Chapter 4 — From
Confusion to Clarity

Let’scut through the noise. If you've ever stared at a plan
and thought, What’s threshold again? Why am I doing
this? Should it feel this hard—or am I broken? you’re not
alone. Most athletes aren’t short on motivation. They’re
short on clarity. Clarity is the difference between ticking off
a session and understanding why it matters. It lets you go
to bed knowing tomorrow has a purpose—not just because
it’s “on the plan,” but because it moves you forward. Clarity
turns effort into progress. It also gives you permission to
rest without guilt. When you understand the why, you can

trust the work.

Most plans are built on good intentions and bad
instructions. You're handed tempo runs, sweet-spot
intervals, aerobic volume and race-pace work—without a
translation into your body and your context. Or you're told
to ride at a percentage of an FTP you never tested, run at a
percentage of a max HR you don’t know, swim at CSS plus
a number that sounds official and isn’t. If you don’t know

what a number means, it isn’t coaching. It’s guesswork
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dressed up. The fallout is predictable. Easy days get run too
hard. “Threshold” days slide into the red. You panic when
pace doesn’t match mood or terrain. You feel guilty for
backing off and confused about whether you’re
underperforming or just mis-pacing. All of it is preventable

with a simple structure and a bit of translation.

Clarity comes from three pillars. First, every session must
have a single purpose, stated in one line. Easy supports
recovery and the aerobic engine; it is not a place to show
fitness. Threshold is controlled hard you can repeat; it is
not collapse. Long work builds durability and calm
fuelling; it is not heroics. Fast work is about economy and
turnover; it is not a toughness test. Second, use zones you
understand. RPE is always available and it teaches feel.
Heart rate is useful when sleep, hydration and temperature
are steady. Pace and power are excellent when terrain and
setups are stable. Your notes—how it felt and what you
learned—are the layer that makes the rest useful. Third,
build in blocks. Weeks that nudge stress up are followed by
planned downshifts you schedule, not “earn,” with short
calibration checks every four to six weeks. Stop treating

every week like an exam. Progress has a rhythm.

Pete was all-or-nothing. Every run felt like a race, every

ride like a test, every swim like a benchmark. Two injuries,
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one DNS, and an expensive weekend spectating later, he
asked for help. He didn’t need more fitness. He needed
gears. We defined each gear by feel and intent. Easy meant
easy. Threshold meant controlled hard, even pacing. We
treated Zone 3 with respect, fuelled before he faded, and
taught him to end sessions while moving well instead of
proving a point. Six months later, he was fitter and finally
consistent—not because he trained harder, but because he
knew why he was doing what he was doing. Coach’s note:
You’re not undertrained if you can’t hold Zone 4 while

sprinting hills with friends. You're off-plan.

You don’t need a dozen labels to use zones well. Keep the
language boring and clear across swim, bike and run. Zone
11is easy: you can talk comfortably, and you finish fresher
than you started; it supports recovery, circulation and
technique. Zone 2 is comfortable steady: you can talk but
not deliver a speech; it’s sustainable and perfect for long
work, durability and fuelling practice. Zone 3 is the middle
ground: honest but sneaky, fatiguing if you live there; use it
on purpose for race-specific segments or strong finishes,
not as your default. Zone 4 is threshold: strong, steady and
repeatable; breathing is firm, rhythm is steady; it raises
sustained power/pace and race control. Zone 5 is short
hard work with long recoveries; it builds economy, power

and speed; visit, don’t live there. Two questions before you
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move: Which zone am I in? What job is it doing for me

today?

Clarity shows up in a normal week. Picture office hours,
kids, two pool slots, a turbo and a Sunday long-ride
window. Monday is rest or twenty to thirty minutes of
mobility—absorbing the previous week and setting up the
next. Tuesday is a threshold run with a proper warm-up
and three or four six-minute blocks at Zone 4, two to three
minutes easy between—controlled hard, even pacing, calm
breathing. Wednesday goes to the pool—drills for body
position and breath, then six to ten steady hundreds—
movement quality first, simple aerobic work after.
Thursday is bike sweet-spot: three blocks of ten to twelve
minutes at high Zone 3/low Zone 4 with four to five
minutes easy; big return for moderate time. Friday is a
swing day—twenty to forty minutes easy or nothing—flex
built in, week protected, streak ignored. Saturday is a light
brick—forty-five to sixty minutes steady bike into ten to
fifteen minutes easy run—practise transition without frying
your legs. Sunday is a long ride—ninety to one-hundred-
fifty minutes steady Zone 2—durability, fuelling and calm
control. Notice the lack of drama. Notice the presence of

reasons.
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Before any session, spend two minutes. Say the purpose
out loud. Choose two or three cues you’ll actually use—
relaxed shoulders, smooth cadence, steady breath. Define
what will make it a win—an even split, fuelling on time.
Decide your exit plan—how you’ll scale if today isn’t the
day: fewer reps, shorter intervals, or stop when form drops.
If you know these, you'’re training. If you don’t, you're

guessing.

Mid-session, adjust without guilt. If heart rate is high at
easy pace, slow down, shorten the session, or switch to
walk/run; the job is recovery, not a number. If threshold
pace or power won't hold cleanly, cut the interval length,
add recovery, or drop one rep; keep the quality, not the
fantasy. If form breaks, end the rep, reset, and either finish
cleaner or call it—broken form trains bad habits. If life has
cooked you, trade the session for twenty minutes easy or a
nap; the rest of the week will repay it. Coach’s note: Scaling

is a training skill, not a failure.

Keep the debrief short. Two lines: one sentence on feel, one
on the lesson. Over time, that becomes your private coach.

Patterns will show before they bite.

A few confusions show up often. “I don’t know my zones.”

Start from feel and recent sessions; refine over four weeks.
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You don’t need a lab to begin. “My heart rate is always
weird.” It’s valuable when sleep, hydration and
temperature are steady; when they aren’t, let RPE lead and
use HR as a secondary check. “Pace on hills is depressing.”
Pace on a gradient lies; use effort, keep cadence and
posture, control breathing. “Power drifts indoors vs
outdoors.” Accept context; cooling and position change the
numbers—track like with like. “I feel guilty changing
sessions.” Put the exit plan in the plan; planned flexibility
removes guilt. “Zone 3 shows up everywhere.” Give it a job

or avoid it; use it on purpose, not by accident.

You don’t need to max out monthly. You need enough data
to steer. Every four to six weeks, fold in short checks inside
normal training: a twenty to thirty minute controlled-hard
run at even pacing; two bike efforts of eight to twelve
minutes hard with full recovery, take the best; a 400 + 200
swim time trial with steady pacing. Every week, check
subjectively: how did Zone 2 feel, did HR drift, are you
sleeping? Update zones when feel and data agree more

often than not—not after one heroic or terrible day.

Coach’s note: One day doesn’t rewrite your zones. Trends
do.

Clarity also protects you. If easy days drift faster week by

week, if you “can’t” run easy unless you hide the watch, if
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threshold sessions become “survive and hope,” if you're
under-fuelled in anything longer than an hour, if sleep
drops under six and a half hours for more than two nights,
if small aches get louder each week—act. Pull one hard
session, protect sleep for two nights, add a true Zone 1 day.

Fitness won’t vanish. Consistency will return.

Words help under stress, so use short scripts. On easy
days: Today builds tomorrow. For threshold: Controlled,
repeatable, even. For long: Steady, fuel early, finish clean.
For bricks: Calm off the bike. On bad days: Scale, don’t
scrap. On travel weeks: Keep the frame, drop the garnish.
These aren’t slogans. They’re instructions you can follow

when you’re tired.

Across disciplines, clarity looks specific. In the pool, choose
one technical cue per set—long exhale, hips up—and
descend effort across the work rather than chasing random
speed; keep rest honest and finish with a hundred or two
easy to lock the feel. On the bike, set cadence, a fuelling
plan, and one posture cue; indoors, fan and bottle in place
before pedals; outdoors, match terrain to session. On the
run, make the first kilometre slow on purpose, stay tall
when tired, keep strides relaxed not frantic; if heart rate

drifts ten beats at the same pace on a warm day, you’re not
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failing—you need water and shade. In strength, move well
before you move more; when form drops, load drops; two

compound lifts done well beat seven done carelessly.

Plans should survive real life in three versions. Plan A is as
written: threshold run Tuesday, sweet-spot bike Thursday,
long ride Sunday, plus swim, brick and a swing day. Plan B
is when work explodes: keep the threshold run, turn
Thursday into forty minutes Zone 2, trim thirty minutes
from Sunday, slide the swim to the swing day, skip the
brick; purpose preserved, stress reduced. Plan C is when
sleep collapses: Tuesday becomes thirty minutes easy,
Thursday keeps the bike but with one fewer rep, Sunday
becomes seventy-five minutes steady with fuelling focus,
and you add one nap; confidence preserved, momentum

maintained. Clarity is why all three count as progress.

Fuelling is the quiet part of clarity. If a session is longer
than sixty to seventy-five minutes, plan it. Simple carbs
and fluid beforehand, regular sips during, carbs earlier
than you think on the bike, protein and carbs within an
hour after. Write it into the session notes. “Fuel early” is a

cue, not a vibe.

When athletes say they finally trust their training, they
mean they know what they’re doing and why. That’s clarity.
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It shrinks the gap between plan and practice. It makes it
easier to start, adjust and end well. Confidence isn’t a
feeling you wait for; it’s a result of clear actions repeated

often.

If you take only a few lines from this chapter, take these:
clarity beats effort; you don’t need to train harder, you
need to train on purpose. Every session has a job—know it
and respect it. Training too hard too often isn’t brave; it’s

burnout in disguise.

Pause & apply: before your next session, write one line of
purpose and one cue; after it, write two lines—feel plus
lesson. Look at your week and replace one guess with a
clear instruction. Add one swing slot and use it without
apology. Do that for two weeks. Notice how much lighter

training feels when you know why you’re doing it.

The rest of this book will give you the tools, templates and
sessions we use at Smart Performance Coaching—but none
of it matters without clarity. Get clear first. The work gets
simpler. The results get steadier. And training starts to feel
like it fits.
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