
	OFF-SEASON TRAINING
	



A solid off-season training regimen can give youth and high school athletes an edge and help prevent injuries when the next season begins. 

It is important for coaches and parents to assist players in developing an off-season routine that is safe and effective for football. 

Michael Barnes, Certified Strength and Conditioning Specialist who is currently the Director of Education for the National Strength and Conditioning Association (NSCA) and formerly the Strength Development Coordinator of the San Francisco 49ers answered some frequently asked questions about off-season football training. The NSCA is made up of experts in the fields of sport science, athletics, and fitness who stay on the cutting edge of strength and conditioning research and education.

When should a football player begin an off-season training regimen?
General fitness levels should be maintained throughout the year. But specific training for youth football in particular can start as early as eight weeks in advance of the pre-season.

Why is off-season training important for young athletes?
Off-season training has many advantages. Some of them include having the body better prepared and acclimated to the specific demands of football. These demands can include tolerance to the environmental conditions (heat and humidity), adaptations to the body such as strength and power, and resistance to injury.

What are the disadvantages to not doing proper off-season training?
The primary factor that would leave a player at a disadvantage of an improper off-season program is not having the body prepared for the demands of football. This ultimately compromises the health and safety of the athlete.

What types of training should be done in the off-season?
There are many effective methods of training in the off-season. For youth football, it is advised that the player acclimate gradually to the environmental conditions. The duration of time, training, and acclimating will vary with the conditions and intensity of the session. General calisthenics, football specific drills, flexibility, and interval sprints are all excellent choices to begin an off-season program.

How should off-season training differ for youth vs. high school players?
The essential components will remain the same for both populations, but the volume and intensity of the youth program will be reduced compared to the high school program. Also, the focus and structure of training will be accentuated at the higher levels of football.

How often should a player train in the off-season?
This will depend on the condition of the athlete and their current activity level. Generally three times per week would be a good start early in the off-season. This should be increased to four to five times per week as the season approaches.

What safety precautions should be taken when training?
Safety of the athlete is priority number one. They should start with a complete medical examination from their doctor and be cleared to participate in the activity. The physical environment should be evaluated by a professional and approved for activity. This would include a weight room and field. A qualified professional to structure the exercise program should be sought out. They should have a degree in exercise science, hold a national accredited certification, and have experience working with athletes.

What resources are available to coaches who are planning off-season training for their players?
The National Strength and Conditioning Association (NSCA) has many resources including position papers on youth resistance training and published articles on training for football that can be accessed. For more information on the NSCA, call 1-800-815-6826 or visit their website at: www.nsca-lift.org
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Fifteen seconds remain in the game, and your team is in its hurry-up offense. As you line up for the eighth straight play without a huddle, you gasp for air and try to focus. One more successful play can get you the game-winning touchdown. 

The quarterback calls the cadence, but you can't hear. Your heart is pounding in your ears. What was the play call? You're too tired to remember. The ball is snapped, but you move too slowly. As you try to block your man, he slips away, and you turn to see him sacking the quarterback. The last two seconds tick away and the game is lost because you were too tired to give your best effort. 

Exercise Your Heart and Lungs
No player ever wants to have a moment like that. How can you make sure it never happens to you? Train your heart and lungs. Being in great shape improves your blood's ability to quickly deliver needed oxygen to your muscles.

Most players don't train for the football season until a few weeks before the season, usually because they don't know what type of off-season exercises work the best. That's too bad. Now that your season is over, it's the perfect time to plan a conditioning strategy that will get you ready in time for football camp or your team's summer workouts. 

The best way to train for any sport is to look at what you do when you play the sport and mimic those activities. Your workouts should be slightly more difficult than the actual play to make games seem easier. 

Training for Football
Playing football involves hitting, jumping, changing direction and sprinting for short distances with short rest stops in between. That is why the running part of a football player's training should be sprints followed by short rests. This trains your body to respond like it should during games.

Common mistake: Players often condition for football with long runs around the field. These long runs hurt more than help because the type of muscle used to run distances is different than the muscle used to sprint. Your long-distance muscles (they're called Type I fibers) react more slowly and produce less power than your sprinting muscles (they're called Type IIb fibers). If you only train the slower muscle fibers by running long distances, your body will only use those slower-reacting muscles when you play football. Since football requires power and speed, football players should train the muscles used for sprinting.

The Program
Stick to your workout plan year-round, three days a week. Two days should be used for interval sprints; use the third day for change-of-direction, agility, foot speed and plyometric drills, which include jumping, landing and throwing. This will make you more explosive by improving your muscles' ability to stretch and shorten more quickly.

The two "running" days should consist of a series of timed sprints with brief rest periods in between (see Table 1 for an example). Each rest period should be twice as long as the time it took to run the sprint. If it takes you 10 seconds to run an 80-yard sprint, you should rest for 20 seconds before running your next 80-yard sprint. Run your sprints for a set number of total yards for the day. 

Each week, the number of yards can be increased (see Table 2 for an example). Early in the week, do a "heavy" sprint day by running more total yards, and later in the week do a "light" sprint day. Reducing the number of yards you sprint later in the week will help your muscles recover from the week's work.

Train Smart
A year-round training plan that includes interval sprints will keep you from pooping out during games, and it will help you avoid having to get back in shape each season. But never train alone. Always have an adult supervise your workouts. During the warmer months, train during the cooler parts of the day. Exercise indoors when it is too hot. Drink plenty of water before, during and after your workout. It will prevent problems like dehydration and heat-related illness, and it will help your body recover.
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Table 1 - Sample Daily Schedule 

	Monday (day 1)
INTERVAL RUN (EXAMPLE) 
	450 TOTAL YARDS

	200-yard sprint
	35-37 seconds (Run 100 yards and back)

	Rest
	90 seconds

	100-yard sprint
	14-17 seconds (Run 100 yards)

	Rest
	28 seconds

	50-yard sprint
	7-10 seconds (Run 50 yards)

	Rest
	14 seconds

	50-yard sprint
	7-10 seconds (Run 50 yards)

	Rest
	14 seconds

	50-yard sprint
	7-10 seconds (Run 50 yards)

	Wednesday (day 2) AGILITY/PLYOMETRIC/FOOT-SPEED DRILLS

	Friday (day 3) 350 TOTAL YARDS INTERVAL RUN (EXAMPLE)

	100-yard sprint
	14-17 seconds (Run 100 yards)

	Rest
	28 seconds

	100-yard sprint
	14-17 seconds (Run 50 yards and back)

	Rest
	28 seconds

	50-yard sprint
	7-10 seconds (Run 25 yards and back)

	Rest
	14 seconds

	50-yard sprint
	7-10 seconds (Run 25 yards and back)

	Rest
	14 seconds

	10-yard gassers
	10-14 seconds (Run 10 yards and back, 2.5 times)

	(50 yards)
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Table 2 - Monthly Yardage Chart 

May
Week

Day 1

Day 2

1

450

350

2

500

400

3

550

450

4

600

400

June
Week

Day 1

Day 2

1

NO

SPRINTS

2

500

400

3

550

450

4

600

500

July
Week

Day 1

Day 2

1

650

550

2

700

500

3

650

500

4

600

500

August
Week

Day 1

Day 2

1

550

450

2

550

450

3

550

450

4

550

450

September
Now it all pays off. The football season is here!
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9 Training Exercises To Make You Stronger For Next Season 

by: Ben Cook; Photos: Steve Vaccariello 

One great thing about football is the long off-season, which gives you time to prepare your body for the next season. 

Athletes who play a single sport all year long-on club teams and school teams, and on the playground-are often overworked and not physically well-rounded. Football's short season lets you develop your body by playing other sports or by following a training program. 

When football season ends, some players move right to another sport. The change in the way you practice, and the different playing styles of other sports, can help your body recover from football. If you only play football, when the season ends you should consider a strength and conditioning plan to prepare your body for the next season.

First, take some time off from all physical activity. Two weeks off will help heal your body, and the downtime will have you eager to get active again. Then, consider a variety of resistance-training exercises-exercises that build muscle-to strengthen your body.

Guidelines For Resistance Training
Everyone knows that resistance training, which includes activities that use your own body weight for resistance and lifting exercises that use weighted objects, is a great way to build muscle. The first question is, at which age should you start? Some people worry that starting resistance training too young can stunt your growth. There is no strong evidence that resistance training reduces growth. Many resistance-training exercises, if properly supervised and done gradually over time, are safe for young football players. By strengthening your frame, they may even prevent injuries that happen because of weak or uncoordinated muscles. 

Eating poorly and not resting enough have more impact on your growth than resistance training. Eating well and getting plenty of sleep each night will help you grow to your full height.

Your resistance-training workout can be organized in many different ways. See www.kickoffmag.com for a list of exercises you can include in your routine and for examples of daily workouts for players of different ages. Keep in mind that you also need to leave time during the week to do conditioning runs. If you are playing a winter sport like basketball or lacrosse, you will probably be in pretty good shape. However, if you only play football, you can start running soon after the season ends. 

The nine exercises that follow are good for young football players of different ages. If you are a younger player, to avoid possible injury, do not attempt the exercises for older players.

Important:
Safety always comes first. To avoid injury, always have a certified strength and conditioning specialist supervise your workouts. Stick to a plan that slowly introduces resistance and range-of-motion exercises that are appropriate for your age. Never train alone. Find an adult who is properly trained to supervise your workouts and can help you maximize your gains, while avoiding injuries. No matter what your age, when you are first starting out, begin with the exercises for younger players. Until you can do exercises with weighted bars properly, start with a broomstick or very light dumbbells. The most important thing is to learn the different motions and proper technique, not to see how much weight you can lift.

General Strength Exercises
Exercises to build large muscles
Push-ups
For players 7 years or older. Military-style push-ups build upper-body strength and strong arms for blocking opponents. Start by lying flat on the ground on your stomach. Place your hands on the floor in front of your shoulders. Push your body up from the ground, using your feet and your hands while keeping your body straight. Your arms should do most of the work. Then slowly lower your chest toward the ground, using your arms to support your body weight.
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Overhead Presses
For players 13 years or older. Use a broomstick, weight-training bar, dumbbells or a piece of PVC pipe. Hold the bar at shoulder level. Begin by pressing the weight over your head to full arm's length, to a point slightly behind your ears. Return the bar slowly to your shoulders. To avoid lower-back strain, be sure not to lean back as you move the bar upward.
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Romanian Dead Lifts (RDLs)
For players 13 years or older. Use a broomstick, weight-training bar, dumbbells or a piece of PVC pipe. Stand up straight with your feet shoulder-width apart. Hold the bar with your hands at waist level just outside your hips. Without bending your knees, bend at your waist, pushing your buttocks back as far as possible without your toes leaving the floor. Allow the bar to hang toward the floor. Be sure to keep your upper and lower back straight, not rounded. To come back up, bring your hips forward until you are in a standing position again. To avoid strain, your back must remain straight throughout this exercise.
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Functional Strength Exercises
Exercises to make your movements more powerful

Sit-ups and Crunches
For players 7 years or older. Sit-ups build strong stomach muscles, which stabilize all of your body movements. Lie on your back with your legs bent and your feet on the floor. Place both hands behind your head. Inhale and raise your upper body from the floor. Exhale as you lower your upper body back toward the floor. Return to your starting position without resting your shoulders on the floor. 
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Another type of the sit-up is a crunch (pictured right). To do crunches, lie on your back with your hands behind your head. Raise your legs, bending your knees at a 90-degree angle so that your feet stick out. Once in position, inhale and lift your shoulders off the floor, moving your knees closer to your head. Slowly return back to your starting position and exhale as you complete the movement.

Duck Walking
For players 7 years or older. This exercise improves a football player's lower-body balance and range of motion. Get in a squatting position with your knees bent and your buttocks close to the ground. Walk forward and backward on the balls of your feet, while keeping your buttocks close to the ground.
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Crab Walking
For players 7 years or older. Two ways of doing this exercise work different muscles. First, get in a push-up position and move forward and backward using your hands and feet. For the other type, sit down on the floor and raise your buttocks off the ground by supporting your weight with just your feet and hands (pictured above). Move your hands and feet to walk forward and backward (pictured left).
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Muscle Power Exercises
Exercises to make your muscles stretch and shorten more quickly

Tuck Jumps
For players 7 years or older. Jump up and tuck your legs near your chest while you are in the air. To emphasize the tuck, loosely hug your knees. This hug has to be done quickly in order to land. When landing-in this and all jumping-related exercises-allow your knees to give a little in order to absorb the impact.
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Cycle Jumps
For players 9 years or older. Begin with one foot in front and the other foot behind. Bend both knees. Jump off of the ground. In mid-air, switch the position of your legs, landing with your opposite legs in front and behind. When you land, hit the floor with your toes first and then allow your heels to hit. Allow your knees to bend. This reduces the amount of impact on your body. Landing onto a semisoft mat can also reduce the stress of landing. The jump can be very small in the beginning, while you get used to switching your legs. As you get better at it, jump for height, and have your feet kick up and hit your buttocks while you're in the air. This exercise is good for body control and quickness.
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Power Cleans
For players 7 and 8 using a broomstick; for players 9 and older using light dumbbells, a weight-training bar, a weighted PVC bar or a similar light bar (35 pounds). Get in a squatting position with your back straight and your eyes up. Begin by rapidly pulling the weight-training bar (or whatever you are using) from the floor by extending your knees and hips fully. It is important to keep your back straight and your head and eyes angled slightly upward during the entire pull. At the same time you are extending your legs, use your arms to pull the bar upward toward your forehead. Remember to keep your elbows higher than your wrists during the pull. When the bar has reached its maximum height, flip your wrists, securely gripping the bar at the level of your shoulders. Once the bar has been secured, stand up tall and keep your elbows high. As you increase the resistance (weight) while doing this exercise, the height you will be able to pull the bar toward your forehead will become less and less. In order to finish the movement safely, you will have to squat lower and lower to catch the bar at your shoulders.
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For more resistance-training exercises and sample workout routines, see www.kickoffmag.com.
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