TECHNIQUE
Grant Giles of Aeromax Coaching looks at technique... 
Technique is something I've touched on in previous articles but never the actual mechanics of that aspect of training and so as it is winter here on this side of the world now is the time to refine and get the basics right as we start the build up miles for a new season.
Have you ever seen a great athlete with terrible form? I can't recall ever seeing a long course athlete with bad form. People have over the years poked some fun at the styles of some of the greats such as Dave Scott's duck feet running style, but I don't think a more efficient triathlon runner exists. Everyone has a different body and thus needs to employ different styles on the road to success. Let's put two of the greats side by side - Dave Scott and Mark Allen in Hawaii 1989 - the fastest marathon ever run in Hawaii. Dave Scott had a deceptively short choppy stride but on close inspection super efficient. On the other hand, Mark Allen had a stride length that a Kenyan would not shirk at . 
Obviously two very different styles and there is no wrong or right. These two were/are the best Ironman marathoner's of all time. 
The important point is that you need to find out what works with your body .You can't look at someone else's style and try to emulate it. It just won't work. So with that in mind lets run through the three disciplines and look at some areas that you can work on to improve overall technique. 
SWIMMING:
The most technically difficult of the three disciplines. Efficiency is paramount here and the biggest problem with triathletes is body position. Most triathletes mistakenly believe that their problems are kick related because their legs and feet are dragging on the bottom of the pool. They spend useless sessions flogging themselves though mindless kick sets. 
The single most important aspect of an athlete's swimming is balance. Most people who are not balanced well in the water will pull like mad with their arms and attempt to kick hard to keep their legs and hips from doing what they do naturally - sink. 
Let's start by putting the pull and kick on hold for a moment. Without correct balance pull and kick are just going to wear you out very quickly. Not what you need before you even hit the bike. 
Instead of sessions on the kick board, your problems can be corrected by redistributing your weight. Make the front of your body heavier by pressing your chest into the water towards the floor while swimming. Your hips and legs will float up where they belong. With a balanced body even the weakest of kicks can't drag down a good body position.
The best way to train this is to do a drill of say 25 meters arms by side kick up the pool applying pressure to your sternum like someone is pressing between your shoulder blades. Every time you lift your head to breathe you will lose the balance point and sink a bit. But practise pressing again until balanced and continue along. 
Practise this for a good part of your session before trying to apply it to your stoke. When you think you have it down alternate with this drill and swim lengths concentrating on getting the pressure right. Be careful not to bury your head. After a while, you should get the feeling that you are swimming downhill - chest down hips up - this is what you are after. 
When you get it right you'll see that you don't need to kick like crazy to get a balanced body and your swimming will become much more relaxed and efficient. As you get better, practise swimming sets applying the force right though the stroke faze. As your body rolls though the stroke keep the pressure on the chest and you'll be riding high. Another drill you can try is to kick lengths while rolling a full 360 applying pressure towards the floor at the level of your chest. 
For example, when on your side apply pressure to your shoulder. Roll right through the 360 keeping the pressure and maintaining the high back end. When proficient you should be able to roll through without hip or leg drop. It's ok to do these drills with flippers to take the emphasis away from kicking. 
It is important to note that if you want to learn something well in swimming you have to do it slow and this applies to all your drill sessions. Fast drilling will just inground bad habits further. 
CYCLING:
Many would refer to cycling as a power sport and therefore assume that strength was the most important aspect of the training programme. But the truth is there is more than one way to make a bike go fast. Strength is of little use if your pedal stroke is so inefficient that the power never makes it to the road and is lost in the dead spots of a dodgy pedalling style. 
Position is another key element here as well. In order to be able to put productive power into the pedal stroke you need to be able to be in a position that is low enough to do that. Many triathletes set themselves far too high which causes two main problems. The first is hip rock caused by the hip being pulled to reach the down stroke and the second is the creation of a massive dead spot at the base of the pedal stroke. 
Good time trailing depends on your ability to be able to push big gears at high revs and if you can't get your heal down into the base of the stroke you're going to lose yourself serious time. I don't want to go into bike setup here but this is a common problem with triathletes. You can sit forward without having to go into orbit to do it. A quick check is - if you can't pedal backwards with heals on your pedals without severe hip rock you' re probably too high. 
To become an efficient pedaller takes some work but is very trainable so here's a few ideas you can implement to improve your efficiency. 
Climbing: Go slow and concentrate hard on the pedal stroke even watch it as you're climbing. Keep it as smooth as possible and stay seated. There are very good reasons to go slow while climbing. When you go slow it keeps your heart rate lower but increases the strength benefit because there is no momentum pushing you up the hill. You can concentrate easily and be rock solid while climbing. Not moving the upper body just keeping good pressure the whole way round the pedal stroke. It is amazing how good technique while climbing slow crosses over to racing. 
Efforts: Try incorporating some high rpm work into your training. This is best done on the turbo. Start with short reps until you can handle longer work periods such as 4x (10-15 mins) at 105+rpm but the key is to be perfectly still while you do it without bouncing. This takes time and practise but pays big dividends in efficiency and strength . A cadence of 90 rpm is then very easy to maintain while racing. 
Try using a mirror while doing turbo sessions. It gives instant feedback on form enabling you to correct faults in your style and pedal stroke. good form = efficiency = speed. 
Longer rides: Buy yourself a cadence meter and keep the revs up while riding longer distances - around 90 rpm or better. Lets say you go out for 3 hours at 75 rpm and your friend rides the 3 hours at 95 rpm. Your friend has just pedalled 4100 more pedal strokes than you and is quickly going to develop better efficiency and aerobic power than you. It's that simple. 
RUNNING:
Running is an area where many people believe that form does not play a big roll so ignore their style and just thrash away hoping speed will come through track sessions. While this is

true to a certain extent an inefficient running style will see you wasting energy and ultimately losing speed. 
Many problems with runners can be overcome by small adjustments in form and yes even a lot of injury can be avoided by looking at the way you run . 
The best way to go about correcting this is to get a coach to look at you or video you running laps of a track and then have them pick holes in your style. One of the first problems especially with triathletes is a tendency to overstride especially when running off the bike. This can cause you to brake because your foot fall is too far in front of your body sending the impact back through your legs and making your stride brake on every foot fall. This can not only injure the athlete but also seriously slow down the split times. To remedy the problem make sure that your foot fall is directly under your body. 
It is far more efficient in triathlons to use a high cadence running style. If you are a loper and having problems with your run speed work on cadence during all your run sessions especially those you do off the bike. 
Pelvis placement is critical during run sessions. If you run with a backwardly tilted pelvis it will slow you down because your legs will be trailing behind. You also will be running solely off your quads and eliminating the glutes, a very efficient powerful muscle group, which can prevent the overloading of other running muscles. 
Concentrate on running with your pelvis forward. You should feel the power coming out of your glutes. Your leg lift will be higher through the recovery phase and give you good speed with less effort. After a while pelvis position will become second nature and you will run upright and powerfully. If you have weak abdominals you should work on them to strengthen your pelvis position but back off the ab work close to races as it has been known to tighten the breathing muscles. 
Breathing is important. It seems ridiculously simple but many people get it wrong. Breathe from your stomach first and your chest last staying relaxed. Let the air fall into your lungs and blow out forcefully not the other way round. Many athletes breathe off the top of their chests and get a stitch as a consequence. Open up your belly and let it work for you. 
Stay as relaxed as possible and let you arms swing without tension. Do not swing your arms across your body. This will cause undue body movement. 
If you ever look at elite distance runners you will notice that their shoulders are square and if you drew a line across their shoulders you would see that very little movement goes up and down or side to side. It all goes forward and this is what you should be aiming for in your running. These elite runners would never be as successful without good form and many hours go into practising good technique. 
These are all things that can be improved with a little concentration in the right areas and can be incorporated into your everyday training schedule. 
Think about it as you step out the door for your next session and make it count.
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