Introduction

The Racing Underground “Low-Key” Duathlon Training Program is just that, a low-key, non-structured approach to duathlon training that will get you ready to participate in multisport races this summer.  Rather than give you specific workouts to do on each day of the week, with set mileage and intensty – this program will give you the guidelines so that you can improvise throughout the week.

This is actually how I have always done my own training – I break my training into different phases throughout the year and have several key workouts and mileage goals for each week.  I then play it by ear, based on weather, outside obligations, and when I can train with friends, to determine which days I do which workouts.

As long as you follow the basic principles of the program, you shouldn’t have any problems finishing your first duathlon.  And if you’ve already gotten a few multisport races under your belt, this program might give you a few ideas on modifications you can make to your training this year that will make you a more successful duathlete.

This training plan outline is written with the assumption that you will begin your training in January and plan to compete in the Mile-High Duathlon Series.  If you get started later, or plan to compete in races other than the series, you can easily modify things to fit your needs.

With 6 months of training time, a good goal for the first-time duathlete might be to comfortably finish the first race in the Mile-High Duathlon Series, then focus on performance in the second race, and give it your all in the final race.

That means you can focus on base training for the first 3 months.  Beginning in April, you will work on improving your aerobic capacity, incorporating duathlon-specific workouts into your training, and refining your race techniqe.  Finally, you will spend 6 weeks improving your speed for a great performance in the series final!

Keep in mind however – all of this is meant to be fun!  If it gets to be a chore, please back off.  These are only guidelines, and it is up to you to decide what works and what doesn’t!

Base Training

To start off, you will need to build a base.  This means focusing on increasing the number of miles you run and bike.  Emphasis at this time is on being consistent – not on how fast you can run or ride.  Whether your goals are to be a runner, a cyclist, or a multisport athlete, you will need to build a solid base in the off-season so that you can have a successful spring and summer.

Depending on what your exercise routine looked like prior to beginning this program, you may be starting with a couple of runs and a bike ride each week, or possibly 3 of each.  Your goal during this phase of training should be to work up to 3 runs and 3 bike rides per week.  Remember, the emphasis is on consistency – not speed!

So, step-1 – look at what you have done up to this point.  If you are coming straight from the couch you will need to take your base training at a different pace than someone who has been running 20 miles per week for a couple of years.

The Mile-High Duathlon Series is a 3-race series.  In each of these races, you will run, then bike, and then run again.  The two longer series races have you running 5K, then biking 30K (18.6 miles) then running another 5K.  

While many beginning participants finish the series on a weekly long run of 5 miles, I recommend getting your long run up to at least 8 miles prior to the first race.  This will give you the confidence you will need to make race day go a whole lot smoother.

A reasonable way to reach the goal of an 8 mile run is to increase the mileage of your weekly long run by 1 mile per week for 3 weeks, then maintain that mileage for two weeks before bumping it up again.  Another option is to increase your long run mileage by 1 mile every 2 weeks until you reach your goal mileage.

If you have already been running regularly, it is a good idea to do a tempo run once every week or two throughout the winter.  If you are running only – with no biking – over the winter, try and do one tempo run per week.  If you are running and biking, alternate a tempo run one week with a tempo ride the next.

For the purpose of this program, a tempo run is one that is done at or slightly slower than your 10K pace for 20-30 minutes.  A tempo ride is 20-30 minutes at a similar effort.  If you are just starting a running program, just focus on getting out there and running.  Leave the tempo training until April.

All other days of the week should be done at an easy pace.  If you are new to running, try and work up to 3 miles per day on your other days of the week.  If you have been running for a while, shoot for a working up to a weekly 5 miler in addition to your weekly long run if you are so inclined.  If not, then 3 miles-a-day on your other running days if fine.  

*** Remember, if you have been a runner for a while doing maybe 5 runs per week, you shouldn’t worry about cutting it back to 3 days per week when you are adding several weekly bike rides into your schedule.

 As far as biking goes, the winter months can be the toughest.  Weather is unpredictable – and cold.  And daylight hours are hard to come by.  If you own a wind trainer (a stand that holds your bike and provides resistance so that you can ride indoors) or can purchase one (many are less than $200), that is an ideal way to get in a ride after work.  You can also get started on the stationary bike in the gym!

If you do not own a wind trainer, simply add another run or two in place of your biking on the weeks that the weather doesn’t cooperate.

If you come from a running background, start with 3 sessions of 30 minutes each per week on the wind trainer.  Just spin on the bike and get comfortable with pedaling – throwing in a tempo session every other week if you feel that you are ready to handle it.  

Keep an eye on your cadence (the number of pedal strokes per minute) as you pedal.  If your bike computer doesn’t give this data, simply count the number of times you push down with your right leg in 15 seconds and multiply by 4.  The number you get should be between 88 and 96, or 22-24 pedal strokes in 15 seconds.  This is the optimal pedaling rate (on flat terrain), so you should check it a couple of times during a 30 minute workout.  Pedaling slower will make your legs tire very quickly.  Pedaling faster is just wasted energy.

When the weather cooperates, head outdoors for a longer stint in the saddle.  If you can get up to 25-30 miles in one ride by mid-May, you are doing GREAT!

If you come from a biking background, follow the steps for a beginning runner, and shoot for 3 wind trainer workouts or outdoor rides of 45 minutes or more per week with a tempo ride every week or two.  Like the runner-turned-duathlete, if you are a cyclist-turned-duathlete alternate a tempo run 1 week with a tempo ride the next.

January through March are 3 months that many recreational athletes fail to take advantage of.  If you can avoid the cold weather trap, you will astound your friends later in the season!

Aerobic Development

As the spring weather heats up, so will your training.  This stage of training is aimed at improving your body’s ability to run and ride faster and longer.  And the best way achieve this is through tempo training.  For the next 6 weeks, you will need to incorporate one tempo run and one tempo ride per week.  

You will also try and maintain the mileage that you reached at the conclusion of your base training, with a minimum of 3 runs and 3 rides per week.  These guidelines, of course, are not set in stone – they are just recommendations.  Remember, this is the low-key program, and it is really up to you to decide just how much training you have time for and how little you can get away with.  

It has been my experience, however that 3 runs and 3 rides per week are adequate training to complete a duathlon.  Many duathletes get away with less, and many do much more.

A few weeks into this training phase, it is time for you to add “Brick Workouts” into your training.  A weekly brick workout will do wonders for your duathlon performance.

So, just what is a Brick Workout?  A Brick is a bike ride followed immediately by a run.  These workouts  teach your body to make the difficult transition from cycling to running.  Yes, your legs will still feel like lead at this point on race day, but not nearly as bad as they would if you skipped the Bricks in training.

A once-a-week Brick can be a substitute for one of your tempo workouts.  A good brick length for a duathlon of this length is a 10 mile tempo ride followed by a 2 mile fast-paced run.

This is also a great time to begin working on your transitions.  Practice switching quickly from running gear to biking gear and back.  Develop a system that works, and figure out the optimal positions in your transition area for all of your gear, from helmet and glasses to shoes and a jacket (if necessary).  Remember, practice makes perfect, so work at it until you’ve got it down!!!

Speed Training

This phase of training can be done for the remainder of the racing season.  In addition to a brick workout (see Aerobic Development phase) every week or two, there are two running workouts and two biking workouts that you ought to do one-of each week.

On week-1, you should go to the track and do four 1000 meter (2.5 laps) intervals at 5 seconds faster than your 5K pace.  Your recovery between thousands should be an easy 400 meter (1 lap) walk/jog.  In place of this, you can do four hard runs of 4 minutes with a 3 minute easy recovery walk/jog between each one.

On week-1, you should also do a speed workout on the bike.  On this workout you will do 2 minutes all out, and 1 minute easy.  Five of these is plenty for most beginners.  If you are a big stud on the bike, go for 10.

On week-2, you should go to the track and do eight repetitions of 400 meters at 1-2 seconds faster than your 1000 meter pace from week-1.  Jog/walk an easy 200 meters (1/2 lap) as a recovery between 400’s.  In place of this, you can run 1 minute hard, 1 minute easy on the road until you have done 10 of each.

On week-2, you will also do a speed workout on the bike.  This will be 3-5 hard intervals of 5 minutes each, with a 2 minute easy spin between each hard effort.

Remember – space your hard workouts so that you are fully recovered for each one.  Also, this is your racing season, so you can count a race as a brick workout.  If you have a really important race, be sure to give yourself enough recovery time between your last hard workout and your race so that you’ll have a good performance.  You are putting in all of this time training in order to improve your race performance.  Don’t miss out on a good race because of a workout!

Once your racing season is over, take a couple of weeks off, then head back into base training.  From year to year, you can usually improve upon the previous year’s base and get even stronger for the following season. 

