
    

ATHLETICS COACHING GUIDE    



  

Special Olympics Athletics Coaching Guide- September 2007 

Special Olympics Athletics Coaching Guide

 
The Benefits of Athletics 

2 

The Benefits of Athletics  

The sport of athletics encourages athletes of all abilities and ages to compete at their optimum level. Through the track-
and-field-based athletics training program, participants can develop total fitness to compete in any sport. As with all 
Special Olympics sports, athletics offers athletes the opportunity to learn through skill development and competitive 
settings and to be involved in large social settings. 

In essence, success in athletics depends on the athlete's determination and practice habits. Yet merely by 
participating in an athletics training program, the athlete can learn: 

 

self-discipline  

 

the ability to make independent decisions 

 

lifelong fitness skills that will help him or her lead a more productive and independent life. 

There are many different skill levels demonstrated by Special Olympics athletes, and the coach has the 
responsibility of learning the skill level of each athlete. Using that knowledge, the coach takes the resources provided in 
this guide and adapts the information as it applies to each athlete. Levels from basic to advanced are accommodated in 
the guide, giving the coach a range of skills and drills to choose from. All information is a guideline, to be used by the 
coach in a way that works for his or her athletes. If a skill or drill looks too difficult, the coach can simply modify it as 
required to help the athletes learn and perform. Keep in mind that to help athletes improve and grow, it is good for the 
coach to challenge them by continually observing and assessing their skills, providing new techniques and drills and 
giving positive encouragement, regardless of their skill level.
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Planning an Athletics Training & Competition Season

 
Goals and Objectives 

 
Goals 
Realistic, yet challenging goals for each athlete are important to the motivation of the athlete both at training and during 
competition. Goals establish and drive the action of both training and competition plans. Sport confidence in athletes 
helps to make participation fun and is critical to the athlete's motivation. Please see the Principles of Coaching section 
for additional information and exercises on goal setting. 

Benefits 

 

Increases athlete's level of physical fitness. 

 

Teaches self discipline 

 

Teaches the athlete sports skills that are essential to a variety of other activities 

 

Provides the athlete with a means for self-expression and social interaction 

Goal Setting 
Setting goals is a joint effort with the athlete and coach. The main features of goal setting include the following. 

1. Structured into short-term, intermediate and long-term 
2. Stepping stones to success 
3. Must be accepted by the athlete 
4. Vary in difficulty - easy attainable to challenging 
5. Must be measurable 

Long Term Goal 
The athlete will acquire basic athletics skills, appropriate social behavior and functional knowledge of the rules 
necessary to participate successfully in athletics competitions.  
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Planning an Athletics Training & Competition Season

Goals and Objectives

Assessing Goals Checklist  

1. Write a goal statement. 

2. Does the goal sufficiently meet the athlete s needs? 

3. Is the goal is positively stated? If not, rewrite it. 

4. Is the goal is under the athlete s control and that it focuses on their goals and no one else s? 

5. Is the goal a goal and not a result? 

6. Is the goal important to the athlete that they will want to work towards achieving it? Have the time and energy to 
do it? 

7. How will this goal make the athlete s life differently? 

8. What barriers might the athlete encounter in working toward this goal? 

9. What more does the athlete know? 

10. What does the athlete need to learn how to do? 

11. What risks does the athlete need to take? 
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Season Planning 

 
Periodization 
Organization and planning are the keys to a successful Athletics program. Planning for the season ahead is actually 
accomplished backwards. The coach and athlete work back in time beginning with preparation and early competitions 
until arriving at the beginning of the training year. All training plans are best when flexible and simple. This will allow 
for modifications resulting from an athlete s progress and improvements. The major objective of any training and 
competition program is to ensure the athlete is fully prepared  mentally and physically to perform at their greatest 
capacity. The term periodization is used to describe the division of a training and competition programme. Each period 
has specific training objectives. The following periods of training work best when followed regardless if the time 
available is one full year, six months, twelve or eight weeks. 

1. Preparation Period 
o Pre Season Training 

2. Competition Period 
3. Transition Period 

Preparation Period 
The first and longest period of any training and competition program is the preparation period. In this period, athletes 
move from general to specific training. The main objective is to prepare athletes for competition. Fitness and 
conditioning is developed in this period by gradually increasing the volume of training. This will allow the athlete to 
accomplish the demands of specific training. Note that volume does not increase in a straight line. It is implemented in 
steps to allow time for recovery and overcompensation.                    

Specific preparation follows general preparation work. During this training phase, both volume and intensity are 
increased. For the runner, mileage will reach its highest level. Training becomes more event specific with conditioning 
focusing on the energy systems used in the event. Remember that technique work is accomplished when the athlete is 
not fatigued, therefore, comes before general fitness training.  
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Planning an Athletics Training & Competition Season

Season Planning 

Coach Pre Season Planning and Preparations 
1. Improve your Athletics knowledge and skills by attending training schools and clinics. 
2. With your Sport Administrator, locate a facility with the proper equipment for practice sessions (e.g., high 

school, recreation center, university, etc.). 
3. Recruit volunteer assistant coaches from high school or college athletics programs. 
4. Establish goals and draw up a minimum eight-week training and competition plan. Schedule a 2-5 five practices 

each week for the minimum eight weeks period. 
5. Please note that some of the Distance events require a longer training and competition plan in order to properly 

train and prevent athlete injury. 
6. Schedule "mini" meets against other local teams. 
7. Ensure that all prospective athletes have thorough physical examinations before the first practice. Also, be sure 

to obtain parental and medical releases. 

Preseason Training 
Athletes are encouraged to develop and maintain year round, good physical fitness and nutritional habits.  Suggestions 
for ongoing fitness programming are included in the general coaching section, Athlete Nutrition, and Fitness. Athletes 
that arrive for training in a state of general good health and fitness are more likely to yield better competition 
performances and year round results. 

Preseason Training Goals 
1. Development of sports-specific muscle strength and endurance 
2. Development of appropriate aerobic (endurance) and anaerobic (high intensity) conditioning 
3. Development of muscle power 
4. Development of sports-specific skills   

Long Jumper Distance Runner 

Aerobic vs. Anaerobic Anaerobic Anaerobic 

Muscle Strength Legs, trunk, shoulders Muscle Endurance 

Muscle Power Legs and thighs Overall conditioning 

Flexibility and Agility Hips, ankles, shoulders Hips 

 

Note that both the long jumper and distance runner are working with the anaerobic system during the preseason, as 
they both need to build a fitness base, increase their endurance. However, the distance runner will log many more mils 
than the long jumper. 

As with year round fitness and conditioning training, preseason training is be characterized by the following 
principles. 

 

Specificity 

 

Progressive increase in load, time, frequency 

 

Overload to encourage gradual adaptation 

 

Resistance  Recovery - Rest 

 

Total commitment to task  
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Planning an Athletics Training & Competition Season

 
Season Planning 

 
Although the decision regarding how often to practice is dependent on many variables including coaching 

availability, facility availability, life commitments, it is advisable to practice 3-5 times weekly during the preseason 
period.  More days of practice are suggested as the weeks available in the pre-season period decrease. 

Remember 

 
the pre-season period is a time of skill development and work, but to keep all your players successfully 

involved, it must always be FUN!! 

Examples of Pre Season Programming 
The examples of preseason activities are presented to suggest ideas as you plan for your athletes.  The coach should 
assess the athletic activity to determine the proportion of aerobic vs. anaerobic conditioning is necessary to participate 
successfully.  

Aerobic Conditioning Anaerobic Conditioning 

Running Sprinting 

Swimming Hill Training 

Cycling Fartleks 

 

The coach will need to assess the athletic activity to determine which muscles need specific strength and/or power to 
compete most successfully. See Section 7 for more information on training theory. 

Strength is the ability of a muscle or muscle group to exert force. Examples of specific strength include the 
sprinter s need for strength in the thigh and calf muscles, or the shot putter s requirement for strength in the shoulder 
and trunk. 

Power is the ability of a muscle or muscle group to exert force quickly. Examples of power might include the 
runner s need for explosive power in the thigh muscles, or the shot putter s requirement for explosive power to drive up 
and out with the shot. 

Competition Period 
During the competition period, volume is gradually deceased and intensity increased. For instance, heavier weights are 
lifted, but less often. Speed workouts are run faster, however recovery times are longer. Competition characteristics are 
simulated during this training period. Mini competitions, local area or dual area competitions are a good training 
competitions during this period. It is important to keep training loads heavy enough to improve athlete s fitness levels, 
yet light enough to boost enthusiasm and maintain high energy levels. An athlete s athletic shape is at its highest 
during this period. 

In Season Training 
Plan each practice session according to what needs to be accomplished, using the athletes' individual progress and 
gradual event specification as guidelines for planning. Continue to use the skills assessments to record each athlete s 
progress from the general preparation phase t specific preparation accompanied with mini competitions. 

The training program during the actual season has two primary goals:  maintenance of the gains of pre-season 
training; and continued specific attention to areas of the body at risk either from past injury, or the particular risks of the 
sport. 
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Planning an Athletics Training & Competition Season

Season Planning 

Transition Period 
This period is also called the active rest period. The end of the season is drawing near and we do not want the athlete 
to lose all that they have gained. The main objective of the transition period is to allow athletes to recover mentally, 
physically ad emotionally from their hard work during the preparation and competition periods. Implement low volume, 
low intensity cross training exercises during this. Do anything other than the event that your athletes have been training 
for in the previous periods. Have some fun. 

Rest should be increased to allow rejuvenation. The athlete should be encouraged to engage in an alternate activity 
that is enjoyable, less strenuous, and relaxing 

An Example  General Training for the Jumpers                                

Post Season Planning 
1. Review preseason goals and determine how many of them were achieved. 
2. Ask for comments from the athletes and family members. 
3. Write an evaluation of each athlete, and of the season, to send to family members. 
4. Instruct the athletes to participate in other sports training and competition programs, and to continue using their 

warm up, stretching, strengthening, and cool down exercises to stay fit during the off-season. 
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Planning an Athletics Training & Competition Season

 
Season Planning 

 
Confirmation of Practice Schedule 
Once your venue has been determined and assessed you are now ready to confirm your training and competition 
schedules. It is important to publish training and competition schedules to submit to the interested groups below. This 
can help generate community awareness for your Special Olympics Athletics Program. 

 
Facility Representatives 

 
Local Special Olympics Program 

 

Volunteer Coaches 

 

Athletes 

 

Families 

 

Media 

 

Management Team members 

 

Officials  

The Training and Competition schedule is not exclusive to the areas listed below. 

 

Dates 

 

Start and End Times 

 

Registration and/or Meeting areas 

 

Contact phone number at the facility 

 

Coaches phone numbers 
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Planning an Athletics Training & Competition Season

Planning a Training Session

Essential Components of Planning a Athletics Training Session 
Special Olympics athletes respond well to a simple well-structured training outline with which they can become 
familiar.  An organized plan, prepared before you get to the athletics center, will help establish such a routine and help 
make best use of your limited time. Every practice session needs to contain the following elements. The amount of time 
spent on each element will vary because of several factors. 

 

Warm ups 

 

Previously taught skills 

 

New Skills 

 

Competition experience 

 

Feedback on performance. 

 

The final step in planning a training session is designing what the athlete is actually going to do. Remember when 
creating a training session using the key components of a training session, the progression through the session allows 
for a gradual build up of physical activity. 

 

Easy to difficult 

 

Slow to fast 

 

Known to unknown 

 

General to specific 

 

Start to finish  
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Planning an Athletics Training & Competition Season

 
Planning a Training Session 

 
Principles of Effective Training Sessions   

Keep all active Athlete needs to be an active listener 

Create clear, concise goals Learning improves when athletes know what is expected of them 

Give clear, concise instructions Demonstrate  increase accuracy of instruction 

Record progress You and your athletes chart progress together 

Give positive feedback Emphasize and reward things the athlete is doing well 

Provide variety Vary exercises  prevent boredom 

Encourage enjoyment Training and competition is fun, help keep it this way for you and your 
athletes 

Create progressions Learning in increased when information progresses from: 

 

Known to unknown  discovering new things successfully 

 

Simple to complex 

 

seeing that I can do it 

 

General to specific  this is why I am working so hard 

Plan maximum use of resources Use what you have and improvise for equipment that you do not have 

 

think creatively 

Allow for individual differences Different athletes, different learning rates, different capacities. 
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Planning an Athletics Training & Competition Season

Planning a Training Session

Tips for Conducting Successful Training Sessions  

 
Assign assistant coaches their roles and responsibilities in accordance to your training plan. 

 
When possible, have all equipment and stations prepared before the athletes arrive. 

 

Introduce and acknowledge coaches and athletes. 

 

Review intended program with everyone. Keep athletes informed of changes in schedule or activities. 

 

Alter the plan according to weather, the facility in order to accommodate the needs of the athletes. 

 

Change activities before the athlete become bored, and lose interest. 

 

Keep drills and activities brief so athletes do not get bored.  Keep everyone busy with an exercise even it is rest. 

 

Devote the end of the practice to a fun, group activity that can incorporate challenge and fun always giving them 
something to look forward to at the end of practice. 

 

If an activity is going well, it is often useful to stop the activity while interest is high. 

 

Summarize the session and announce arrangements for next session. 

 

Keep the fun in fundamentals. 
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Planning an Athletics Training & Competition Season

 
Planning a Training Session 

 
Tips for Conducting Safe Training Sessions 
Though the risks can be few, coaches have a responsibility to ensure that athletes know, understand and appreciate the 
risks of athletics.  

 
Establish clear rules for behavior at your first practice and enforce them. 

1. Keep your hands to yourself. 

2. Listen to the coach. 

3. When you hear the whistle, Stop, Look, and Listen 

4. Ask the coach before you leave the field of play 

 

When the weather is poor, have a plan to immediately remove athletes from inclement weather. 

 

Always rope off the throwing areas so that athletes do not wander into the line of throwing. 

 

Never play around with the shot puts or relay batons 

 

Make sure athletes bring water to every practice, especially in hotter climates. 

 

Check your first aid kit; restock supplies as necessary. 

 

Identify the nearest phone accessible during practice. 

 

Ensure that the locker rooms and or rest rooms are available and clean during practice. 

 

Train all athletes and coaches on emergency procedures. 

 

Do not allow athletes to play while wearing watches, bracelets, or jewelry including earrings. 

 

Provide proper stretching exercises after warming up at the beginning of each practice. 

 

Provide activities that also improve general fitness levels. Fit athletes are less likely to get injured. 
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Planning an Athletics Training & Competition Season

Athletics Practice Competitions

Athletics Practice Competitions 
The more we compete, the better we get. Part of the strategic plan for Special Olympics Athletics is to drive more sport 
development at the local levels. Competition motivates athletes, coaches and the entire sport management team. Expand 
or add to your schedule as many competition opportunities as possible. We have provided a few suggestions below. 

1. Host mini meets with adjacent local Programs. 
2. Ask the local high school can your athletes compete with them as a practice meet. 
3. Join the local community running clubs and/or associations. 
4. Host weekly all comer s meets for the area. 
5. Create a running league or club in your community. 
6. Incorporate competition components at the end of every training session.  
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Planning an Athletics Training & Competition Season

 
Selecting Team Members 

 
Selecting Team Members 
The key to the successful development of a Traditional Special Olympics or Unified Sports® team is the proper 
selection of team members. We have provided some primary considerations below for you. 

Ability Grouping 
Unified teams work best when all team members have similar sports skills. Partners with abilities that are far superior to 
other teammates will either control competition or accommodate others by not competing to their potential. In both 
situations, the goals of interaction and teamwork are diminished and a true competitive experience is not achieved. For 
example, in Football, an 8 year old should not be competing against or with a 30 year old athlete. 

Age Grouping 
All team members should be closely matched in age. 

 

Within 3-5 years of age for athletes 21 years of age and under 

 

Within 10-15 years for athletes 22 years of age and over   

Creating Meaningful Involvement in Unified Sports® 
Unified Sports® embraces the philosophy and principles of Special Olympics. When selecting your Unified team you 
want to achieve meaningful involvement at the beginning, during and end of your sport season. Unified teams are 
organized to provide meaningful involvement for all athletes and partners. Every teammate should play a role and have 
the opportunity to contribute to the team. Meaningful involvement also refers to the quality of interaction and 
competition within a Unified Sports® team. Achieving meaningful involvement by all teammates on the team ensures a 
positive and rewarding experience for everyone. 

Indicators of Meaningful Involvement 

 

Teammates compete without causing undue risk of injury to themselves or others. 

 

Teammates compete according to the rules of competition. 

 

Teammates have the ability and opportunity to contribute to the performance of the team. 

 

Teammates understand how to blend their skills with those of other athletes, resulting in improved 
performance by athletes with lesser ability. 

Meaningful Involvement Is Not Achieved When Team Members 

 

Have superior sports skills in comparison to their fellow team members. 

 

Act as on field coaches, rather than teammates. 

 

Control most aspects of the competition during critical periods of the game. 

 

Do not train or practice regularly, and only show up on the day of competition. 

 

Lower their level of ability dramatically, so that they do not hurt others or control the entire game.  



 

Special Olympics Athletics Coaching Guide- September 2007 19

 
Planning an Athletics Training & Competition Season

Athletics Skills Assessment

Athletics Athlete Skills Assessment 
The sport skills assessment chart is a systematic method useful to determine the skill ability of an athlete. The Athletics 
Skills Assessment Card is designed to assist coaches in determining athlete s ability level in athletics before they begin 
participation. Coaches will find this assessment a useful tool for several reasons. 

1. Help coach to determine with the athlete which events in which they will compete 
2. Establish the baseline training areas of athlete 
3. Assist coaches to group athletes of similar ability in training teams 
4. Measure the athlete s progression 
5. Help determine athletes daily training schedule  

Before administering the assessment coaches need to perform the following analysis when observing the athlete. 

 

Become familiar with each of the tasks listed under the major skills 

 

Have an accurate visual picture of each task 

 

Have observed a skilled performer executing the skill. 

When administering the assessment coaches will have a better opportunity in getting the best analysis from their 
athletes. Always begin by explaining the skill you would like to observe. When possible demonstrate the skill.  
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Planning an Athletics Training & Competition Season

 
Athletics Skills Assessment 

  
Special Olympics Athletics Skills Assessment Card   

Athlete s Name  Date  

Coach s Name  Date  

 

Instructions 

1. Use tool at the beginning of the training/competition season to establish a basis of the athlete s starting skill 
level. 

2. Have the athlete perform the skill several times. 
3. If the athlete performs the skill correctly 3 out of 5 times, check the box next to the skill to indicate that the skill 

has been accomplished. 
4. Program Assessment Sessions into your program. 
5. Athletes may accomplish skills in any order. Athletes have accomplished this list when all possible items have 

been achieved. 

  

Running Basics 
Maintains a balanced and upright posture 

Can maintain a hips tall position 

Lifts opposite knee/arm while running 

Does not swing the arms in front of the body or rotate the shoulders while running 

Starts 
Performs a stand up sprint start 

Demonstrates proper sprinting form 

Takes relaxed "On Your Mark" position in the starting blocks 

Takes balanced "Set" position in the starting blocks 

Performs a sprint start out of the starting position upon hearing start command 

Athlete performs a stand up start 

Sprints 
Athlete can perform a stand up or block start 

Athlete has good foot speed 

Demonstrates ability to start and finish a sprint event 

Athletes sprints under control 

Athlete likes to run fast 
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Athletics Skills Assessment

Hurdles 
Athlete attempts to step over a low barrier 

Athlete demonstrates the ability to step over a low obstacle while running 

Athlete demonstrates flexibility in hips 

Athlete demonstrates ability to start and finish a sprint 

Athlete likes running over barriers 

Relays 
Receives baton in a visual pass 

Performs an upsweep/palm down baton pass 

Performs an downsweep/palm up baton pass 

Performs baton pass in exchange zone 

Runs designated leg of relay race in proper manner 

Athlete runs to teammate in proper lane 

Athlete runs in lane while reaching back with designated arm 

Athlete can run to teammate with baton 

Athlete runs in lane while looking back at incoming runner 

Athlete can run 100M 

Athlete can run 400M 

Athlete likes running relays with teammates 

Middle Distance 
Athlete can run for 3 minutes at a steady pace 

Athlete can run for 30 seconds at a fast pace 

Athlete likes running 2-4 laps around track 

Long Distance Running 
Runs in balanced and erect posture 

Demonstrates correct distance running form 

Demonstrates ability to start and finish a 1600M race 

Demonstrates ability to run at a certain pace 
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Athletics Skills Assessment 

  
Running Long Jump 

Performs a 9-step approach 

Performs a single leg takeoff 

Demonstrates the step-style flight technique 

Demonstrates the hang-style flight technique 

Demonstrates proper landing technique 

Jumps on command and under control 

Athlete can perform a good standing long jump 

Athlete can locate his/her starting mark 

Athlete can locate takeoff board 

Athlete likes jumping into sand pit 

Standing Long Jump 
Assumes a ready-to-jump position 

Demonstrates the correct takeoff for a standing long jump 

Demonstrates proper flight technique 

Demonstrates proper landing technique 

Jumps on command and under control 

Athlete can perform two-leg takeoff 

Athlete likes jumping 

High Jump 
Performs a 7-step approach for a flop style high jump 

Performs a flop style jump, landing on back 

Performs a scissor style high jump 

Performs a 7-step approach for a scissor-style high jump 

Jumps on command and under control 

Athlete can jump up into the air off one foot 

Athlete can take off with one foot and land in the pit 

Athlete can perform a consistent three-step approach 

Athlete can perform a one-foot takeoff 

Athlete can jump backward into the pit 

Athlete can run on a curve 

Athlete likes jumping 
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Athletics Skills Assessment

Shot Put (for wheelchair athletes too) 
Grips shot correctly 

Takes a ready-to-put position 

Performs a standing put, or wheelchair sitting put 

Performs a sliding put 

Performs a glide put 

Puts shot in a forward direction 

Puts shot in the shot put marking area 

Performs reverse or weight transfer 

Athlete can balance the shot in the palm of one hand 

Athlete can safely pick up and hold the shot in the proper position 

Athlete likes putting the shot 

Race Walking 
Race walks in a balanced and erect posture 

Race walks in proper form at low speeds 

Race walks at various speeds, slow-fast 

Race walks in competitive form 

Race walks under control 

Athlete likes race walking 

Wheelchair Racing 
Assumes a ready-to-race position 

Performs a forward stroke and recovery 

Demonstrates ability to complete a wheelchair race 

Races in a controlled manner 

Softball Throw (wheelchair athletes too) 
Grips a softball correctly 

Demonstrates proper overhand throwing technique 

Throws softball on command 

Throws softball in a forward direction 

Throws softball in the softball marking area 

Athlete can properly grip softball in throwing hand 

Athlete can take a correct ready-to-throw position 

Athlete likes throwing a softball 
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Daily Performance Record 
The Daily Performance Record is designed for the coach to keep an accurate record of the athlete's daily performances 
as they learn a sports skill. There are several reasons why the coach can benefit from using the Daily Performance 
Record. 

1. The record becomes a permanent documentation of the athlete's progress 
2. Helps the coach establish measurable consistency in the athlete's training program. 
3. The record allows the coach to be flexible during the actual teaching and coaching session because he can break 

down the skills into specific, smaller tasks that meet the individual needs of each athlete. 
4. The record helps the coach choose proper skills teaching methods, correct conditions and criteria for evaluating 

the athlete's performance of the skills. 

Using the Daily Performance Record 
At the top of the record, the coach enters his name; the athlete's name, and their athletics event. If more than one coach 
works with the athlete, they should enter the dates that they work with the athlete next to their names. 

Before the training session begins, the coach decides what skills will be covered. The coach makes this decision 
based on the athlete's age, the athlete's interests, and his mental and physical abilities. The skill needs to be a statement 
or a description of the specific exercise that the athlete must perform. The coach enters the skill on the top line of the 
left-hand column. Each subsequent skill is entered after the athlete masters the previous skill. Of course, more than one 
sheet may be used to record all of the skills involved. Also, if the athlete cannot perform a prescribed skill, the coach 
may break down the skill into smaller tasks that will allow for the athlete's success at the new skill. 

Conditions and Criteria for Mastering 
After the coach enters the skill, they must then decide on the conditions and criteria by which the athlete must master 
the skill. Conditions are special circumstances, which define the manner in which the athlete must perform a skill. For 
example, "given a demonstration, and with assistance". The coach needs to always operate under the assumption that 
the ultimate conditions in which the athlete masters a skill are, "upon command and without assistance", and therefore, 
does not have to enter these conditions in the record next to the skill entry. Ideally, the coach needs to arrange the skills 
and conditions such that the athlete gradually learns to perform the skill while upon command and without assistance. 

Criteria are the standards that determine how well the skill must be performed. The coach needs to determine a 
standard that realistically suits the athlete's mental and physical abilities. For example, "make three strikes, 60 percent 
of the time". Given the varied nature of skills, the criteria might involve many different types of standards, such as - 
amount of time, number of repetitions, accuracy, distance or speed. 

Dates of Sessions and Levels of Instruction Used 
The coach may work on one task for a couple of days, and may use several methods of instruction during that time to 
progress to the point where the athlete performs the task upon command and without assistance. To establish a 
consistent curriculum for the athlete, the coach must record the dates he works on particular tasks, and must enter the 
methods of instruction that were used on those dates.   
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Event: Insert Event Name Athlete s Name Insert Name 

Skill: Insert Skill Coach s Name Insert Name 

  
Skill Analysis Conditions & Criteria Dates & Instruction Methods Date Mastered 
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Event: Long Jump Athlete s Name Joe Sky 

Skill: Flight Technique Coach s Name Sam Jones 

  
Skill Analysis Conditions & Criteria Dates & Instruction Methods Date Mastered 

Perform proper flight technique for 
standing long jump   3/21 

Perform correct takeoff behind takeoff 
line or board 

VeC, 4 out of 5 (4/5) times 3/10, PP - 3 out of 3 (3/3) times 
3/12, VeC  2 out of 5 (2/5) times 
3/14, VeC  4 out of 5 (4/5) times 

3/14 

Brings legs and upper body forward 
while I flight by piking hips 

D, 4 out of 5 times (4/5) 3/10, PA - 2 out of 5 (2/5) times 
3/12, PA  5 out of 5 (5/5) times 
3/14, D  4 out of 5 (4/5) times 

3/14 

Extends heels forward while swinging 
arms down past hips 

D, 4/5 3/10, PA  2/5 times 
3/12, PA  4/5 times 
3/14, D  4/5 times 

3/14 

Keeps feet slightly apart and parallel 
during flight 

VeC, 4/5 3/10, PP  3/5 times 
3/12, PP  4/5 times 
3/14, D  4/5 times 
3/17, VeC - 4/5 times 

3/17 

Holds head forward, and focuses a 
couple of meters ahead 

VeC, 4/5 3/10, PP  3/5 times 
3/12, PP  4/5 times 
3/14, PP  5/5 times 
3/17, D  3/5 times 
3/19, D  3/5 times 
3/21, VeC - 4/5 times      3/21 

       

12.  

--- Example --- 

--- Example --- 
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Athletics Attire 
Appropriate Athletics attire is required for all competitors. As coach discuss the types of sport clothes that is acceptable 
and not acceptable for training and competition. Discuss the importance wearing properly fitted clothing, along with the 
advantages and disadvantages of certain types of clothing worn during training and competitions. For example, long 
pant jeans to blue jean shorts are not proper Athletics attire for any event. Explain that they cannot perform their best 
100M or 3K race while wearing jeans that restrict their movement. Take athletes to high school or collegiate while 
training or during competitions and point out the attire being worn. You can even set the example, by wearing 
appropriate attire to training and competitions and not rewarding athletes that do not come properly dressed to train 
and/or compete. 

Athletes must wear clothes that are suited for the activities in which the athletes are engaged. In general, this means 
comfortable, non-confining clothing and well-fitted athletic shoes. Proper fitting and clean uniforms tend to give 
athletes a boost. Although the saying "You play as well as you look" has never been proven, many athletes and coaches 
continue to believe in it. 

Shirts 
Shirts should provide comfort and a good appearance while allowing freedom of movement in the shoulders and arms. 
Shirts should fit loosely, but not so loosely that they appear to be baggy. A sleeveless shirt or T-shirt is recommended. 
Make sure the shirt is long enough to tuck into the shorts or warm up pants. 

Shorts 
Gym shorts with waistbands that fit snugly around the waist are recommended. Shorts should provide the athlete with 
comfort and a good appearance. The elastic waistband should help keep the shirt in place. Loose shorts can cause 
athletes discomfort, and are a distraction from their sports activities. 

Socks 
White tube socks made of good material will add support, help prevent blisters, give a good appearance, last an entire 
season and add to the length of the life of shoes. 

Shoes 
Probably the most important article of clothing an athlete wears when 
participating in track and field is a properly fitted running shoe. A good 
running shoe needs to have the following. 

1. A thick padded heel cushion, which lowers the incidence of calluses, 
bruises, spurs, shin splints, ankle sprains, etc., by absorbing impact 

2. Thick durable rubber sole 
3. A firm heel counter, which adds more stability and keeps the heel 

straight in the shoe 
4. Good flexibility; and, most importantly 
5. A good fit 

Warm Up Suits 
Warm up suits are worn for warming up prior to, and staying warm after, a practice or meet. Medium weight cotton 
sweatshirt and pants are excellent and inexpensive warm ups. Nylon windbreakers are excellent for retaining warmth 
and keeping the athlete dry during inclement weather.  
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Athletics Equipment 
The many events of Athletics requires numerous sporting equipment. It is important for athletes to be able to recognize 
and understand how equipment for the specific events works and impacts their performance. Have your athletes name 
each piece of equipment as you show it and give the use for each. To reinforce this ability within them, have them select 
the equipment used for their events as well.  

Timing Devices 
A fully automatic timing system or electric or digital stopwatches are recommended. When Fully Automatic Timing 
(FAT) is used, times will be recorded in one one-hundredth (1/100) of a second. Most manual timing devices are 
equipped with a button for start, a button for stop and a reset button. All manual times will be recorded in one-tenth 
(1/10) of a second. 

Starting Pistol 
A starting pistol should be used during training sessions. Special Olympians should be exposed to the gun prior to 
participating in a competitive event. Suitable replacements for the gun are a bell (mandatory in an indoor track), whistle 
or verbal start. 

  

Starting Blocks 
The use of starting blocks is optional. Starting blocks should be anchored behind the starting line so that when in the 
start position, the athlete's hands are set just behind the starting line. The blocks must be adjustable to allow the athlete 
to attain the most beneficial starting position.  
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Hurdles 
Hurdles that suit the ability of the athletes should be used. Competitive hurdles shouldn't be used until athletes have 
learned the basis of hurdling technique over practice hurdles. Practice hurdles can be collapsible or designed to fall over 
easily. Practice hurdles come in many forms  from a light stick balanced on traffic cones to specifically designed 
beginner/practice hurdles.  

Relay Baton 
One relay baton is needed for each participating relay team. Batons measuring 10cm in circumference are made of 
anodized aluminum, or lightweight, unbreakable plastic. For practice, the following materials cut into 30cm lengths and 
having smooth edges can be utilized: dowels, old broom handles, or PVC pipe. 

   

Long Jump Pit 
The running long jump pit should be filled with a minimum depth of 30cms of sand. The pit should be long and wide 
enough to ensure a safe landing by the athlete. A temporary takeoff board may be set in the runway, 1m from the front 
edge of the pit, if the permanent board is set more than 2m from the pit. 

High Jump Pit 
The high jump pit consists of a landing pit, a pair of adjustable standards and a crossbar. The ideal practice crossbar is a 
fiber glass crossbar. The high jump pit should have a minimum measurement of 500x250x50cm. Only approved and 
certified high jump pits may be used; pits made of other materials (such as gym mats) are not acceptable. 
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Shot Puts 
Outdoor shots, made of iron, and indoor shots, covered with hard plastic, are acceptable for use in Special Olympics 
competitions, and either type may be used in competition as long as the following minimum weight requirements are 
followed:  

 
Men: 4 kg. 

 

Women: 2.72 kg. 

 

Wheelchair Competition: 

 

Men: 1.81 kg. 

 

Women: 1.36 kg. 

Softballs 
Official size (30cm) and weight (blue dot, traditional flight) softballs 
are recommended. Usually a dozen softballs are adequate for a training 
session. Tennis balls can be substituted for use by lower functioning 
and multi-handicapped athletes.       

General Athletics Equipment List At-A-Glance  

Batons Rakes, level board 

Bell for start of indoor meets Restraining ropes, or pennant flags 

Brooms for field event runways, circles Rubber bands 

Clipboards Rules Books 

Crossbars Safety pins, numbers 

Flags for restraining ropes Score sheets and event cards 

Foul/Fair flags (red and white) Sector flags 

Throwing Implements Shovels 

Landing pits Standards for high jump 

Lap counter Starters pistols 

Last lap bell Starting block carrier (or wheelbarrow) 

Masking tape Starting blocks 

Public address system Steel or fiberglass tapes 

Megaphone or bullhorn Stopwatches 

Officials' stands Two-way radios 

Pencils and pens Whistles 
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Warm-Up 
A warm-up period is the first part of every training session or preparation for competition. The warm-up starts slowly 
and gradually involves all muscles and body parts. In addition to preparing the athlete mentally, warming up also has 
several physiological benefits. 

The importance of a warm-up prior to exercise cannot be overstressed. Warming up raises the body temperature and 
prepares the muscles, nervous system, tendons, ligaments and cardiovascular system for upcoming stretches and 
exercises. The chances of injury are greatly reduced by increasing muscle elasticity. 

Warming Up: 

 

Raises body temperature 

 

Increases metabolic rate 

 

Increases heart and respiratory rate 

 

Prepares the muscles and nervous system for exercise  

The warm-up is tailored for the activity to follow. Warm-ups consist of active motion leading up to more vigorous 
motion. The total warm-up period should take at least 25 minutes and immediately precedes the training or competition. 
A warm-up period should include the following basic sequence and components.  

Activity Purpose Time (minimum) 

Slow walk / fast walk / 
run 

Heats muscles 5 minutes 

Stretching Increases range of movement 10 minutes 

Event Specific Drills Enhance coordination, prepare for 
training/competition 

10 minutes 

 

Walking 
Walking is the first exercise of an athlete s routine. Athletes begin warming the muscles by walking slowly for 3-5 
minutes. This circulates the blood through all the muscles, providing them greater flexibility for stretching. The 
objective is to circulate the blood and warm the muscles in preparation for more strenuous activity. Athletes can also do 
arm circles while walking, 

Running 
Running is the next exercise in an athlete s routine. Athletes continue warming the muscles by running slowly for 3-5 
minutes. This circulates the blood through all the muscles, providing greater flexibility for stretching. The run starts out 
slowly and gradually increases in speed; however, the athlete never reaches even 50 percent of his/her maximum effort 
by the end of the run. Remember, the sole objective of this phase of the warm-up is circulating the blood and warming 
the muscles in preparation for more strenuous activity. 

Stretching 
Stretching is one of the most critical parts of the warm-up and an athlete s performance. A more flexible muscle is a 
stronger and healthier muscle. A stronger and healthier muscle responds better to exercise and activities and is more 
able to resist injury. Please refer to the Stretching section for more in-depth information. 
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Event Specific Drills 
Drills are activities designed to teach sport skills. Progressions of learning start at a low ability level, advance to an 
intermediate level and, finally, reach a high ability level. Encourage each athlete to advance to his or her highest 
possible level. Drills can be combined with warm-up and lead into specific skill development. 

Skills are taught and reinforced through repetition of a small segment of the skill to be performed. Many times, the 
actions are exaggerated in order to strengthen the muscles that perform the skill. Each coaching session should take the 
athlete through the entire progression so that he/she is exposed to all of the skills that make up an event. 

Examples of Specific Warm-up Activities 

 

Swing arms back and forth simulating the pendulum swing. 

 

Walk through the approach and delivery without the ball. 

 

A-Skips    

Cool-Down 

The cool-down is as important as the warm-up. Stopping an activity abruptly may cause pooling of the blood and slow 
the removal of waste products in the athlete's body. It may also cause cramps, soreness and other problems for athletes. 
The cool-down gradually reduces the body temperature and heart rate and speeds the recovery process before the next 
training session or competitive experience. The cool-down is also a good time for the coach and athlete to talk about the 
session or competition. Note that cool-down is also a good time to do stretching, as muscles are warm and receptive to 
stretching movements.  

Activity Purpose Time (minimum) 

Slow aerobic jog Lowers body temperature 

Gradually lowers heart rate 

5 minutes 

Light stretching Removes waste from muscles 5 minutes 
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Stretching 
Flexibility is critical to an athlete s optimal performance in both training and competition. Flexibility is achieved 
through stretching.  

Stretching follows an easy aerobic jog at the start of a training session or competition or during cool-down. Begin 
with an easy stretch to the point of tension, and hold this position for 15-30 seconds until the pull lessens. When the 
tension eases, slowly move farther into the stretch until tension is again felt. Hold this new position for an additional 15 
seconds. Each stretch should be repeated up to four or five times on each side of the body. 

It is important to continue to breathe while stretching. When leaning into the stretch, exhale. Once the stretching 
point is reached, keep inhaling and exhaling while holding the stretch. Stretching should be a part of everyone s daily 
life. Regular, daily stretching has been demonstrated to have the following effects:  

1. Increases the length of the muscle/tendon unit 
2. Increases joint range of motion 
3. Reduces muscle tension 
4. Develops body awareness 
5. Promotes increased circulation 
6. Makes you feel good  

Some athletes, such as those with Down syndrome, may have low muscle tone that makes them appear more 
flexible. Be careful to not allow these athletes to stretch beyond a normal, safe range. Several stretches are dangerous 
for any athlete to perform, and should never be part of a safe stretching program. These unsafe stretches include the 
following:  

 

neck backward bending 

 

trunk backward bending 

 

spinal roll  

Stretching is effective only if the stretch is performed accurately. Athletes need to focus on correct body positioning 
and alignment. Take the calf stretch, for example. Many athletes do not keep the feet forward, in the direction that they 
are running. The feet should be pointing straight ahead rather than turning out or in. 

Incorrect Correct                
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Stretching 

Another common fault in stretching is bending the back in an attempt to get a better stretch from the hips. An 
example is a simple sitting forward leg stretch. The athlete should think of stretching forward from the waist rather than 
down from the upper back.  

Incorrect Correct              

This guide will focus on some basic stretches for major muscle groups.   
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Stretching

Upper Body   

Chest Opener Side Stretch 

  

Clasp hands behind back 
Palms facing in 
Push hands toward sky 

Raise arms over head 
Clasp forearms 
Bend to one side   

Side Arm Stretch Trunk Twist 

  

Raise arms over head 
Clasp hands, palms up 
Push hands toward sky 

Athletes unable to clasp their 
hands can still get a good 
stretch by pushing their hands 
to the sky.  

Stand with back to wall 
Turn, reach palms to wall   
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Stretching 

Triceps Stretch Shoulder Triceps Stretch 

  

Raise both arms overhead 
Bend right arm, bring hand to back 
Grasp elbow of bent arm and pull gently toward 
the middle of the back 
Repeat with other arm 

Take elbow into hand 
Pull to opposite shoulder 
Arm may be straight or bent  
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Stretching 

Shoulder Triceps Stretch with neck Twist 

 

Take elbow into hand 
Pull to opposite shoulder 
Turn head in the opposite direction of the pull 
Arm may be straight or bent 

Teaching correction: the athlete above is 
turning her head in the wrong direction. To 
get the maximum benefit of the stretch, 
make sure that the head is turned toward the 
shoulder being stretched, or in the direction 
opposite the pull.   

Chest Stretch 

  

Clasp hands behind head. Push elbows back 
Keep the back straight and tall 
Don t pull forward on head 

This is a simple stretch that the athlete may not 
feel strongly when stretching. However, it opens 
up the chest and inner shoulder areas, preparing 
the chest and arms for the workout.   
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Stretching 

Low Back & Glutes  

Deep Hip Stretch Crossed Ankle Stretch 

  

Kneel, cross left knee over right 
Sit between heels 
Hold knees, lean forward 

Sit, legs outstretched and crossed at ankles 
Reach extended arms in front of body  

Groin Stretch 

   

Sit, bottoms of feet touching 
Hold feet/ankles 
Bend forward from hips 
Ensure that the athlete is pulling 
up in his lower back 

Here, the back and shoulders are 
rounded. The athlete is not 
bending from his hips and not 
getting the maximum benefit of 
the stretch. 

Here, the athlete is correctly bringing 
his chest to his feet and not pulling 
his toes toward his body. 

Hip Rolls 

  

Lie on back, arms outstretched 
Bring knees to chest 
Slowly drop knees to left (exhale) 
Bring knees back to chest (inhale) 
Slowly drop knees to right (exhale) 

Work on keeping the knees together to get 
the full stretch through the buttocks 
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Stretching

Camel Stretch  Half Camel Stretch  Full 

  

Kneel, place hands on low back 
Push hips forward 
Tilt head back 
Use this stretch for athletes who need to gain 
greater flexibility in their quadriceps, hip 
flexor and groin. 

Bring hands to heels of feet 
Push chest up and out 
Straighten the back by pushing the hips up. 
The athlete will feel a greater stretch in the 
quadriceps.  
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Stretching  

Supine Hamstring Stretch Spine Curl 

  

Lie on back, legs outstretched 
Alternating legs, bring legs to chest 
Bring both legs to chest at the same time 

Lie on back 
Bring left knee to chest 
Hold leg on hamstring with both hands 
Lift head and shoulders to knee 
Alternate legs   

Downward Facing Dog 

 

Toes 

Downward Facing Dog 

 

Flat Footed 

Downward Facing Dog 

 

Alternating Legs 

   

Kneel, hands directly under 
shoulders, knees under hips 
Lift knees until standing on 
toes 
Slowly lower heels to ground 
Continue alternating toes to 
heels up and down slowly 

Drop heels to ground 
Excellent stretch for the lower back 

Alternate raising to toes on one leg, 
while keeping the other foot flat on 
ground 
Excellent stretch to prevent and help 
shin splints   
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Stretching

Lower Body   

Calf Stretch Calf Stretch w/Bent Knee   

Stand facing wall/fence  
Lean arms and forehead on wall/fence 
Bend forward leg slightly 
Bend ankle of back leg 

Bend both knees to ease strain   

Hamstring Stretch Seated Straddle Stretch 

  

Legs straight out and together 
Legs are not locked 
Bend at hips, reach toward ankles 
As flexibility increases, reach for feet but 
don t pull on toes 
Push out through the heels, pointing toes 
to the sky 

Legs straddled, bend at hips 
Reach out toward the middle 
Keep the back straight  

  



  

Special Olympics Athletics Coaching Guide- September 2007 46

 

46 

Teaching Athletics Skills

 
Stretching    

Hurdle Stretch - Incorrect Hurdle Stretch - Correct 

  

Correct alignment of the lead leg is important in a hurdle stretch. The foot must be 
aligned in the forward direction of running.  

Sit with legs outstretched 
Bend knee, touch bottom of foot to opposite thigh 
Toes of the straight leg are flexed toward sky 
Push out through the heel, forcing toes to the sky 
Bend at hips in nice easy stretch bringing chest forward toward knee, reaching 
toward the outstretched foot    
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Stretching   

Step-Ups Standing Hamstring Stretch 

  

Step onto support, with bent leg 
Push hips in, toward support 

Rest heel of foot 
Push chest/shoulders in and up 
Don t rest heel on something too high 
Don t overstretch   

Forward Bend 

  

Stand, arms outstretched overhead 
Slowly bend at waist 
Bring hands to ankles or shins or knees without strain 
Point fingers toward feet  
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Stretching 

Stretching - Quick Reference Guidelines   

Start Relaxed 

Do not begin until athletes are relaxed and muscles are warm. 

Be Systematic 

Start at the top of body and work down. 

Progress from General to Specific 

Start general, then move into event specific exercises. 

Make slow, progressive stretches. 

Be controlled. 

Do not bounce or jerk to stretch farther. 

Use Variety 

Make it fun. Use different exercises to work the same muscles. 

Breathe Naturally 

Do not hold breath, stay calm and relaxed. 

Allow for Individual Differences 

Athletes start and progress at different levels. 

Stretch Regularly 

Always include time for warm-up and cool-down. 

Stretch at home. 

 



  

Special Olympics Athletics Coaching Guide- September 2007 49

 
Teaching Athletics Skills

Running Basics

Basic Mechanics of Running 

Running differs from walking in that, when running, the athlete only has one foot in contact with the ground at all 
times. However, in both running and walking events, the athlete must maintain a balanced and upright posture. The 
form for running sprints or distance events follows the same basic principles. However, in distance events the knee 
drive and arm carriage are a little lower. This section gives general guidelines for running mechanics. More specific, 
technical details are included in the sprints, middle and long distance sections. 

Sprinter Distance Runner                   

1. The athlete controls his/her speed by how much force is applied with each foot strike. 
2. The quicker the foot strikes the ground, the faster the athlete runs. 
3. When running fast, the heel must be lifted high under buttock. 
4. Leg turnover and stride length determine the speed at which an athlete runs. 

Getting Into Proper Running Form 
1. Take a Hips Tall position with your trunk and head directly above the hips. 
2. Let arms hang loosely at the sides of your body. 
3. Close hands loosely with the thumbs up. 
4. Lean forward slightly; bend ankles until body weight is centered on balls of feet. 
5. Bend arms; bring hands to top of hips forming a 90-degree angle between lower and upper arms. 
6. Keep head in a neutral position, looking forward, with facial muscles relaxed.  
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Running Basics 

Lifting Knees/Driving Arms 
1. Lift heel and push off with ball of foot. 
2. Bend leg at knee and drive it forward. 
3. Bring foot forward under knee. 
4. Strike ground with ball of foot while bringing the foot back under the body. 
5. Swing the arms forward and back with no help from the shoulder muscles. 
6. Stop hands at midline of torso at the top, and at the back of the hips at the bottom, shortening the angle slightly 

on the upswing and lengthening the angle slightly on the downswing.  

Faults & Fixes  Running Basics  

Error Correction Drill/Test Reference 

Athlete not running in upright 
position. 

Need to make sure drive leg is 
being fully extended (push off). 

Bounding and strides. 
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Running Basics

Coaches  Tips for Running Basics  At-A-Glance  

Tips for Practice  

1. Demonstrate Hips Tall position emphasizing relaxed shoulders and arms. 

2. Have the athlete walk with quick steps on balls of feet. 

3. Emphasize the foot striking the ground under the runner's body, not ahead of it. 

4. Have the athlete run straight at you to make sure that the shoulders stay parallel to ground and 
upper body is not twisting back and forth. 

5. Do lots of running basic drill work.  

6. Encourage athletes to train a minimum of 2-3 days at home. 

7. Be patient.   
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Starts 

Starts Skill Progression 

Stand-up Start  

Your Athlete Can  Never Sometimes Often 

Identify power foot 

   

Stand behind start line, relaxed, power foot in front on ball of foot 

   

Bend front knee slightly, balancing weight on both legs 

   

Remain still in "Set" position 

   

Push strongly off ball of power foot, swinging back arm forward 

   

Stay low, using arms to drive body forward 

   

Totals    

 

Block start  

Your Athlete Can  Never Sometimes Often 

Identify power foot 

   

Set the blocks 

   

Remain still in "On Your Mark" position 

   

Distribute weight evenly over hands and back knee 

   

Take balanced "Set" position 

   

Hold his/her weight on hands behind starting line 

   

Drive off footpads of both blocks 

   

Extend legs fully, driving legs and arms forward 

   

Keep the body low, pushing hard off the power foot 

   

Totals    
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Starts 

A good start can make all the difference in any track event, regardless of the distance. At the start of a race, athletes 
want to get out strong and fast. There are two primary types of starts  the stand-up and the block start. In sprint events, 
athletes use stand-up or block starts. In distance events, athletes use the stand-up start. 

Power Foot 

In this start, the athlete puts his/her power foot forward for a strong launch. Determining the power foot can be easily 
accomplished by having the athlete pretend to kick a ball. The foot that is used to kick the ball is the back foot. The foot 
that is used to support the body is the front foot, the power foot.   

Stand-up Start 

Teaching Points 

The fundamentals of the start involve three commands: on your mark,, set and go. Note that go can be a starter s 
pistol or whistle.  

On Your Mark Command 
The on your mark command is used when the athlete comes to the starting line to begin the race. 

1. Stand behind start line, relaxed, power foot in front. 

2. Place toe of back foot behind the heel of front foot, about 20-30cm. 

3. Look up slightly, focusing 2 meters ahead. 

Set Command (Note: Not used in races longer than 400m) 

On the set command the athlete must become as still as possible. 

1. Bend front knee slightly - about 120 degrees, placing weight on ball of front (power) foot. 

2. Hold arm opposite from front foot flexed in front of body. 

3. Hold other arm back, hand closed slightly past the hip. 

4. Stand as still as possible. 

Go Command  Sound of the Starter s Pistol or Whistle 

The go command is for the athlete to start moving. The go command is usually created by the sound of a starter s 
pistol or other device, such as a whistle. 

1. Drive back leg forward, leading with knee, swinging front arm back. 

2. Push strongly off ball of front (power) foot, swinging back arm forward forcefully. 

3. Stay low, using arms to drive body forward. 
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Block Start 
Each athlete needs the blocks set in a way that is comfortable to him/her. Whether to learn, train on and use blocks is an 
individual decision that should be discussed between the athlete and coach. Note: These are general guidelines and may 
not apply to every athlete depending on physical ability or range of motion. 

Teaching Points 

Setting the Blocks 

1. Align blocks in direction of start. 

2. Place starting blocks one foot-length from the starting line. 

3. Place front pedal two foot-lengths from the starting line. 

4. Place rear pedal two and one-half to three foot-lengths from starting line or approximately one foot-length from 
the front block. 

5. Note: The front and back pedals will have to be adjusted depending on the athlete s preference. When you travel 
to compete, starting blocks are different. However, your athlete will become able to make minimal adjustments, 
and you will become consistent at setting of the blocks.  

           

On Your Mark Command 

1. Kneel.  

2. Place feet firmly against pedals so toes barely touch ground, with the power foot in the front pedal. 
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3. Heels are off the pedals and the toes are curled under and touching the track. 

4. Rear-leg knee is resting on the ground. 

5. Place hands shoulder-width apart behind start line. 

6. Place fingertips down, thumbs pointing in toward each other, creating an arch between the index fingers and 
thumb, parallel to the start line. 

7. Roll body forward slightly, keeping arms straight and rigid but not locked. 

8. Distribute weight evenly over hands and back knee. 

9. Hold head up in line with spine. 

10. Focus on a spot a few meters in front of start line. 

Set Command 

1. From on your mark position, lift hips from ground slightly higher than shoulders, front knee bent 
approximately 90 degrees, back knee bent 110 degrees to 120 degrees. 

2. Keep arms straight, but not locked. 

3. Distribute weight evenly over hands. 

4. Focus 2 meters down track. 

5. Back and head form a straight line. 

6. Concentrate on reacting to sound of gun or start command - driving out of blocks. 

Go Command - Sound of the Starter s Pistol or Whistle 

1. From set position, at the sound of the starter s pistol or start command, thrust back knee and opposite arm 
forward strongly. 

2. Drive off footpads of both blocks. 

3. Keep the body low, pushing off the power foot hard, fully extending leg. 

4. Continue driving legs and arms forward, accelerating into full sprinting stride. 

5. Concentrate on moving the hands quickly to initiate movement out of the blocks. 

Acceleration to Top Speed 
1. Use short, quick steps out of blocks, allowing stride to increase in length as velocity increases, gradually 

standing up. Should be inclined forward for first 5-6m, fully upright at 25-40m. 

2. Make sure feet strike ground directly under the center of gravity. 

3. Use the arms vigorously, bringing loosely-closed hands to chest line during upswing and stopping them at back 
side of hips on downswing.  
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Faults & Fixes  Starts   

Error Correction Drill/Test Reference 

Stand-up start - When gun goes, 
athlete stands up. 

 
Focus on first 2-3 strides. 

 

Keep low. 

Mark spot on track about 2-3 
meters in front of athletes for them 
to focus on. 

Block start - Front knee is bent 
less than 90 degrees or more than 
90 degrees. 

 

Less than 90 degrees - move 
starting block back because it 
is set too close to line. 

 

More than 90 degrees  move 
block forward. 

Observation 

Block start - Athlete s shoulders 
are not far enough forward. 

 

Move shoulders forward until 
they are slightly in front of 
hands. 

 

May need to move blocks 
forward. 

Put mat in front of starting block 
and see how far athlete can lean 
forward without falling. 

Block start - Drive out of blocks is 
not explosive. 

Athlete s forward leg needs to 
forcefully push against the block 

 

Jump into air from set 
position. 

 

Jump into air and land in set 
position. 
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Drills for Teaching Starts 

Partner Push Drill 
Reps: 8x3-4 steps 

Purpose 

 

Develop arm and leg drive 

 

Allow coach to evaluate efficiency of athlete s start 

Teaching Points 
1. Take proper set position. 
2. Coach stands in front of athlete, with hands on athlete s shoulders. 
3. On command, athlete dives explosively into a fully extended position. 
4. Coach provides resistance and support.    

Points of Emphasis: 

 

Powerful and explosive knee drive 

 

Strong thrusting arm action 

When to Use: Beginning of skill work 

 

8-Step Drill 
Reps: 8x8 steps 

Purpose 

 

Increase strength and power of start 

 

Develop explosive movement patterns 

 

Develop consistency in foot strike and leg frequency 

Teaching Points 
1. Begin from a start command. 
2. Drive out of blocks, taking only eight steps.  

Points of Emphasis: 

 

Decrease in time over distance 

 

Powerful and explosive coordination of arm and leg action 

When to Use: Beginning of skill work 
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Stand-up Start Drill 
Reps: 8x30m 

Purpose 

 
Develop acceleration at the start 

 

Increase strength and power of start 

 

Develop explosive movement  

Teaching Points 
1. Take Hips Tall position. 
2. Step power leg forward; bend at knee as much as possible. 
3. In set position, bend forward from trunk. 
4. Bring arms in position opposite legs. 
5. On command, drive arms and legs, attaining maximum acceleration.    

Points of Emphasis: Foot spacing: one foot-length from heel of power side to toe of quick side 

When to Use: Beginning of skill work 

 

Deep Start Drill 
Reps: 8x3-4 steps 

Purpose 

 

Develop power 

Teaching Points 
1. Take on your mark position. 
2. Power leg knee almost touches elbow of the arm closest to the power leg. 
3. On command, explode from both legs, bounding 3-4 steps.   
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Points of Emphasis: Front and rear legs must drive through a greater range of motion 

When to Use: Beginning of skill work 

 
Push-up Start Drill 
Reps: 8x5-10 steps 

Purpose 

 

Improve arm strength and coordination 

 

Increase reaction time to start command or sound of pistol 

Teaching Points 
1. Take regular push-up position. 
2. Lower knees to track. 
3. Move power leg forward. 
4. Move rear foot about 12 inches behind front foot. 
5. On command, execute start.    

Points of Emphasis: Quick knee drive 

 

explosiveness 

When to Use: Beginning of skill work 
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Coaches  Tips for Starts  At-A-Glance   

Tips for Practice  

1. Front leg pushes back forcefully to provide needed drive out of blocks. 

2. Body moves both forward and upward. 

3. Do repeat starts for 10, 20 and 30 meters while maintaining good sprinting form. 

4. Concentrate on reacting to the sound of start command. 

5. Emphasize using arm action to get out of blocks quickly. 

6. Emphasize using force against ground or block pedal. 

7. Emphasize that the back foot needs to go beyond starting line on first step. 

8. Place colored tape two meters in front of start line on which athlete can focus. 

9. Emphasize first moving back foot forward and front arm back. 

10. Practice moving arms and back foot at sound of pistol or start command. 

11. Physically manipulate athlete's feet and arms to get them into proper position. 

Tips for Competition  

1. Remind athletes to raise hand if having trouble with blocks or getting set. 

2. Take time to set blocks correctly. 

3. Remind athletes to back into their blocks. 

4. Get a routine and stick with it. 

5. Remain relaxed  breathe.  
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Sprints Skill Progression   

Your Athlete Can Never Sometimes Often 

Perform a stand-up or block start 

   

Maintain erect posture with hips tall 

   

Push off the track with balls of feet 

   

Move foot backward under body upon landing 

   

Drive knees up so thigh is parallel (horizontal) to track  

   

Maintain high heel recovery as drive foot leaves ground 

   

Maintain tall posture, with slight forward body lean from ground, not from 
waist 

   

Swing arms forward and back without rotating shoulders 

   

Keep feet flexed, toes up 

   

Sprint under control for entire race 

   

Totals    
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The Sprints (100m-400m) 

Sprinting is the art of running as fast as possible. Power and coordination are the essential ingredients in the production 
of speed. Coordination can be improved through practicing good running mechanics. Speed is mostly an inherent factor; 
however, both coordination and speed can be improved through proper training. Mechanics of running is explained in 
the Running Basics section.  Sprinting can be broken down into four phases: the start, acceleration, maintaining 
momentum and the finish. 

The two main components that increase speed are how long steps are (stride length) and how quickly they are made 
(stride frequency). 

Start Phase 

Starts are explained in the section titled Starts.

  

Acceleratin g Phase 
The accelerating phase is achieved by driving or pushing with the drive leg. This requires a forward lean, which is 
directly proportional to amount of acceleration. Remember that acceleration does not mean speed, or fast; it means the 
rate of increasing speed.  

1. As drive leg is driving or pushing, free leg is also driving low and fast to place the foot under the body s center 
of gravity. 

2. Heel recovery of drive leg is low coming out of the blocks. 
3. With each step, speed increases until top speed is reached 
4. Each leg is driven powerfully until it is fully extended. 
5. Vigorous arm action is maintaining balance, rhythm and relaxation.  

  


