Weight Training - Introduction

Almost every muscle group is used in paddling, some in a dynamic way whilst others are used to stabilise the body. Any weakness or muscle imbalance will lead to poor technique and possible injury. Weight, or resistance, training is a way to address this and gain improvements in strength. One advantage of weight training when used in conjunction with paddle training is that the muscles used simultaneously during the paddle action can be developed individually, removing any muscular inequality while developing structural strength. However, weight training for rowing is not just about the development of "Structural Strength".

Like any complicated movement dragon boating requires the body to learn the movements in order that they can become automatic. When you first learn a skill, especially a complicated skill like rowing, riding a bicycle or driving a car, it takes your entire concentration. You make mistakes and are unable to concentrate on anything else at the same time but as you become more proficient at the skill it requires less of your brainpower to do it and in the end it becomes fully automatic.

The Skill Strength Connection

A common feature amongst people who are really good at their job, whether a top class athlete or a skilled craftsman, is that they make it look so easy. When we try to emulate these experts we realise that it is not as easy as it looks and it is from this experience of failure that we appreciate what they have achieved.

Strength is the basis for all movement, but this does not necessarily mean that the more skilled people are stronger; it simply means that they use the strength that they do have more efficiently. They achieve this by creating a closed circuit where all their effort is directed to the task. All parts of the body that are not directly involved in achieving the aim remain loose and relaxed. Amongst those less skilled you can see all this energy escaping through contorted faces, gritted teeth and tight shoulders that consume huge amounts of effort but contribute nothing to achieving the task.

What is more important is the strength that you can maintain over the entire race, your functional strength. For this reason the alternative programme is designed with improving that area of performance in mind.

As we grow and develop, our structural strength increases naturally through the release of growth hormones, allowing us to carry out activities in a non-prescribed way. Increasing structural strength would be the first stage of strength development, however, when we embark on a programme of weight, or resistance, training to develop a specific skill or movement, there are two further stages of strength development that we need to address to gain any transferable benefit;

Functional strength training is the process by which the muscle begins to learn its role, familiarising it with the load, range and speed of the outcome task and to coordinate with other muscles in a more specific way. These types of exercises are analytical in that they reflect the movements of the outcome task.

Cognitive strength training begins when the muscle knows its role. Load, range of movement and speed of contraction are specific to the outcome task. Use of the words "learn" and "know" are deliberate because apart from the mechanical component there is also a neurological component in the muscle. Muscular contractions occur on receipt of an electrical stimulus from the brain. These small electrical impulses travel along pathways, which must be developed through practice. Until these pathways exist, movements are awkward and require deep concentration. Once strong neurological pathways are established the movement becomes autonomous.

Weight Training 

The basic principle of weight-training is that the muscles involved have to be exercised over the range and speed of the primary activity. The whole of the Drive phase of the paddling stroke takes in the region of 0.3 to 0.5 seconds. This means that the individual muscle groups involved are working even faster and weight training that does not reflect this fact and so may not produce any transferable benefits. Muscles develop as a result of the stimulus of the exercise and muscles trained with slow moving heavy loads could reduce their effectiveness for rowing.

With the seven exercise groups it is important that the changes to the weights and the speed of the circuit are closely followed in order to gain maximum benefit.

By varying the duration and rating of work when paddling we can alter the training effect. In the same way the training aims of each of the development phases can be met by subtle changes to the way the weight circuit is carried out.

Methodology

The biggest difference between traditional weight training and this programme is in the periodisation. The traditional periods are replaced by six week rotating blocks as described in Periodisation of Training in Section 4 : Creating a Bespoke Training Programme. The first block equates to the transition period and so only needs to be completed once at the start of the programme. After this, on completion of week 24, the programme continues on week 7. This is done so that the physiological benefits developed over the block are carried over into the next block. By returning to the beginning, a positive upward spiral is created. The changes between the blocks are less dramatic than those of traditional weight training further aiding the upward spiral. All the sessions are circuit format and involve all twelve exercises. Also, the difference in the loading through the periods is less than in traditional weight training, which promotes a gradual gain in power with less risk of injury.

NOTE A medical examination and clearance is wise if you've haven’t done weight training before. Take care with injured or dysfunctional joints. Get medical advice before starting weight training if this applies to you. Please discuss with a trainer at your gym if you are unsure of what the correct technique is for an exercise and remember good technique is more important than just lifting heavy weights.

