                               from gushing into your hands.

You should approach your training in the same way. Go about your business optimistically and in the belief that the benefit and reward for your hard work is just about to come through. This will maintain a high level of motivation to fuel your training.

“Whatever you can do or dream you can, begin it. Boldness has genius power and magic in it!”                                                                                               Wolfgang Goethe

The truth is that athletic progress is rarely quick or consistent and can take

time to show results. The natural world demonstrates this perfectly. 
In China, growers of the Bamboo plant understand the need for patience. 
They plant the Bamboo seeds and then water and tend them. After a 
year nothing appears above the surface. The second year the same             

thing happens, the seeds are watered and nurtured and then again for the
third, fourth and fifth year. Still there is very little growth to justify all 
their hard work and care. Then in the sixth year, in the space of just six weeks 
the bamboo grows NINETY FEET into the air!  

Would it have grown to a magnificent ninety feet in those six weeks WITHOUT
the care and attention of the first five years? Obviously not and the athletic 
parallel is obvious too. It takes time to develop anything worthwhile and 
patience and optimism are essential ingredients in your athletic career.
Our lives are not determined by what happens to us, but by how we respond to what happens to us; not by what life brings to us, but by the attitude we bring to life.

A positive attitude causes a chain reaction of positive thoughts, events and outcomes. It is a catalyst… a spark that creates extraordinary results!

Unless you try to do something beyond what you have already mastered, you will never grow….                                                                                                             Anon

COMPETITION

Hopefully by now you have grasped the concept that what you do in the time that you are NOT training can and will impact on your training sessions. The same goes for competition and it can be far more destructive. You must learn to appreciate that the smallest seemingly insignificant things can make the difference between winning and losing. 

For example if you are the sort of person who frequently forgets to bring things to training or even leaves things behind when you leave. Then at some point this careless trait WILL manifest itself when you compete. How well do you think you would compete if you forgot your spikes? Get the idea? 
You must condition yourself to be disciplined throughout your life if you want to perform at your best on the track. Competing well is all about good preparation and we are not just talking about your training. In fact there are many others factors that you should be considering and taking care of if you want to compete to the best of your ability. Some things are obvious but frequently overlooked. 

Here are just a few random suggestions:

· Always make sure you have sufficient food and drink with you. Do not rely on something being available at the venue. If you are used to having a certain type of cereal bar or energy drink than take it with you especially if you are competing abroad.

· Be prepared for all conditions, especially for outdoor competitions in the UK. You can so easily get caught out if the weather turns cold or wet. Carry spare clothes, a rain top and gloves with you at all times. A black plastic sack is a useful thing to carry also and will help to keep your things dry in extreme conditions.

· Carry a small amount of essential first aid things. Plasters, insect sting relief treatment, headache tablets etc. Even something small that could be treated with these things will detract from you giving your best in competition.

· When marking out the start point of your approach run don’t rely on a chalk mark that can be washed away or a piece of tape that can be moved. Of course your mark by the side of the runway can be just tape or chalk etc but ALWAYS have a backup mark adjacent to the runway that cannot be moved. Even if it is a visual mark. Note how many steps your start mark is from the nearest immovable object, a drain cover or a fence post etc. 


· Competition tactics would take far too long to cover comprehensively here but one of the most common failings I see is that far too many young vaulters fail to record a height in competition through electing an inappropriate starting height. You should appreciate that it is not important what height you come into the competition, what matters is the height that you go out! So many vaulters let ego overtake good competitive thinking. There can be a number of factors that determine your starting height but one such consideration could be the length of time between your last warm up jump and your first competitive jump. You should also have already established in your training when your best vaults happen. Is it after two jumps, four jumps or maybe six jumps? In which case you may need two or three heights before you’re at your best on any given day. Every height on the way to the climax of your competition can serve a purpose, whether it is to move through poles on route to the one that will see them over a personal best height or iron out technical or physical deficiencies that can occur. Also, you must consider the ‘rhythm’ of the competition (and every one is different). Sometimes the wait between vaults is short whilst other times it seems like an eternity. You must be prepared and have a strategy for handling all situations. For example, some days it may be more advantageous to jump at a height you were considering passing because the subsequent lengthy wait until your next effort may be detrimental, so keeping yourself involved in the competition may be a better option.
· Body Language is important because it is a physical manifestation of your state of mind and it can be used in reverse to improve your state of mind. Even in moments when you are apprehensive or unsure. Don’t BEHAVE like you are apprehensive or unsure. If you walk around with your head down and your shoulders slumped then you are conditioning yourself to perform poorly. The way you carry yourself can and will influence your state of mind and therefore your confidence. Stand tall and keep your head up. If you stand up lift your chest and your chin up and smile, it is hard to feel depressed or anxious. Try it… it works!

There is so much more to competing well than just doing the right training. No matter how fit, fast or strong you are, everything can be undone very quickly by not paying attention to detail when it impacts most…in competition!

Although difficult to define or justify, I have also always considered it important that you believe that you DESERVE to do well. When you are standing on the runway about to make your third and final attempt to stay in a competition, there is no more comforting feeling than knowing that you have prepared well and feel that you deserve to succeed? This makes a major contribution to the calm certainty that you WILL be successful this time. 
For me, there is a direct correlation between the missed training sessions, the lack of discipline or the loss of focus and the failure to produce. Similarly I believe that we earn our successes with our commitment and attitude. I sincerely hope you see the connection here because, whatever you call it, it does exist.

MASTERS ATHLETES

The correct training volume and ‘loading’ is extremely important with Masters Athletes. As age takes its toll it is almost more important what you leave out of your training than what you include in it. 
It is a general truism with Masters Athletes that the harder you work the worse you will get! The law of diminishing returns kicks in very quickly. This really is a time to train smarter not harder. 
Remember your number one priority is to make the start line healthy. It is so much harder for a Masters competitor to perform well whilst carrying a niggle of some sort, no matter how slight.

One of the areas that Masters can still make gains is in the gym. Strength levels can be maintained well into later life with less risk of injury. 
                      Bearing in mind the formula STRENGTH X SPEED = POWER. 
                      If strength levels are maintained as the search for speed becomes  

                      more elusive then power levels will remain favourable.
                      Nutrition for Masters Athletes is even more important as the body’s 
                      efficiency decreases with age. You MUST do all you can to assist the repair and recovery between training sessions. A good diet and appropriate supplementation will aid this (see nutritional info on pages 14-17).
Incidentally, there is little value in being experienced unless you USE the experience and benefit from the knowledge gained over years of involvement. You must avoid at all cost getting carried away with the enjoyment of training hard just because you can and you enjoy it. The fact is over training is one of the biggest faults with Masters Athletes. 
The simple truth here is that you should strive to achieve excellence with the least amount of work possible! I’ll say that again…. 

THE LEAST AMOUNT OF WORK POSSIBLE!!

Probably not a concept that many of you will identify with because most of us enjoy training, especially if it is going well. I have already used the phrase ‘Train Smarter not Harder’, well essentially that is what it means…. Less is so often more!!


Remember EVERYTHING that you do must convert to centimetres gained. If it doesn’t then it simply is not worth doing and you would be better served concentrating your efforts elsewhere or perhaps even conserving your efforts altogether. Rest and recovery may indeed be more beneficial.
In the balance sheet of your preparation everything you do in training must contribute to profit or benefit (maintenance or improvement) and not to cost (injury, illness or accident).
As far as training is concerned, you can only do what you can do AND recover from ready for the next session. If you continually carry stiffness or soreness from one session to the next then, at best, you reduce your effectiveness and at worst, you are creating a pattern leading to injury!

A comprehensive and regular stretching and mobility programme is essential to maintain optimum range of movement in order to maximise your physical ability. In later life, maintaining good range of movement is absolutely crucial. It is very much a case of ‘use it or lose it’ and the loss occurs very quickly if neglected.
Remember, just because you have always done something a certain way, it DOESN’T MEAN THAT IT’S THE RIGHT WAY! You should continually be searching for the most efficient way of doing something and that in turn should be less impactful on your body and therefore less injurious. 

I honestly believe that it IS possible to ‘teach an old dog new tricks’ (no insulting comparison intended) and if you believe that you are capable of change then the future could hold all kinds of possibilities for you. Maintaining good physical condition AND an optimistic self believe will take you to interesting and rewarding places.
“The way you think, the way you behave, the way you eat, can influence your life by 30 to 50 years.”                                                                                         Deepak Chopra
“You can’t help getting older but you don’t have to get old”
                                                                                                                 George Burns 

THE IMPORTANCE OF GOOD SQUAD DYNAMICS

Athletics is of course an individual sport and the pursuit of excellence for us all is a very personal odyssey. However, I’m sure you will agree that we have all derived benefit from being part of a training group at some point in our athletic careers. There is much to be gained from working together and helping each other for mutual benefit! 

It is important to realise that it is the responsibility of everyone to contribute to the success of every training session and that the time you spend together is both enjoyable and productive. Help each other in any way you can. This doesn’t just mean taking your turn to adjust the height of the bar or laying out equipment etc. An encouraging word can go a long way, especially to someone that is not having their best session. Nobody feels on top form all the time so we all need encouragement from time to time.

“Only a mediocre person is always at their best.”   W Somerset Maugham
What should happen if squad dynamics are functioning well is that everyone moves up to the level of the best performer on the day rather than be dragged down to the level of the lowest.

The simple truth about training in a squad is that you cannot be neutral. You either contribute to the smooth running, success and enjoyment of the session or you are a cost. Meaning that rather than contributing, you are costing either the coach or the other athletes in the group in terms of energy, effectiveness or focus. 

NEGATIVITY IS CONTAGIOUS …… POSITIVITY IS INFECTIOUS!

It’s more fun for everyone when things go well… So help each other to achieve more 


QUALITIES OF A CHAMPION 
A champion knows where he is going, before he gets there, he identifies with success and thinks like a champion.

A champion trains, studies and practices his discipline just a little harder than the average person.

A champion realises that the occasional failure or disappointment is of little consequence on the road to greater success, what really matters is their response to failure and disappointment.

A champion understands that set-back and disappointment are merely the agents employed by fate to test the resolve of those that dare to dream.

A champion recognises, clearly and more readily, what is asked of them and will succeed where others fail.

A champion gets the most out of every training session and prepares well in their quest for success.

A champion is supremely confident and possesses an inner strength borne out of constant positive reinforcement.

A champion is always gracious and courteous even in defeat, for he knows that better preparation and greater desire will secure victory next time.

A champion knows that courage doesn’t always roar… sometimes it is that quite voice inside your head at the end of the day that says ‘I will try again tomorrow’.

A champion knows that Victory goes not to the one who wants it most but to those that will not lose!

And, most importantly, although he may be beaten he is never defeated and always has faith in himself!     

CONCLUSION

Your ability to let NOTHING derail you will ultimately determine how successful you are. It is worth mentioning here that nobody gets through their career without some kind of setback, failure or disappointment. What is far more important is your response to set back, failure and disappointment? For instance, some may be crushed by it, whilst others see it an indication of what it takes to be successful next time. No prizes for knowing which is best!

"Failure is a wholly necessary part of the process, the stuff of heroes and legends. Ask yourself what successful person hasn't had to rise from the bottom. Unfortunately, we haven't yet discovered an alternative route to the top. " 

Michael Johnson

On the journey to success, so many athletes are content to sit in the passenger seat (and some are happy to fall asleep!). Unfortunately, this approach will not lead to taking control of YOUR career. YOU must take responsibility for driving it forward. There is nothing your Coach can say that will make you a better athlete. However there is a great deal that you can DO that will bring about the improvement you desire. You must become engaged in the process of improvement and as I have tried hard to illustrate, that involves much more than just your training.
Many of the topics mentioned here are worthy of further reading and research. It is very much in your interest to gain a good understanding of these points as they will greatly assist you in your quest for athletic success. Learn to cover ALL the bases and you will not fall victim to as many pitfalls along the way to mastering your craft.
Become a good student of your event and work towards better self knowledge and understanding. Get to know yourself and be honest in your assessment. Gain a good overall understanding of what you are doing and why you are doing it as well as continually assessing whether it is working. Do not be afraid to change things. Often it is the right thing to do. It takes a lot of experimentation to discover what works best for YOU!


Don’t be afraid to make mistakes or get it wrong. Making mistakes is all part of the learning process. It you continually do the same thing you will inevitably get the same results. And doing the same thing and expecting different results is ipso facto, sporting insanity!


                Learn from your mistakes, even better; learn from other people’s 
               mistakes. And remember that if every mistake you make is a new one 
               then you are moving forwards…

I hope that this eclectic collection of sometimes random thoughts will, in some way, help you to gain further insight into what it takes to become successful. 
Decades of involvement in competitive sports has taught me that successful people are the ones who pay attention to detail, maintain their focus no matter what the distraction may be, and do a little bit more than is required and keep on doing it!
The information, ideas and suggestions on these few pages are borne out of, and based on, more than forty years of empirically gained knowledge and understanding as an International Senior and Masters Athlete and a Coach. 
Not only do I totally believe this to be the truth but I continue to live it!

Good luck, stay the course and your hopes may yet fly on the wings of possibility. 

Allan Williams
TEAM POLESTAR®  ...Pole Vaulting With Passion!     
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