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At the high school level, it’s imperative that a head coach develop a complete track & field program.  Regardless of the number of athletes – 10 to 100 or more – the head coaches’ responsibility is such that each event be treated with equal regard, even if certain events gain extra points (In Texas, relays count double points at the high school level!)

Many athletes come to spring track & field after soccer or basketball or after taking a break from football; these athletes must be incorporated into the various components of the program as smoothly as the athletes who began the track & field season in August.  For this to happen, the first step in building a complete high school track & field program must occur: developing one’s coaching staff.

The best coaches are those that have the desire and willingness to gain knowledge and then teach the concepts they’ve learned to their athletes.  Coaches, like athletes, may arrive in your program with limited track & field knowledge; for the past six or seven months, they’ve been pre-occupied with basketball or football and basketball or volleyball, etc.  In essence, their mindset has not been on track & field, and track & field is not their primary sport.  [In many cases, coaches are required to coach two sports, and since their athletes gravitate to track & field to make them better athletes for the fall, often coaches will follow.  This is not a negative; it’s simply a fact of life in many schools.]  

Even if the entire track & field coaching staff coaches just this one sport, the demands on the head coach are so great that it necessitates him developing a caring and knowledgeable staff.  Spend time teaching them the nuances and intricacies of their events.  Allow time for them to watch instructional videos.  Pay for them out of your budget to attend coaches’ clinics where they can learn from the best in the sport.  The pay off for the program – and ultimately the kids we coach – is, to quote MasterCard – priceless.  

In addition to the kids’ confidence in their coaches is the coaches’ confidence in themselves.  There are far too many events for the head coach to supervise every single event at every moment in practice.  By the way, head coaches don’t know everything; learning new drills or terminology from our assistants continues our learning as well.  Developing a competent coaching staff allows the head coach more freedom to oversee the entire program while shifting some of the responsibility and success of the program on the assistants.  In the end, this proves a win-win situation every time.

It’s important to get an idea of the number of athletes you’ll have in track prior to the official start of workouts.  As mentioned, there are numerous events; in order to provide your team a fair shot at the state tournament, it’s crucial that you have a fair understanding of what athletes will be joining your full-timers after their respective sports.  This allows you to at least mentally slot certain kids into certain events, while knowing full-well that depth must be added to Events X, Y and Z if the season is to prove successful at the district and / or state levels.  


Each state’s rules vary slightly, but in general, kids can compete in two-to-three field events and two-to-three running events [In Texas, an athlete may compete in 2 field and 3 running or vice versa for a combined 5 events.]  

Depth is vital to the success of any sport, and it’s no different in track & field; in fact, reaching one’s goal of a district or state title depends largely on depth.  A couple of first place finishes can be outscored if an opponent garners a second and third in the same event.  Depth is vital.  

Understanding and being creative with one’s facilities is another crucial step in building one’s program.  Not all high schools are fortunate to have several run ways where long and triple jumpers can practice separately.  Some schools don’t even have a track on their campus!  Now the coaching staff is forced to use its collective imagination.  With a single runway, scheduling is priority.  When the wind grounds the vaulters, is there an alternative in the weight room or other athletic facility, such as ropes or rings?  

Is it necessary to stagger after school practices so that a certain group arrives thirty or forty minutes later for the sake of efficiency?  Once again, the coaching staff must understand the limitations of the school’s facilities and arrange the practice schedule so that each athlete benefits and becomes the best athlete he or she in an effort to contribute to the team’s overall success.  

When building a complete program, the coaching staff must account for the competition.  District competition is beyond one’s control, so concentrate on meets where district opponents are absent.  These are great meets to experiment with relays – moving legs around – or inserting a certain athlete into an event he or she may not be 100% comfortable with to explore potential.  At the same time, however, be careful about scheduling meets where the opponents are far superior or inferior.  When the day is done, coaches and athletes want to believe they competed with athletes at equal or perhaps slightly better ability.  There’s no other way to accurately measure one’s improvement than solid competition.

In order to achieve success in any team endeavor, be it the corporate world or the world of high school athletics, the head coach and his staff must be cognizant of his athletes’ strengths.  [Weaknesses can be improved upon; strengths must be enhanced.]  Athletes are restricted to a certain number of events – field or running.  It’s vital that by district the coaching staff has placed its athletes in the best position for success.  In Texas, for example, with relays counting double, it’s easy to lose focus of certain events in hopes of making up a point deficit with relays.  This is faulty coaching logic.

Each event counts.


Each event accrues points.


Each event contains athletes who’ve worked and sweated to attain the right to be coached.


A coaching staff’s job is to discover all its athletes’ strengths and schedule them in events where they – and the team – can achieve its most success.  And if each athlete PRs yet the team still loses the meet, I declare you’ve won.  As well, it’s imperative a coach instill into an athlete the willingness to attempt new events:  many a track & field athlete has discovered proficiency in a certain event after being slightly persuaded by his coach to give it a shot.  Coaches, don’t pigeon-hole your athletes into specific events – keep an open mind and truly judge if this athlete can jump or that one can hurdle or vault or if her sprinter speed and jumping ability might be better suited for the 300 hurdles.  

As for achieving individual and team success, try to devote two days per week to strength training and two-to-three days per week to technical work during the first month before the season actually starts.  Strength does not mean strictly weight room!  Make strength training event specific; include running hills, sprinting, bounding, medicine balls, plyo boxes, etc.  This builds event-specific strength more efficiently than static lifting in the weight room.  


A rule I employ is 72 hours between heavy leg workouts on hills – Tuesdays and Fridays.  This allows following a hard day with a recovery or technical day.  Wednesdays and Thursdays, then, are the perfect days to teach, drill and reinforce mechanics.  This means employing event-specific workouts: hurdles, distance, shot, discus, long and triple jumps, etc.  

Workouts include sufficient rest.  Many coaches believe that every minute an athlete is on the track is an opportunity for that athlete to work.  Muscles require recovery time.  Make sure that when the day’s or week’s plan in put to paper, proper rest is included.  This reduces the risk of injury greatly while increasing the probability of a superior workout.


As you cycle your athletes to peak near the end of the season, having built their confidence from preseason throughout, it’s important to remember one thing: have fun.  Don’t ever forget to laugh and have a little fun; your athletes will respect it and prove they care in return by their practice and meet effort.  And in the end, each athlete has proven him or herself and your program has gotten better and one step closer to a state championship.
