Keeping Athletes Fit Over the Summer Break
A summary of Jane Borren’s Presentation

Jane Borren, Manager of Waiariki Sports Academy presented a forum on off-season training at REAP House in Whakatane on Wednesday 14th December. Jane’s comprehensive background in biomechanics, exercise physiology and working with New Zealand’s finest athletes was evident at Wednesday night’s forum, providing some of the Bay’s coaches with very valuable information.  
The importance of structured off-season training is generally kicked under the rug as both coach and athlete often simply just feel like a break from their sport. However, a structured off-season programme does not necessarily mean it has to be a complicated, time-consuming and strenuous programme. Jane stated that a great off season training programme can elicit the greatest improvement to performance than any other training phase. Off season is the perfect opportunity and time to refresh, rebuild and ready your athletes. It is the coaches’ challenge to maximize the building blocks in preparation for the following year ahead. Therefore, we need to look out of the square and realize that there is more to off season training than endurance training. Endurance training is by all means beneficial, yet there are more aspects that we can add in that will result in a more holistic training programme and thereby resulting in better athletes. 

The first things you as a coach need to do when planning an off-season training programme is look at you athletes’ injury status. This is essential and the main priority, especially for developing, emerging and/or junior athletes. Get the injuries assessed, treated, monitored and rehabbed. For your highly competitive athletes it is well worthwhile getting a muscular-skeletal screen done by a physiotherapist. This will point out all the athlete’s physical strengths and weaknesses in their body. 
The second aspect to consider is the physical requirements of your sport. Once you have them identified, which of these does your athletes need to develop?  Is it endurance, strength, speed, agility, speed endurance, technique or basic skills?

Most injuries in sport happen at speed, not when the athlete gently jogs back from sprinting across the try line. Therefore, it makes sense that we focus on strength and speed just as much as we do with endurance in the off season. Further more – off season is the perfect time to focus on perfecting technique. There is no pressure on the athlete to perform, and thereby they have the ability to carefully and attentively focus on what aspect of the technique they need to work on.
The third aspect you need to consider when planning an off season program is your athletes’ strengths and weaknesses. Designing a generic programme for your team is absolutely fine. Yet once you have developed the plan, you need to add in the extra individual ‘tweaks’ for each athlete based on their strengths and weaknesses. At the end of the day, if you are coaching a team sport, all your athletes are doing the same sport and therefore need to develop the same skills, and with some needing a bit more fine tuning than others. 

When developing an off season training plan, the most essential aspect that will make it a successful plan is based on how you give the instructions. The key is to be specific. Telling your athlete that he/she needs to do 3 to 4, 20-40 minute training sessions at 60-75% HR max per week, choosing a variety of mediums such as swimming, beach run, touch games, and bike rides, is not clear instructions and therefore you will get different results from different athletes. One athlete may interpret it as a 40 minute beach run on soft sand at 75% HR max, which is an incredible work out. Where as another athlete may interpret it as a 20 minute beach run on hard sand at 60% HR max, which is a very different workout. Therefore, be specific and give clear, accurate and straight forward instructions. Keep it simple and straight forward. Say exactly how long you want them to go for, what intensity (easy, moderate, hard) what you want them to do (e.g. mountain bike ride, run, swim) and describe the terrain (rolling hills, open water, off-road). Clearly describe each training session in this manner.
So how do you get your athletes to do this training when you’re not seeing them during the off season? Tell them about the benefits of this training and explain how and why it will benefit their performance. Then get them to keep a simple training diary and let them send it to you every four weeks. To ensure that they are doing as they are saying, fitness test them before and after the off season – this will tell you for sure whether or not they stuck to the training programme. 
Lastly, a few final tips on off season training programmes: Ensure that the athlete gets at least 2 rest days per week. This is still supposed to be a time for the athlete to refresh so you do not want them training continuously. Resistance training has great benefits if well monitored. If you chose to introduce resistance training, split your off season programme into two and introduce resistance training in the second half (this will simply prevent over-training your athletes during the off season). Always plan your off season training to complement your next season. Make it work for you and your athletes to ensure that when the season starts your athletes are more defined than what they were when the previous season finish.
