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Preface: What is Marathon Excellence?

You are reading this book because you want to run a good marathon, not just finish
one. Over twelve years ago, runners started coming to me for coaching because they
had the same goal. Some of these runners were experienced athletes who were suc-
cessful in shorter races, but couldn’t manage to put together a good marathon. Others
had tried traditional marathon training programs, only to wind up injured, burned
out, or disappointed with their performance on race day. Something was clearly miss-
ing in their approach. But what?

To find the answer, I began studying the training methods used by the best athletes
and coaches in the world. I read dusty old library tomes from coaches like Arthur
Lydiard, Fred Wilt, and Percy Cerutty; traced the rise of exercise physiology through
articles by A.V. Hill, Jack Daniels, and George Brooks; pored over the latest training
dispatches from Kenya by living legends like Renato Canova and Patrick Sang. I looked
at real training schedules from marathon champions like Paula Radcliffe, Gelindo
Bordin, and Abel Kirui, and dove into the latest scientific research, wading through
papers on exercise biochemistry, muscle physiology, and running biomechanics. That
road led me to earn a Ph.D. in human performance, where I collected data at leading
sports science labs, gave talks at international conferences, and even shared my re-
search at the World Athletics Championships.

During this running odyssey, I couldn’t help but notice that the training used by top
runners looked completely different from what most marathoners do. There were no
long blocks of monotonous, purely easy mileage—top runners used structured
workouts early and often. They trained across the full spectrum of speeds, as opposed
to focusing on just a few “magic paces” like threshold and VO,max or restricting their
workouts to certain heart rate zones. Instead of grinding out the same workouts over
and over, their training sessions were constantly evolving: they almost never did the
same workout twice. Most surprisingly, top athletes shunned the classic once-a-week
easy long run. Even deep into marathon training, they only did true long runs every
few weeks—but when they did, they went fast.

AsIlearned more about the science of marathon performance, I saw how modern
exercise physiology research supported this full-spectrum approach to marathon
training. The best coaches in the world weren't just prescribing individual workouts—
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they were applying evidence-based principles of training to achieve consistent success
in the marathon. Over time, the previously complicated web of training sessions and
exercise physiology started making sense. After reading through countless training
calendars and reams of scientific papers, five core principles of marathon training
emerged:

1. Marathon fitness has physiological roots

No matter how tough or determined you are, your body’s current physiological ca-
pabilities put hard constraints on your performance in the marathon. These physio-
logical capabilities are determined by four different components of marathon fitness:
maximal oxygen uptake (VO.max), maximal metabolic steady-state (SSmax, “steady-
state max”), running economy, and resilience. Each of these components, in turn, has
specific physiological roots—blood volume, capillary density, mitochondrial respira-
tory power, lactate shuttling capabilities, glycogen stores, and so on—which can be
improved with training. A good training program must therefore begin by targeting
and improving the physiological roots of each of these four components of fitness.

2. Training is specific

For any athletic event, the most important training you do is the training that is
specific to the demands of the event. For the marathon, this means doing long and fast
workouts at speeds that are very close to marathon pace. All of your other training
exists solely to support your ability to do these high-quality marathon-specific
workouts. Every training session must be a stepping stone on the path to being able to
run 26.2 miles at marathon pace.

3. Every speed has a place in training

There is no singular “magic pace” that can improve every aspect of fitness, nor is
there any one “zone” that optimizes fitness gains. Different speeds have different ef-
fects on your body, and improving your capabilities at one speed will bolster your fit-
ness at adjacent speeds: improving your abilities at half marathon pace, for example,
provides endurance support for your abilities at 10k pace, and also provides speed sup-
port for your abilities at marathon pace. Thus, the full spectrum of training speeds is
like a ladder, with each speed helping to support its neighbors. To run your best in the
marathon, you need to improve your capabilities across this full spectrum of speeds
before homing in on marathon pace and its immediate neighbors.

4. Improvement comes from stress and recovery

Your body is a dynamic, living organism that is constantly changing in response to
the stresses that it encounters. With the right kind of stress, followed by sufficient re-
covery, your body will adapt and improve, becoming able to accomplish things that it
previously could not. Good marathon training respects this rhythm of stress and re-
covery by calibrating workouts according to your fitness level, regularly incorporating
new workouts to avoid stagnation, and pairing higher-volume, higher-intensity
workouts with greater recovery.
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5. Great marathons don’t happen by accident

You can'’t control everything that happens on race day, but carefully optimizing
your fueling, pacing, and race strategy will maximize your chances of success. Getting
these details right requires practicing them on a regular basis in training, while also
building up the confidence and intuition to know when to adapt your plan or impro-
vise on-the-fly during the race.

T

Understanding these five principles showed me what my athletes had been miss-
ing. They worked hard in training, but had neglected important components of their
fitness, and they hadn’t prepared their bodies for the specific demands of the mara-
thon. They focused too much on a few “magic paces” or “zones,” to the detriment of
their abilities across the full spectrum of training speeds. They did tough training ses-
sions, but they didn’t recover enough to absorb the benefits, and because they kept
doing the same workouts at the same speeds over and over, they got the same medio-
cre results. When race day came, they just hoped for the best—they didn’t have a well-
rehearsed race plan.

Once I integrated these principles into training, I saw dramatic improvements in
my athletes. Runners who used to fall apart in the second half of the marathon started
churning out huge negative splits, and runners who struggled on 20 mile easy runs
started powering through long and fast workouts. Even athletes who were no
strangers to high mileage and traditional marathon workouts shaved ten minutes or
more off their personal bests. Moreover, the benefits weren'’t restricted to elite ath-
letes: normal, everyday runners aiming for nothing more than a personal best or a
Boston qualifier improved dramatically with this modern approach to training.

Often, my athletes were easily beating other runners with stronger 5k and 10k PRs
when they raced head-to-head in the marathon, so these dramatic results weren’t
merely a matter of talent. Nor was it some motivational power that only I possessed.
When I explained these training principles to my running and coaching friends, they
had similarly impressive results. This book is designed to do the same for you.

How this book is different

Marathon Excellence is based on the most important modern developments in exer-
cise science and elite-level training. It contains training plans that are straightforward
without oversimplifying or dumbing anything down. The plans in this book are de-
signed for runners across a wide range of performance levels, from runners just get-
ting into serious training to experienced marathoners aiming for a podium finish.

While traditional marathon training programs mindlessly repeat the same
workouts and the same paces, Marathon Excellence uses the full spectrum of speeds
with workouts that are constantly evolving, not just within each training plan but from
one plan to the next. By progressing through the Marathon Excellence plans, you can
continue improving for years at a time.
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The easiest way to see how Marathon Excellence differs from traditional marathon
training is to look at a few examples. Here’s a two-week snapshot from a typical tradi-
tional marathon approach, about ten weeks out from the race:

Traditional marathon training
Week Day  Workout

10 Mon 5 mi easy
Tue 16 x 1 min hard uphill, jog down recovery
Wed 5mieasy

Thu 4 x1miatthreshold with 1 min jog recovery

Fri 5 mi easy

Sat 4 mi easy + 6 x (1 mi at goal marathon pace (GMP), 1 mi easy)

Sun 12 mi easy Total: 55 mi
11 Mon  Rest

Tue 8 x 800m hard with 2 min jog recovery

Wed  5mieasy

Thu 4 x1miatthreshold with 1 min jog recovery
Fri 5 mi easy

Sat 13 mi easy + 5 mi at GMP

Sun 12 mi easy Total: 55 mi

After our brief introduction to the principles of marathon training, we can already
spot some of the problems with this schedule. The training is very monotonous, using
the same pattern of one hard day followed by one easy day. Over the course of two
weeks, the schedule only touches on a few paces: “hard,” threshold, goal marathon
pace, and easy. The marathon-specific workouts involve relatively short bouts at mar-
athon pace, and these are all at goal marathon pace, which might not be appropriate
for your current fitness level. Even worse, the highest-volume days are stacked back-
to-back, making it hard to recover.

Now let’s take a look at two weeks at a similar point in training using the Marathon
Excellence approach.” What'’s different? First, the Marathon Excellence schedule touches
on a much broader range of speeds in training, from very easy days that facilitate re-
covery to progressive runs, mid-run pickups, and more structured workouts. Second,
the workouts use a combination of low-key effort-based sessions and more structured
sessions at prescribed pace ranges. These paces are calculated using an estimate of
your current marathon pace, ensuring that your workouts are appropriate for your cur-
rent fitness level—not where you want to be at the end of training.

" For simplicity, warm-ups and cool-downs have been omitted from both schedules, but
are still included in the weekly mileage totals.
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Marathon Excellence training
Week Day  Workout

10 Mon 3 x2km at 110% current marathon pace (MP) Difficulty: 8/10
with 4 min jog; 2 x 1 km at 112% MP with 3 min jog

Tue 6 mivery easy

Wed 7 mi easy with 5 x 20 sec strides

Thu 9 mi Kenyan-style progression run 7/10

Fri 7 mi very easy or easy

Sat 9-10 mi at 100% MP 8/10

Sun  Restor 3-5 mi very easy Total: 55 mi
11 Mon 6 mieasy

Tue 7 mi easy progressing to moderate with 10 X (1 min at 10k effort,
3 min moderate) in the middle

Wed 7-8 x (1 km at 105% MP, 1 km at 85% MP) 8/10

Thu  5-7 mivery easy

Fri 8 mi easy with 5 x 20 sec strides
Sat 5 mi at 90% MP, 5 mi at 92% MP, 5-6 mi at 94% MP 8.5/10
Sun  Restor 3-5 mi very easy Total: 55 mi

In addition to target paces, all workouts also have target difficulty levels (on a one
to ten scale) so you know how tough each workout is supposed to be. When you’re
feeling good and you want to push the pace, you can be confident that you're still ac-
complishing the purpose of the workout as long as the difficulty level is correct.

Most importantly, instead of slogging through back-to-back long runs, this sched-
ule combines high-quality marathon-specific sessions with plenty of recovery. There
are three full days to build back up before the next major workout. Even on these re-
covery days, though, there are opportunities for low-key faster running in the form of
pickups, strides, and moderate efforts.

These differences aren'’t arbitrary—they’re a direct consequence of applying the
five principles of marathon training to real, day-to-day schedules.

S

Beyond the day-to-day differences in workouts, Marathon Excellence also provides
much more in the way of guidance for training and racing. Unlike other books that
merely lay out a training calendar and expect you to follow it, this book provides struc-
tured but flexible training plans. Each workout includes detailed guidance on effort
level, overall difficulty, and considerations for adapting or changing the workout. Even
if you want to chart your own course instead of following a plan, this book will teach
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you the rationale and the science behind modern marathon training so you can learn
not just what workouts to do, but how to do them—and why.

While traditional training plans end at the starting line, Marathon Excellence in-
cludes comprehensive race-day strategies for everything from pacing and fueling to
dealing with wind, heat, and pack-running dynamics. These insights are intended not
just to show you how to train better and race faster, but to help you develop stronger
intuitions—as your fitness grows and develops, so too will your mindset and your con-
fidence in your racing instincts.

Can everyone run an excellent marathon?

I designed Marathon Excellence for runners across a wide range of ability levels. If
you want to jump right into the training plans, you should be running at least 25 miles
per week and should have a rough idea of your current 5k fitness. If you're not sure
about your fitness level, don’t worry—you can get started with the month-long 5k
Crash Course (p. 417). You don't need to know anything about workouts, warm-ups,
or pacing; we'll learn everything we need along the way.

When it comes to your fitness level, most of my coaching experience has been with
aspiring marathoners who are in shape to run between 14:00 and 25:00 for the 5k, but
that doesn’t mean runners outside this range won't benefit from the Marathon Excel-
lence approach. I regularly receive emails from athletes who run four hours, five
hours, or even slower who have successfully applied the same principles of modern
marathon training that I use with faster marathoners to improve their own race times.

For faster runners, there’s no upper limit on fitness. The training principles in this
book are known to work with the best athletes in the world—that’s who discovered
them in the first place! If you ran competitively for your high school, college, or ath-
letics club, you'll find the transition to marathon training quite straightforward. For
high-level runners, this book has training plans for mileage levels of over 100 miles
per week, plus in-depth information on how to apply advanced training techniques
like depletion workouts, special blocks, and double threshold sessions.

A battle-tested training approach

How much of a difference can the Marathon Excellence approach make on race day?
To find out, I sent early versions of the Marathon Excellence training plans to 91 runners
in 14 different countries. These runners included students with busy schedules, moms
and dads with young kids, former track athletes taking their first crack at the mara-
thon, and masters runners with decades of experience. A few months later, my exper-
iment was a clear success: nearly every week that spring, I'd wake up to emails from
these “beta testers” recounting their results—personal records of five, twelve, sixteen
minutes; first-time Boston Qualifiers; best performances in over five years; sub-3:00,
sub-2:30, sub-2:20, age group wins, podium finishes.

In collaboration with these beta testers, I fine-tuned and improved the Marathon
Excellence approach. A few workouts were too tough, a few workouts were too easy,
and some runners needed more guidance on dealing with heat, avoiding injuries, and
planning their pre-race fueling. I tweaked the plans and added new material on carbo-



Preface 7

loading, overuse injuries, and heat adaptation. The book you're holding in your hands
is the battle-tested result of this extensive testing.

Why strive for excellence?

What does it mean to run an excellent marathon? It certainly means more than just
finishing, but it’s also a broader goal than just running a fast time. It’s not hard to see
why elite athletes aim to run as fast as possible—prize money, coveted shoe contracts,
and maybe even a little fame to go along with it—but what about everyone else?

For some people, finishing a 26.2-mile race is difficult enough. But for others,
deeper motivations drive them to not just finish, but to run well. Competition is one
factor, of course, but it’s far from the only reason to aim for excellence. Getting in
touch with your body, strengthening your belief in yourself, and improving your
health and fitness are all perfectly valid non-competitive reasons to push yourself to
run an excellent marathon, not just finish one.

I wrote this book because I believe that running a great marathon isn’t something
that only elite runners should aspire to. If you strive to run an excellent marathon—
even according to your own definition of that term—you’ll need to push yourself to
challenge, and eventually exceed, your body’s current limits.

Excellence can encompass beating your personal best, overcoming a disease, hit-
ting a Boston-qualifying or Olympic Trials standard, or pushing your body to its abso-
lute limits, whatever those might be. Excellence is a flexible enough goal to include
many different specific objectives, but is rigid enough to require patience, commit-
ment, perseverance, proper training, and a little bit of luck. The answer to “how fast
can I run a marathon?” is usually “a lot faster than you think.” The only way to discover
your potential in the marathon is to train for it and find out. That’s what Marathon
Excellence for Everyone is all about.

In this book, you'll learn everything you need to know to run a great marathon,
regardless of your ability level or amount of experience. We will travel this road to-
gether, which is why I'll be writing about what we are trying to accomplish in our
workouts: you, the athlete, and me, your guide.

My goal for you

The following pages are a distillation of everything I've learned about the mara-
thon from over ten years of experience as a coach, scientist, and runner myself. I've
created training plans for runners across a wide range of ability levels, but let’s be
honest: no schedule in any book will be perfectly tailored for your unique circum-
stances. That’s why I also want you to learn the principles behind good marathon
training as you go along. Once you grasp these principles, you'll be able to adapt and
modify the training plans in this book to suit your own specific needs, especially as
you learn more about how your body responds to training.

The workouts and training strategies in this book have already propelled athletes
to top finishes at big-city marathons, massive personal records, and most importantly,
truly excellent performances. By the end of this book, my goal is that you, too, will
achieve marathon excellence.
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