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    SELF-DISTANCING & CE TRAINING             

                     What Can You Do? 
 

Hello Again…..Recently I asked veteran 

coach Harry Marra, 2012 IAAF ‘Coach of the 

Year,’ how he would cocah CEers in an era of 

social distancing. Marra is best known as the 

coach of 2x Olympic decathlon champion 

Ashton Eaton, and his heptathlete wife, 

Brianne Theissen-Eaton. The couple 

dominated CE podiums. Both had the luxury 

of seeking Marra’s input daily when he 

coached at U of Oregon/Oregon Track Club.     

    But those were normal times (2008-

2016). Today, during the novel coronavirus, 

the situation has been turn on its head and 

many/most CE athletes are left to their own 

devices. “Get creative” says Marra. He 

quickly penned a response and I have attached 

it in its entirety below. 

________________ 

 

May 30, 2020…. 

 

TO ALL CE COMMUNITY:   

       Coaches, Athletes, Support Staff 

 

" Pandemic Upon Us....T and F Season 

Cancelled....What one can do to make a 

Positive from this. " 

 

Initially, I hope and pray each and everyone 

of you reading this and all those in the CE 

Community and their families and friends are 

well and safe.  This Corona Virus mess is way 

tougher to tackle than is the 1500 m or 800 m  

 

            In normal times coach Marra, here with Brianne 

Theissen-Eaton, could offer pointers, training advice and 

suggestions in a normal setting.  

 

at the end of a CE Meeting.  Stay away from 

crowds as best you can, please. 

 

As a general statement, if I were still involved 

in the day to day coaching of a CE Athlete (s) 

preparing for any level of competitions in the 

future, I would immediately do this: 

 

           TAKE ADVANTAGE OF THIS 

HALT OF TOGETHER PRACTICE TIME 

AND WRITE A 5-8 WEEK PROGRAM 

FOR EACH OF YOUR ATHLETES 

TARGETING A WEAKNESS THEY HAVE 

IN ANY OF THE EVENTS AND HAVE 

THEM WORK ON THAT SPECIFIC 

ASPECT ALONE. 

(Story: UCSB's Sam Adams, my coach when I 

was training, had an uncanny ability to see 4-



5 mistakes I was making in any skill.  He 

could throw out 4 of those mistakes and pick 

the one mistake that was CAUSING THE 

EVENT TO MIS FIRE.  If I fixed that, the 

event on the next attempt unfolded correctly. ) 

 

EXPLANATION...... 

 

There is NO CE ATHLETE alive who has 

mastered to perfection each of the skills of 

his/her events across the board.  Or simply 

mastered the lead up aspects that will assist 

that athlete to become "perfect" in say the LJ, 

SP, HJ, HH, etc. 

          So, as a coach, go ahead and analyze 

where the sticking point in any event is for 

your athlete(s) and then write a program of 

training to send to them as to how to go about 

fixing that sticking point.  Outline for them 

how to train by themselves and try to fix 

it.  Let me explain further:    

          APRIL 1st of each year. It's already 

April 1 of the 2020 training year.  I 

ALWAYS stopped training with the athletes I 

was coaching on April 1....What's that you 

say???  Stopped training???   

Whatever we had in the bank from the start of 

training in late October or early November 

until April 1, conditioning/strength/technique 

wise, was what we went with for the 

remainder of the year/season.  April 1 was the 

start period of SHARPENING THE BASE 

OF TECHNIQUE and CONDITIONING and 

EXPLOSIVE STRENGTH that we had 

established up to this point of the year.  (For 

us, this phase always occurred for us in sunny 

Santa Barbara, where the weather cooperated 

in our sharpening phase.   There was a joy 

that each athlete felt at this time, saying, 

WOW, now T and F becomes fun.  I can just 

polish up all the work I put in these last 6 

months.  :) 

         Remember, and this is important....this 

conditioning ( Technique/Strength/Aerobic/ 

Anaerobic ) is going NO WHERE by backing 

off at this time of year.  In fact, it is only 

going to become that much more USABLE as 

the QUALITY  of effort becomes the point of 

training as opposed to the QUANTITY of 

effort. 

         So now with the pandemic upon us, I 

would simply leave this polishing aspect 

alone until I found out from the powers to be 

if in fact there is going to be a late summer 

2020 season at all...(personally, I wouldn't 

hold my breath on this....my gut tells me the 

next T and F Meetings will be Indoors 2021 at 

best)   

         So all this leads us to developing a 

PLAN as to how to fix problem areas each 

athlete has.  Here's a starting point as to how 

to go about doing this. 

 

       1.  Define and agree with the athlete as to 

where the sticking point is in any/each 

event...it could be the very start of the skill; 

could be lack of mobility/flexibility; could be 

a specific improper movement by a muscle 

group as the event unfolds,etc etc etc.  As 

each of you know, the CE is a CHALLENGE 

to get it right. (Story: Bart Goodell, 8109 

decathlete for me in 1988, threw 152' in the 

discus during the 1985 season.  Pretty good. 

But I saw something that year that told me he 

could be so much better in this event. So 

during the Fall of 1985 in preparation for the 

1986 season, I mentioned to Bart that quite 

possibly he could break Rafer Johnson's 

American Record of 170'10" in the discus if 

he was willing to work on just his start of the 

turn movement.  So we trained each Monday 

and Thursday in Discus as normal during the 

training week.  BUT, each TU, WED and FRI, 

before each regular practice, Bart would go 

to the discus circle and repeat 40 times just 

the simple act of winding up, setting the 

discus back correctly and then moving to a 

single support ( L leg ) and stop there.  That 

was it.  My goal in establishing this drill was 

to have him develop a consistent BALANCED 

POSITION at this moment in time in the 

throw....End of Story...Bart threw 173' + that 



next August in a late season decathlon  in Los 

Gatos, California and he became the new 

American Record Holder in that event!  So, it 

worked!!) 

     2.  Develop a series of specific drills, 

singular in aspect of the skill to help fix this 

sticking area.  Don't concern yourself at this 

time with the " entire aspect " of the event. 

Just focus on the problem areas.  (Then 

maybe at the end of these 5-8 weeks, you can 

test the complete skill and if all went to plan. 

My guess here is that the end results will 

have been improved. 

      3.  Ask the athlete to send you video of 

them doing the drills on a weekly basis.  (all 

different angles here ) You as a coach analyze 

it and send back your feedback to them.  

 (Story:  An athlete I was coaching , Brian 

Brophy ( 8276 ) was in a PV slump in the 

1996 season.  I was away at a clinic one 

weekend, so 'Broph' took it upon himself to fix 

this problem himself. He climbed a tree at the 

Stanford University Track where we trained, 

taped his video camera to a limb and aimed it 

at the last 4 steps of his PV approach and 

takeoff.  Then he went back to the start of his 

approach, clicked the hand held remote 

recording  button to start the video and then 

took off down the runway and jumped.  As 

soon as he hit the pit, he sprinted to the 

back of the runway to hit then disk button 

again to turn the camera off.  He then climbed 

the tree and looked at the jump and saw 

where he had to make changes.  He took 15 

jumps that day!!  At our next PV practice he 

jumped a PR 4.95m and told me the story of 

how he 'fixed this slump' !!  It worked) 

      4.  Final Thought.....ask each of the 

athletes you are coaching TO WRITE 

DOWN EVERYTHING THEY KNOW 

ABOUT EACH EVENT THEY ARE 

WORKING ON.  Tell them then to read and 

re read those notes each evening before 

bed.  After a month goes by, set those notes 

aside and re write everything they know about 

each event again.  I can almost guarantee that 

the second set of notes will be more point 

specific and the athlete will have a clearer 

understanding as to what he/she is trying to 

do to make the skill correct and 

successful.  All of the top tier athletes I 

coached over all those years (FZ ed note: 

Marra had coached more 8000 points 

performances than any coach in history at 

this time), each sent a full and complete email 

analysis of how their week of training went 

and where they felt their problem area was in 

each skill.  This analysis ( writing) helped 

make the learning curve straighter. 

 

SUMMARY 

 

        Stay safe everyone.. Be smart.  Don't let 

this time get you down.  Find a way to make 

it productive for you and the athletes you 

coach.  I hope some of these ideas help. 

 

Harry Marra 

NIKE Coach of the Year, 2012 

IAAF World Athletics Coach of the Year, 

2016 

harry.otcelite@gmail.com 

805-610-9611 (mobile) 
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