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Talent Identification/Development at the UK Race Walking Centre: 
UKA Futures Training Group

Background to the UK Race Walking Centre 

In April 2009 UK Athletics announced the designation of Leeds Metropolitan University as the new UK Athletics Race Walk Centre with the appointment of Dr Andi Drake as the Carnegie Director of Race Walking. Andi will work with the Director of Athletics, Mick Hill, previously Talent Manager for UK Athletics; and the Director of Sport, Malcolm Brown, former National 5-10000 m Coach who also worked for Team GB in the race walk events at the Sydney Olympic Games.
Here I will briefly outline how the Centre and its Director plan to impact on the event. My previous work as both a coach and an academic has been strongly linked to developing talent using an evidence based process that seeks to develop athletes into expert performers. This can be broadly broken down into three stages: first establish a clear strategy/objective for the programme; second create an environment in which talent can thrive; and third identify the talent that will form the athlete base for the programme.

Establishing strategies/objectives

Our strategies and objectives are driven by a passion for developing talent towards championship level competition, i.e. we will work towards qualifying athletes for championship teams and helping them to fulfil their potential. The pinnacle of such a strategy is competitive athlete in (a GB vest!) an Olympic Games Team.

Creating the environment

The environment in which athletes can thrive is key to the success of any programme. There is already a team in place at Carnegie who have experience of working with National Race Walk Squads/Teams and who are expert in their own fields, e.g. including biomechanics, exercise physiology, nutrition, sport psychology, strength & conditioning, physiotherapy and coach education. Moreover Carnegie engages with overseas race walk squads and coaches who share their expertise with UK athletes and coaches: In this way, despite our wonderful heritage in the UK we look forward and focus on the developing demands of the race walking events rather than looking back. In his review of common characteristics of successful endurance programmes, Gibbons (2004) identified high quality coaching as the primary factor during the developmental ages of 16-24. Moreover common principles highlighted were: training structured using sport science knowledge; daily communication between athlete and coach regarding their health/fitness/weakness status; and daily analysis of training and performance to prevent overtraining. Furthermore the UK Race Walk centre will also develop coaches and there will be a mentoring programme for two or three performance coaches who will be supported by the Director of Race Walking.

Talent identification phase

The final phase of establishing the programmes will be to work with the athletes. This is often seen as the starting point of a programme launch; however it is typically without the crucial first two stages being fully developed/implemented. Gulbin (2008) highlights this as a common factor in ill conceived talent development programmes. We are now ready to establish the “UK Athletics Futures Training Group” at the Centre. We will not only work with existing talent but will actively seek new talent, either through talent selection from young athletes who demonstrate characteristics of high level performers; or through transferring in athletes who have demonstrated their aptitude for the race walk events via their performances in other endurance events/sports.

What will this bring?

The UK Race Walk Centre is empowering and will enable athletes to receive dedicated full time coaching. In time the Centre will drive UK race walking performance and also strongly influence the culture of the event in the UK and increasingly internationally. UK Athletics will see athlete’s from Carnegie dominating Team GB selections for the race walk events. In summary the UK Race Walk Centre will provide both athlete and coach opportunities; research & support opportunities for other practitioners; and can be a template for other (technical) events. In short as the programme gathers momentum it will begin to make a difference.

UKA Futures Training Group
As part of the agreement between UK Athletics and Leeds Metropolitan University, UKA are funding for a four year talent development programme, i.e. the “UK Athletics Futures Training Group”. This is a programme for junior athletes that will provide opportunities for group training every 4-6 weeks, depending on the time of the season/training year. 

The first group will be invited to join the programme over the course of summer 2009 and all aspects of the performance process will be considered/challenged. Selection will consider both outcome and process measures, i.e. outcomes are performances (times – Table 1); and processes reflect attitudes and commitments (to athletics – Tables 2 and 3). The UK Athletics Futures Training Group will need 12 months commitment; and ultimately the prioritising of race walking as the primary event by the athlete. An overview of the performance process profile we are looking for is detailed below:

Outcome measures

Consistent athletes will perform close to their personal best level throughout the (2009) season and they will demonstrate a progressive profile, i.e. their performance trend will be one of improvement. They will demonstrate the precursors of a technically competent race walk model with a matching level of conditioning; plus the tactical abilities required of an endurance athlete. They will excel in domestic level competition and reach norm level standards that suggest progression to international level performance is a realistic target (Table 1). In an event group with little depth norm level performance standards will be used above championship placing.

Process measures

The athletes will demonstrate a professional attitude, in particular when working with coaches and support staff and their peers in both training and competition environments. They will already have demonstrated a willing commitment to being involved in athletics programmes at regional and/or national level. The athletes will demonstrate baseline endurance and functional movement abilities and a work ethic in relation to training in order to avoid injury and be ready to tolerate increasing training workloads, i.e. they will be capable of completing a set of signpost sessions/assessments within a seven-day period (Table 2). Moreover they will be committed to athletics and this will be considered in relation to other areas of endeavour, including commitment to academic work and other sports/activities (Table 3). Athletes will show commitment to developing an appropriate lifestyle for an elite athlete, i.e. they will be role models for other performers. Linked into this is the home environment of the athlete and the existing support mechanisms in place - one of the key support areas linked to environment is coaching and a programme of coach mentoring and development is also being put in place via the England Athletics National Coach Mentor for Endurance, Martin Rush.

Athletes who meet these criteria will enjoy athletics; competition; striving to improve; and above all they will enjoy winning. It will be clear that athletics (race walking) is their passion with no need for further motivations and they will not be distracted by other expectations. I have stated that the UK Race Walk Centre aims to change the culture of the event and the UKA Futures Training Group, together with the England Athletics Coach Mentoring Programme may start to do this. Further information is available from me at the address below.
Dr Andrew Drake

Carnegie Director of Race Walking

UK Athletics National Race Walk Centre

University Sport, Leeds Metropolitan University, Leeds, LS6 3QS

Tel: +44 (0)113 8123527 Mobile: +44 (0)7824 482624 

Email: a.drake@leedsmet.ac.uk
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	Athlete
	2 km 
(time trial)
	3 km
	5 km
	10 km

	Female U17
	00:10:48
	00:16:36
	00:27:28
	00:57:08

	Female U18
	00:10:31
	00:16:10
	00:26:51
	00:55:51

	Female U19
	00:10:15
	00:15:45
	00:26:15
	00:54:35

	Female U20
	00:09:55
	00:15:14
	00:25:30
	00:53:00

	Male U17
	00:09:34
	00:14:41
	00:24:42
	00:51:21

	Male U18
	00:09:09
	00:14:03
	00:23:47
	00:49:52

	Male U19
	00:08:56
	00:13:43
	00:23:18
	00:48:25

	Male U20
	00:08:38
	00:13:15
	00:22:38
	00:47:00

	Table 1. Norm level performance standards sought from progressive profile athletes applying for a place in the UKA Futures Training Group. Times are performance equivalents, thus shorter distance form or 2 km time trial times will be considered, as will wild-card nominations from coaches of athletes who may have mitigation for not attaining a designated performance, e.g. illness, injury, young training age.


	Signposts

	Speed 
(aerobic power)
	Can complete 2 km time trial performance commensurate with (training?) age norm.

	Speed 
(anaerobic power)
	Can complete 6 x 300 m with 1:1 work:recovery ratio at pace 
10 % faster than 2 km time trial performance.

	Stamina
	Can complete continuous 30 min session alternating 5 min a little faster and 5 min a little slower than current 5 km race pace.

	Endurance
	Can complete 60 min continuous session.

	Functional movement
	Successfully complete assessment of symmetrical and bilateral strength and mobility in range of joints.

	Work ethic
	Practices (trains) daily outside of school/college physical education classes – defined as practice or training for athletics or other events/sports; in a training camp environment could race walk and/or run plus complete strength & conditioning activities daily with no increase in injury risk.

	Table 2. Signposts demonstrating abilities and work ethic in relation to training. 


	Commitment

	Athletics
	Forms one of 3-4 non-academic activities at age 16; and one of 1-2 non-academic activities at age 18.

	Annual training plan
	Progressive 12 month programme planning peaks for key competitions; and part of long term development plan. (Building towards) daily practice/training. (Working) holidays planned at close of season (48 week commitment to programme).

	Competition schedule
	Programme of races linked to UKA championships/UK Challenge – UKA are the funding body for this programme...

	Table 3. Athletic commitment to academic work and other sports/activities – athletes/coaches who consider commitment only to winter squad camps and spring races before taking the summer off will not be considered, regardless of talent; likewise athletes who fail to compete in designated races unless demonstrably medically unfit. 
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