
WIAA Coaches School Track And Field Presentation 

Steve Slavens – Fife High School 

Just a little personal history: 

100 meters P.R. – 10.3 

200 meters P.R. – 21.0 ( 20.4 relay leg) 

School record holder at Franklin Pierce High School 100 meters and 200 meters – 1969. Also 

4x200 at 1:28.3 but you don’t run that very often anymore. We also ran 43.3 at 4x100 in 1969 

on cinders. 

School record holder at Central Washington for 200 meters at 21.0 - 1972 

Placed Nationally for Central Washington twice in the 4x100 

 

At Fife we were State Champions in 1985. We paced in the top ten 7 times in my tenure. 

 

We had a relay in the finals for either the 4x1 or 4x4 10 out of 11 years in a row – all while using 

the same baton ☺ 

 

After 1977 we did not place less that third in our league meet while being the smallest school in 

the league. We were League Champs 3 ties. We were also District Champs 3 times. 

 

The 4x1 team was state champs in 1989 with a time of 42.64 

 

I coached the only athlete to win both the 400 meters and 300 intermediate hurdles at the 

state meet in Darrin Filand in 1985. In fact he had to run 9 races that weekend because of a 

rerun of the highs where he took 3
rd

.  He was also our anchor for the 4x4. Our workouts were 

VERY creative. 

 

The girls teams shared great success also. They were League Champs twice and District Champs 

twice as well as enjoying the first of only two undefeated dual meet seasons. 

 

I coached at the small college level under the late Joe Peyton where I coached 2 Intermediate 

hurdlers to All American status in 5 years. 

 

I coached the throwers at Puyallup High School for 3 years where I took brand new throwers 

each year to higher levels of effort beginning with Connor Framke who hadn’t thrown a shot 

since junior high. He threw 50’9” and placed 13
th

 at state in his only year throwing ( he was kind 

of overwhelmed when he got to state ). He was second in the West Central District meet.  

 



I was nominated as State Track Coach of the year three times finishing 3
rd

 in the voting in one of 

those years. 

Though it does seem I have been detached for some time from coaching directly I stayed with 

the sport obviously and still keep my hand in it when possible. Mostly as a starter for the 

Trojans at Fife. There are things you don’t forget. 

 

The last two years I have helped Brian Smith of the WIAA as a coaches liason at the state meet 

along with good friend Tim Irvin of Bellingham. 

 

I am also a 3 time Masters Powerlifting National Champion which comes in quite handy with 

running the weight room for our athletes. 

 

Briefly, that’s who I am. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Topics of Discussion 

 

Four basic drills and variations 

High Knees 

Butt Kicks 

Skipping 

Race Walking 

 

Block set up for the straight AND turn 

 

Turn running 

 

That should take our time and leave plenty for questions. 

If you wish to get hold of me these are two email addresses you can use. PLEASE put your name 

or one of those topics on the subject line or I will simply delete the email. 

 

sslavens@fife.k12.wa.us 

 

cwsctnf@comcast.net 

 

 

First up – drills 

 

I believe drills are paramount to success in any sport. However, I do see many drills done, in my 

view, incorrectly. Don’t be offended. It is just that my coach in high school – Tom Buckner – was 

adamant about doing the very basic things perfectly. I didn’t get to run the 100 until the middle 

of my Sophomore year at FP and that was only 11.4 for yards. We finished in two and a half 

years at 10.6.  We drilled things to death not to mention some bodacious workouts. I also feel 

that many coaches have either done drills incorrectly through their career or go to a clinic and 

do what someone says is the best thing since sliced bread. Of course, I could be putting myself 

in that position. ☺ 

 



**Do all your drills on as soft a surface as possible. Drills can pound the body and the more 

cushion you give them the better response you get. Drills can also cause high levels of joint or 

muscle fatigue when done incorrectly and in too much volume. 

 

Drills help in coordinating movement. And then your workouts coordinate that motion even 

further. 

 

High Knees 

Remember that ALL directional motion comes from the hips. The hips are a major part of your 

physical core – it isn’t all the abs folks. Improving how that area moves means you have to 

improve the range of motion of the joint. Rhythm for that motion ( speed response assistance) 

comes from the shoulders and then arms. 

 

Part of what you will learn is lifting from the hip which ties into our turn running topic. The high 

knee drill has to come from where the uppermost part of your quads meet the front part of 

your hip bones. The simple explanation is to have the athlete lift FROM THE HIP. DO NOT  get 

into thinking you have to start with the knee. The knee lifts because the hip lifts. Pay attention 

to that part. ☺ 

 

**As a side note there is absolutely NO need to slam or pound the foot down when it returns to 

the ground. You don’t run that way anyhow. 

 

Start with your feet fairly close together, rise up on your toes and lift from the hip/leg which is 

usually the first out of the blocks while keeping contact with the ground with the other foot.  

Lean slightly forward. DO NOT LEAN BACK. If this happens the athlete is weak in the hips AND 

stomach.  

Place the arms at about 90 degrees ( that will change as you move ). Hands loose. DON’T POINT 

THE FINGERS FORWARD. Don’t let the hand rise up too much either. 

As you move forward through the drill the down foot pushes off the ground as the lead leg 

rises. Flex the arch. 

When the knee rises lift that lead foot with it from the toe. DON’T ALLOW THE FOOT TO POINT 

DOWN. This does two things. One is to assist the lifting of the knee/leg as well as help keep 

balance as you move forward through the drill. The other is to begin to create low back 

flexibility. 

As you switch legs simply push with the down foot by using the arch as you lift from the hip and 

foot with the opposite leg. Move the arms from the shoulders. Hands and arms will follow. 

 

Head up, jaw loose. 



 

Keep the toes north/south. 

 

It is a simple drill, but you gain a lot of strength with it as well as low back flexibility. BUT, 

because it is hard to do and involves that same strength need and flexibility need it becomes 

more difficult to do.  

 

Keep the distance for the drill short to begin with. 

 

There is no need to go fast with the whole motion until late in the season. We got to the point 

at Fife to where our drills could go 100 meters if we needed to. 

 

Short explanation, but some of this will be by doing. You may be sore in a day or so. 

 

**General rule of thumb. Drills are hard on the body. Don’t go nuts with them. Also, change the 

order on how you do them each workout. 

 

Butt Kicks 

 

Simple name, but loads of foot and hamstring work. 

 

Start in the same basic position you did with the high knee drill. Instead of picking the leg up 

with the knee you move forward and pick up the leg (lower) behind you with the hamstring. 

 

Keep a slight lean forward. Arms relaxed and about 90 degrees. Head up. 

 

Do not let the heels lead at any time of the motion. You teach putting the brakes on with each 

step and the strength you need you don’t gain. 

 

It will seem as though the toe is “locked” in position, but that is simply the landing point. The 

whole foot will touch the ground if only temporarily. The arch needs to stretch/flex. 

 

The heel needs to kick or touch the butt.  

 

You will gain quad flexibility as you do this drill. 

 

Do not let the knee straighten to the point where it locks to carry the load. It will straighten 

momentarily. 



 

Keep the toes north/south. 

 

If you can picture a prancing horse you can get a picture of how the foot needs to work. 

 

 

 

Skipping 

 

We would call this little kid skipping. And there is no need to drive the knee up when doing this 

drill. If you wish to do plyometrics then do them as a totally different session. 

 

Start in the same basic position as the previous drills.  

 

All you do is move forward in a skipping motion. Make sure the foot is doing the main portion 

of the work so as to engage the arches. 

 

There will be a little hop with the skip which is fine.  

 

Let the arms stay loose from the shoulder and swing with the motion of the skip. Don’t allow a 

side to side swing with the arms. 

 

Don’t allow the toe to be pointed down, let it take its natural course and elevate as the foot 

comes forward. 

 

An important part of this is that the heel may strike first, but it is a very temporary incident. As 

you do this correctly you will find yourself moving THROUGH the motion of the foot and 

strengthening the arches for the demands of running – especially fast.  

 

Let the skip go through the hips as you move forward. This engages the hamstrings as well. 

Again, it is that physical coordination thing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Race Walking 

 

This is exactly what it implies. The “problem” with it is that kids tend to think they look weird 

and play with it more than they should. Sometimes you may need to let them do that. 

 

Again we are coordinating responses for a bigger performance, but the real reason we use this 

is for INJURY PREVENTION. Shin splints are the main injury you will see first in all the training. 

We used this to help prevent the problem. We had very few kids get shin splints, but we also 

learned how to not just prevent but rehab them. 

 

Think of what you have seen in any race walking event. Looks a little off, but the Russians many 

years ago found the value of the heel to toe movement with the straight leg and hip motion. 

 

One foot must stay in contact with the ground at all times. 

 

The heel WILL strike first and the knee “locks” in place so as to engage the hip more directly. 

Simply think of the model on the runway, but with a more aggressive walk. The heel will pull 

the leg through as you move over the foot. 

 

Arms need to follow a natural swing motion. 

 

Don’t let them try to race each other because you will lose that pull through motion and loses 

the training effect for the feet and shins.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Setting Your Blocks 

 

This is a great deal more complicated than people realize. Setting the blocks sets up the entire 

race. Putting the feet in the proper spots and angles creates a systemic response from the hips 

to create a better acceleration phase.  

 

Remember that in the start position you are always in a state of unequal equilibrium. Don’t try 

to equal out the equilibrium. You lose force application against gravity or make it too vertical. 

 

Always carry a small tape measure with your gear. 

If that is tough then remember that your foot size doesn’t change during the season unless 

there is a major growth spurt. IF YOU USE THE FOOT THE SET UP SPACINGS THEN ALWAYS DO IT 

WITH YOUR RACE/TRAINING SPIKES ON. Makes it consistent. 

 

Always measure from the inside of the start line, but NOT from where your hands are placed. 

Place the tape from slightly to the right or left of the center of the lane. That is where your feet 

will go. ALWAYS MEASURE THE FOOT PADS, NOT THE FRONT OF THE BLOCK. 

 

When placing the angle of today’s blocks make sure you don’t set them too flat. That drops the 

hips and makes you go vertical instead of horizontal.  

 

Set your blocks so you are ideally around 77 degrees with your hips. I say around because of 

physical stature differences. If you set them about 77 degrees you will find the lead knee right 

about elbow height when on your marks. However, you will probably need to make some 

adjustments to physical stature. 

 

Once you have your blocks measured and centered stand behind them and make sure they are 

straight in the lane for the line of power application. If they are crooked then you will go that 

direction first before trying to correct the action. Be sure to stand on them to make sure the 

spikes are set on the track. 

 

A little competitor’s note here. Be aware of who is around your blocks in case they change 

something. ☺ Happened to me once – never twice. 

 



 

 

 

Setting Turn Blocks 

 

You run faster is a straight line so set your blocks in the turn to make sure you do just that. Just 

because that straight line goes across the lane doesn’t mean you have to set your blocks there. 

 

First get in your lane and get a visual where the start line actually goes from what could be a 

straight line to a curve. Draw an imaginary line across your lane that follows that visual. That 

now becomes your set up point. You can go from the very outside point of the outside lane line 

to do this. If the starter makes you go from the inside line then do so, but you can go wide. It is 

“your” lane. 

 

Set your blocks with the same philosophy as with the straight, but measure with the new line. 

DO NOT use that straight line across the lane unless you are in lane 1, but even then you can 

adjust a bit. The angle of your blocks will depend on the lane you are assigned. 

 

The angle of your blocks is less the further out you go, but folks forget just how important that 

can be in lane 8.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Turn Running 

 

Many times people neglect how to use the turn to their advantage. And then they tend to be 

taught to use techniques that don’t benefit coming off the turn to finish the straight efficiently. 

 

These are things I have used for years to make sure my kids had as much advantage coming off 

the turn as they could. 

 

Using some physics here you need to be aware that there are two forces working on a sprinter  

( even distance runners) in a turn. They are centripetal and centrifugal forces. One, centripetal, 

wants to pull you in and the other,centrifugal, wants to push you out. You need to minimize the 

effects of one more than the other.  

 

Remember back to the drills we talked about. The concept of “high knees” or hip lift is critical to 

turn running. You want each leg to cover the same amount of distance. DO NOT think you need 

to shorten one side to minimize the effects of centrifugal force. All you really need to do is 

make the stride lengths equal. And don’t even think of turning the inside foot away from a 

north south path to do so. Arm rhythm is also a key component to making this happen. 

 

Before going to the lift discussion let’s go over a few things: 

 

Keep the head up in the turn. 

 

Let the eyes look for the straight. That means you have to turn your head a bit. I learned that 

from the great Steve Prefontaine. Watch his indoor or outdoor races and you see the head and 

eyes are up and looking for the straight. I also practiced it driving in turns and it works quite 

well. 

 

Don’t go “slow” in the turn thinking you can make up the difference on the straight. Going slow 

continues the negative effects of centrifugal force. 

 

Stay within the first 6 inches of the inside of the lane. For each 6 inches you go wider you are 

adding distance to your race in yards or meters.  

 



Don’t try to have the inside arm cross the body to keep you balanced in the turn. Nor do you 

want to pull the outside arm across either. All that does is cause the body to slow to continually 

try to balance itself instead of running THROUGH itself to cover distance rapidly. 

 

Once you are half way into the turn you are now in the process of coming OUT of the turn. Here 

is actually where the “lift” part happens. When still with about 15 meters left in your turn make 

sure you “lift” that inside leg THROUGH the hip. This will carry you into the straight and away 

from the concept of running the race in essentially two segments. You run into the turn to set 

up the run out of the turn. 

 

Some people use the concept of “slingshotting” off the turn. No need. If you use the lift 

technique as well as equal distance with each leg you naturally come off the turn a bit “wide” 

but on a continual path of speed application. If you try too hard to hug the line as you come off 

the turn you are using too much energy. 

 

If we were to time a race we timed the first 50 and then again at 150. 

 

Now we move to running INTO the turn. This pertains mostly to 400 meters and above.  

 

Even though the 400 and 800 start on turns you cannot neglect that first turn. Sets up your 

whole race rhythm. If you come OFF that turn set up essentially just as with the 200 you can 

now approach the next turn in good position. If you watch where most breaks in multiple lap 

races they occur at the front of a turn so it becomes harder for people to chase. 

 

Again you cannot wait to come out of a turn. You have to approach the turn aggressively to 

come out aggressively. Keep the rhythm up and go “into” the turn from about 10-15 meters 

BEFORE the turn.  DO NOT wait to be in the turn to run the turn. Most people will wait thinking 

they can “kick” on the straight. There really isn’t anything like a kick. All you did was conserve 

and set up. You run slow you finish slow. 

 

The key is to set up the turn from OUTSIDE the turn and you should be okay. 

 

For 400 meters we would time the 150,  250 and 350. We gave up that 100,100,100,100 

philosophy a LONG time ago. For 800 meters we timed 200, 500, 600 

 

A lot of our sprint workouts when we ran 500’s the 250 segments had to match or be 

reasonably close to each other. Some of our 150’s worked solely on that lift principle so we 

could get a blasting first 50 and then see what the 100 was on the fly. The 300’s had to have a 



blasting 150 at the front so they could learn to “hang on” but also develop a large amount of 

strength. 

 

 

 


