5 k to 10k and beyond – Striders beginners at Millhouses Park.

It was hard to tell who was more nervous when the appointed hour arrived and we gathered in the car park at Millhouses Park in August – myself or the 13 new recruits. Nothing a run couldn’t sort out though and we were soon off through the park for the very first time. What I hope to do here is give a quick overview of our sessions for anyone interested and in the hope that the next wave of course leaders may be galvanised.

For Week 1 we jogged to the end of the park and then tried to run back harder – 3 efforts of about 6km in total. The beginners group had been pitched at those running 5k in about 30 minutes and looking for the next step in their running careers. In practice, things have a way of being more complex. The runners at Millhouses were a diverse group with some brand new to the sport, some seasoned park runners and others returning after long lay-offs. What they had in common was that they weren’t bad at all and I quickly revised my thoughts for subsequent sessions. 
When Tuesday came around again I was delighted to see almost all of the runners back for Week 2. To cater for the initial spread of abilities revealed by session 1, I planned 3 loops of 3k with a 2k get out option on each one meaning that runners had the chance to cover anywhere between 6 and 9k and that we could still stay together as a group. Most of them wanted to complete the full 9k which left us only needing to cover another 1k in the 5 weeks remaining to fulfil the goal of the programme. So that clearly meant we could concentrate on faster rather than farther. Speedwork was suddenly on the menu!
We didn’t waste any time. I got the feeling that although the runners were training on their own, there was not much variety to their running. So – we began Week 3 with a thorough warm up and some strides to get legs ready for running quickly. We did the session as one of those ones where you have a partner to whom you run in opposite directions round a lap. When you pass each other one begins an flat out effort as the other chills down – jogging round until you pass again and swap. The trick here was getting the pitch right. I wanted the runners to experience both fast running and real fatigue and still come back for more. I kept them going until I could hear the almost inaudible chagrin. Over the course of the sessions, one of the challenges I enjoyed was finding the correctly balanced intensity for sessions. Quite a different matter to deciding how hard to push yourself. 
Week 4 – This session was a step down the fartlek road. We ran figure of 8 loops of the park with each runner finding their own sustainable pace. This meant we were soon spread out but always within eye contact of each other with plenty of opportunity to chat. I wanted the runners to keep a taste for speed so I brought cones along and marked out a sprint ‘tunnel’ which was a flat out section at the crossover of the route and therefore run both ways. I proceeded to spend the rest of the evening cursing it as every time I fell into a nice interesting chat with a runner they would pass the cone and disappear into the distance.
Week 5 – I knew when the parkrun PB’s started coming in from runners who had felt they were stuck in a rut with their training then the programme would be beginning to pay dividends. We had a glut of them by week 5 which was the long planned and entirely obligatory hill session. We had no trouble locating a good one about 200m long which I split into thirds and the runners went up and down through the stages in pyramid fashion twice. The efforts to sprint up the hill were highly impressive – they had begun to look like serious runners – and perhaps this could be the long debated difference between joggers and runners. You don’t see joggers sprinting repeatedly up hills. 
Week 6 – My favourite session. We called it ‘Sports Day’ and had some good clean fun racing. First off I got the runners to run a 1k time trial for which they went flat out to post some incredible times (So good I had o double check the distance later) Then I told them that we were going to do the same thing again but as a handicap so the last runner set off first by the number of seconds they finished behind and so on. We didn’t quite have a blanket finish but it wasn’t far off. We ended with some relays complete with batons to drop. It felt great to go flat out for a team and I couldn’t help thinking how good a Striders Sports Day would be – imagine waiting on the anchor leg for a Striders 4x400 team as the runners barrelled round the final corner towards you!
Week 7 – The last of the planned sessions and therefore a celebration week. Many of the group had come out on a Sunday morning between sessions 6 and 7 to run a recce of the Great Yorkshire Run so the 5k to 10k aspect of the course was in the bag and we were into the beyond. We set off aiming to run 10k-ish and finish back at the pub – with one final surprise for the group – only revealed as we entered Woodseats – not a KFC – but a Cobnar Road. You never forget your first! (True for me anyway)  The way they went up it was as good as testament to the progress they had made over the last 7 weeks as any. I had told my wife of my plan to take them up Cobnar – “You can’t do that!” she said. “They won’t come back.” 

“It’s the last week,” I said.

“That’s different - do it then,” she said.

In the pub the after the run, the talk was of membership, races, goals and times. It was great to go and cheer on six of the runners in the BUPA Great Yorkshire Run the following Sunday and seemed a fitting end to our shared experience. We were fortunate to have some dedicated and determined runners on the programme who were also lovely people and the whole experience was overwhelmingly positive. It was about a lot if things – running further, running faster, refreshing tired training routines, experiencing the enjoyment of running with a group and for me - a surprising amount of training  setting up the routes and taking part in the sessions; challenge and another little step along the coaching route. As I write we have a lot of new Striders out there doing it which must be a good and I would urge any with an interest in this sort of thing to have a think about getting involved with a future programme. 
