
Coach Nicole's Three Favorite 
Speed Workouts For 

Ultrarunning



More ultrarunners should adopt thinking similar to Emil Zapotek – the Czechoslovak long-distance 

runner. Zapotek is best known for winning three gold medals at the1952 Summer Olympics in 

Helsinki and is viewed as the originator of interval training. 

Today interval training is a staple in any running program designed to make you a faster runner. 

Every training plan has at least one type of interval training included except for ultrarunning. Here a

common myth that speed training is unnecessary is still prevalent and many runners moving to the 

ultra distance shy away from speedwork. 

This is a mistake. 

Regularly including speedwork in your ultramarathon training improves running economy, aerobic 

efficiency, and neuromuscular efficiency. And while you certainly can finish an ultramarathon 

without any speedwork at all, I encourage you to include at least some speed training. It will make 

your racing experience much more enjoyable and probably more successful as well.

The three workouts that follow are not traditional interval workouts you would do on a track. Some 

people might even argue they don't represent "true" speedwork in the running world. However, 

these workouts are excellent strength and stamina builders for ultramarathoners. Include them in 

your training and watch your performance improve.

"Why should I practice 
running slow? 

I already know how to run 
slow. 

I want to learn to run 
fast." 

~ Emil Zatopek



These are my favorite speed workouts. They are a great strength builder and help to improve your 

Vo2max. They offer similar benefits to sprints on the flats but with decreased injury risk. While 

sprints on flat terrains are often the cause for hamstring injuries, sprinting uphill provides the 

advantage that you can practice running at a high cadence and get your heart rate up without 

running at maximum speeds. The set-up is simple: warm up with a light jog for 1 to 2 km. Choose a

hill with a 6-10% slope, and that takes you 45 – 90 seconds to ascend. Sprint uphill as fast as you 

can while focusing on good running technique. Your head is high. You show a strong arm swing and

high knee lift. Be sure not to slouch forward at the hips and land on your forefoot before your heel 

lightly touches the ground. Slowly jog down the hill to recover and repeat. You can start with 4-6 

repeats and work up to 12-14 reps. 

1. Short Hill Sprints



Fartlek is Swedish and means "speed play." It blends continuous running with interval training. 

The idea is simple. 

During a run, change gears to simulate race conditions and teach your body and mind to switch 

frequently between moderate, hard, and easy running. Fartleks are fun and engaging due to the 

varying speeds and the endless possibilities of structuring a session. They also build mental strength

as you learn to pick up the pace when already fatigued. 

The general guideline is that you alternate between different tempos. The details are up to you. 

Follow a pre-defined structure or go by feel. An example of a structured fartlek is to warm up at a 

leisurely pace for 2km, then increase your speed for 1 minute. Recover with easy running for 5-8 

minutes and pick up the pace again. 

An unstructured fartlek is more fun, in my opinion, and teaches you exceptionally well how to run 

by feel.

The speed and recovery vary according to the landscape or your feeling. If you run through urban 

landscapes, run hard to a landmark (mailbox, sign, lantern), recover with a slower effort, and pick 

the next landmark. If you are hitting the trails, you could run the uphills hard and the downhills 

easy. This is also a great strength builder. The difference between interval workouts is that you don't

stop running during a fartlek, and the more challenging efforts are not so fast that you need to stop 

running during the recovery periods.

2. Fartlek Runs



Last but not least - the tempo run. In contrast to the other two workouts, this one will require you to 

run at a fairly steady pace. Think of it as a "comfortably hard" effort that you can sustain for about 

45 – 60 minutes. You don't go "all-out," but you don't go "easy" either. These runs, also known as 

"threshold runs," improve your ability to sustain a faster pace for longer. They help improve your 

aerobic efficiency and are great confidence builders. On race day, you know that you can hold a 

challenging pace for a prolonged time. For ultrarunners, the speed is faster than race pace. A classic 

tempo run workout, devised by legendary running coach Jack Daniels is a 20-30 minute tempo run, 

done at a pace that you could theoretically hold for around one hour. Instead of doing one 

continuous tempo run, you can also do tempo repetitions. These are similar to interval workouts, 

except that you are running at your tempo pace and the repetitions are longer.

An example of this is running 3 X 10 minutes at your tempo run pace, with a recovery jog of 3 

minutes between each repetition. However, be sure not to slow down your pace during your tempo 

run block or segment. It is common to progress from tempo repetitions to a continuous block of 

tempo running. For example, you start with 3 X 10 minutes and progress until you can hold the pace

for a constant 30-minute tempo run.

3. Tempo Runs



I hope you enjoyed this quick introduction to my three favorite speed workouts for 
ultrarunners. 

If you are ready to level up your running, check out my coaching services or apply 
directly for coaching. I look forward to connecting with you.

About Nicole

Hi, I'm Nicole. I am a former scientist turned ultrarunning 
and nutrition coach. 

I love to connect on social media. Find me on Instagram, 
Twitter, and Facebook.

If you like this short guide, be sure to check my writings on 
nicolelinke.com. 
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