FORUM & FEATURES

Physical Fithess Program

LIEUTENANT COLONEL ROBERT J. HOFFMAN

Since 1983, the Army’s Soldier
Physical Fitness School at Fort Benjamin
Harrison, Indiana, has been working to
improve the Army’s overall physical
fitness program. This involved revising
FM 21-20 and reexamining the standards
applied to the Army Physical Readiness
Test (APRT), which many considered
too easy. As part of the renewed em-
phasis on the word *“fitness,”’ the test has
been retitled the Army Physical Fitness
Test (APFT). The new test, which will
include generally tougher standards, wiil
take effect 1 October 1986.

In revising FM 21-20, the Fitness
School reviewed available civilian
research and literature and evaluated its
applicability to the Army. One finding
showed that while there was fairly good
consensus about what the principles of
fitness were, there was some disagree-
ment, even among the experts, with
regard to their variables. The School’s
staff, therefore, established guidelines for
these principles on the basis of the needs
of the Army and the time available for
physical training,

In the past, the Army’s physical fitness
program was based almost entirely upon
running, with little information in the
manual about strength or flexibility train-
ing. The principle change in FM 21-20,
accordingly, is based upon an attempt 1o
give equal emphasis to all aspects of
physical fitness—flexibility, muscular
strength, muscular endurance, cardio-
respiratory endurance, and body com-
position. (Because body composition is
covered by AR 600-9, it is addressed in
FM 21-20 only in the context that the
training in the other four components,
along with proper nutritional habits, will
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contribute toward attaining the desired
ratio of body fat-to-lean muscle mass.)

Flexibility seemed to be the most
neglected of the components in the past.
Warming up was normally done using
Conditioning Drill 1, 2, or 3. In reality,
however, the word ‘‘conditioning’” was
a misnomer in that these exercises did lit-
tle to condition the body. They were ac-
tually dynamic stretching exercises and
may have been injurious when used to
begin an exercise session. In fact,the
Surgeon General has accumulated data
over the years that documents the dangers
of certain conditioning drills. Thus, those
that were considered potentially injurious
have been eliminated and the remaining
exercises are now termed calisthenics.

WARM-UP

Another area of concern centered on
how to begin a warm-up. Some experts
recommended beginning with static
stretching while others said there should
be some activity to warm the muscles
before static stretching. The Fitness
School chose the latter method.

The first activity in a warm-up period
should be just strenuous enough to ele-
vate the heart rate, raise the temperature
of the muscles, and perhaps cause a lit-
tle sweating. Marching from a company
area to a PT field, or jogging in place for
one minute, should suffice.

Static stretching means using slow,
smooth movements to stretch the muscles
instcad of using jerky, bouncy move-
ments. Stretching should be done to the
point of mild discomfort, but it should
never hurt. Flexibility varies from one

person to another and should never be-
come a contest. Once the muscles to be
used in the day’s activities have been
stretched, calisthenics may be performed
to warm up further. The entire sequence
can be completed in five to seven min-
utes.

The new manual presents static stretch-
es and calisthenics in a menu-type for-
mat, allowing a commander to pick the
exercises most appropriate to his unit's
needs and planned activities. These are
not all inclusive, but some exercises are
listed for all major muscle groups.

As for muscular strength and endur-
ance, information about these subjects
was woefully lacking in the old manual.
Chapter 3 in the revised manual discusses

‘the principles of strength training (see

Figure 1) and identifies the major mus-
cle groups. Exercise programs are pre-
sented in which partner-resisted exer-
cises, free weights, and exercise ma-
chines are used.

Partner-resisted exercise (PRE) is a
form of strength training in which a per-
son performs an exercise against a part-
ner’s resistance. With the scarcity of
equipment in the Army, PRE is an ex-
cellent way of developing the necessary
muscular strength and endurance. As a
bonus, it can be taken to the field.

In discussing the principles of strength
training, Chapter 3 defines repetitions,
sets, and workloads. As a general rule,
muscular strength is best developed us-
ing relatively heavy resistance and
relatively few repetitions. On the other
hand, muscular endurance is improved
by more repetitions with less resistance.
It appears that an acceptable mixture of
strength and endurance will result from



doing 8 to 12 repetitions with enough
resistance to cause momentary muscle
failure. (Resistance can be stated as a
percentage of the weight that can be lified
in one maximal effort. Momentary mus-
cle failure occurs when it becomes im-
possible to perform another correct
repetition through the range of motion re-
quired for the exercise.)

For any number of reasons, cardio-
respiratory endurance training has been
the cornerstone of most fitness programs.
The running boom has been evident
throughout our society for the past 10 to
15 years. Running is something that can
be done almost anywhere, it requires lit-
tle or no equipment, and people seem to
understand the basics pretty easily, The
revised FM explains how long, how
hard, and how ofien cardio-respiratory
training must be conducted to achieve a
training effect. In addition, the manual
discusses alternate acrobic activities such
as road marching, swimming, biking,
walking, and cross-country skiing.

To answer the question of how often,
how hard, and how long exercises must
be done, and of what type they should be,
the Fitness School teaches the use of the
acronym FITT—frequency, intensity,
time, and type.

Frequency. To achieve a training ef-
fect, each component must be done at
least three times a week. This supports
the principle of regularity. But if three

times a week is good, is seven times a
week better? Probably not. Trainers must
also adhere to the principle of recovery.
Research indicates that muscle groups
must be allowed at least 48 hours to
recover from a bout of hard exercise. The
School therefore advocates a hard
day/recovery day concept, whereby the
same muscle groups are exercised at high
intensity every other day. An example
might be to run at Target Heart Rate
(THR) for 30 minutes on Monday,
Wednesday, and Friday, with shorter,
slower runs on Tuesday and Thursday.
Within this structure, strength training
might be done on Tuesday, Thursday,
and Saturday, with Sunday a day of com-
plete rest. Weight-lifting enthusiasts
might incorporate this concept by train-
ing the upper body on Monday, Wednes-
day, and Friday, and the lower body on
Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday. There
are many possible combinations.
Intensity. For cardio-respiratory exer-
cise, the School teaches how to calcuiate
and use THR (see Figure 2) to measure
the intensity of exercise. For muscular
strength and endurance training, intensity
means resistance; for flexibility, it means
stretching to the point of mild discomfort,
not pain. But because it is difficult, if not
impossible, to achieve the proper inten-
sity for everyone during group physical
training, the Fitness School recommends
two methods to offset this problem—

ability-group running and exercise in
sets.

For ability-group running, soldiers are
divided into groups of as near the same
ability as possible. (The soldiers’ times
on their most recent two-mile run can be
used, for example.) For a company, three
to 5ix groups should be enough, depend-
ing on the number of ieaders available
and the range of ability. Each group
would then run at a pace fast enough to
attain THR. This would ensure that more
soldiers receive the greatest possible
training benefit from the run.

Much the same procedure can be fol-
lowed for push-ups and sit-ups. A spe-
cific number of repetitions of each of
these exercises will not result in uniform
training for all of the soldiers in a com-
pany. Exercise in sets can produce good
results if the concept is properly applied.
There are two methods that may be used.

In the first, each soldier establishes the
maximum number of push-ups and sit-
ups he can do. The company commander
then chooses a percentage of those num-
bers—usually 50 or 75 percent—for a
workout. Each soldier then does three
sets of that number of repetitions with a
predetermined rest period between sets.
As a result, everyone does relatively the
same amount of work.

Another method is the use of timed
sets. For example, everyone would do as
many push-ups as possible in one minute,
rest for 30 seconds, and repeat this two
more times. Those who could not do
push-ups for the entire minute could use
their knees, or just lower themselves, but
keep exercising for the specified time.
These two methods help individualize
training, thereby producing better train-
ing effects.

Time. With regard to cardio-
respiratory endurance, THR must be
maintained for at least 20 minutes. For
muscular strength and endurance train-
ing, *‘time”’ translates to number of rep-
etitions; for flexibility training, it refers
to how long a stretch is held.

Type of activity. For each component
of fitness, there are several different ac-
tivities. Those included in FM 21-20 are
intended to produce the desired training
effects and to give the program variety,
but commanders should not feel limited
to'these activities. As long as an activity
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is safe and produces a traming effect, 1t
has a place in the program, and it soldiers
enjoy it, this is all the more reason for
including it.

An often neglected part of an exercise
session 1s the cool-down. The key is to
prevent the pooling of bloed in the lower
extremities and help to return it to the
heart. Walking and stretching are good
exercises for the cool-down. Soldiers
should walk until their heart and breath-
ing rates have slowed 1o near pre-exercise
levels, while stretching may reduce stff-
ness and soreness the next day. Four to
six nunutes should be enough for the
cool-down period.

In addition to these various aspects of
physical training, there are also special
programs to meet special needs. In the
past, little effort has been made 1o dif-
ferentiate between unfit and unmotivated
soldiers. In fact, *‘remedial”’ PT squads
have often included soldiers who were
overweight, over 40, or on profiles. But
each of these groups has different needs
and should not be summarily lumped
together for physical training. Many
overweight soldiers, for example, can do
quite well on the APFT. What they need
is counseling on diet and nutrition, not
necessarily extra push-ups. Other soldiers
may do quite well on the two-mile run
but have trouble with push-ups. They
may respond best to running for five
minutes less and devoting those five
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minutes to additional, supervised push-
up mprovement drills.

The Fitness School contends that these
special programs should be conducted at
the same time as regular PT, with careful
attention to their development. Address-
ing these various needs requires careful
management. But the soldiers will rec-
ognize that their special needs are being
considered, and their motivation should
improve because of it. Master Fitness
Trainers (MFTs) are well gualified to
develop these special programs, and FM
21-20 contains information on them.

The School also found that, in the past,
planning for physical training had been
generally neglected. Planning for PT,
however, is just as important as planning
for field training, and each session should
be planned so that it contributes to the
combat readiness of the unit. Master Fit-
ness Trainers can also help commanders
develop short-, medium-, and long-range
fitness plans for their units.

A typical company physical training
session might look like this: Led by the
MFT, the company starts out with five
minutes of static stretching, with em-
phasis on the muscle groups that will be
used in that day's conditioning period.
The company does eight partner-resisted
exercises {16 minutes) and then breaks
down into ability groups for a 30-minute

run at target heart rate. Those who have -

failed push-ups and sit-ups on the APFT

e

run for only 25 minutes and use the other
five minutes to work on push-ups or sit-
ups, supervised by the MFT. Soldiers
with profiles exercise within their stated
limits. Those who cannot run can swim
or ride a stationary bike for 30 minutes
at target heart rate.

This exercise peried is conducted in
running shoes and is considered a '*hard
day.”" The next day is a recovery day,
when there will be a company run with
drills for improving push-ups and sit-ups,

APFT

The overall tougher standards on the
new APFT were based on a number of
obvious deficiencies in the old standards,
For one thing, a two-mile run is the one
event in which an estimate of the energy
cost can be made—for each speed, the
amount of oxygen required per minute
for unit of body weight can be estimated.
(This s called VO,.) Under the old stan-
dards, the VO, required of men in the [7
to 25 age group at the 60-point level was
less than that required of the average
40-year-old man, We certainly expect our
youngest and theoretically fittest soldiers
to be in better condition than the average
40-year-old. (Even the new standards re-
quire a fitness level no higher than that
of the average college-age male, but the
School did not want to move too fast on
this issue.)}

Another deficiency in the test was the
age groupings. When APRT scores were
examined on an age basis, it appeared
that we were unfairly asking 25-year-old
soldiers to compete against the same stan-
dards as 17-year-old soldiers. Close in-
spection indicated that more homogenous
groupings would result from dividing the
population at five-year intervals. The new
age groupings are 17-21, 22-26, 2731,
32-36, 37-41, 42-46, 47-51, and 52+.

Along with the realignment of age
groups, standards were developed for
soldiers 40 years of age and older.
Previously, the extremely low pass/fail
standards may have been telling the older
soldiers that fitness was no longer impor-
tant. In fact, however, a high level of
fitness may be even more important to
our command sergeants major and bat-
talion and brigade commanders than to



younger leaders at lower levels. Further-
maore, under the new test all soldiers will
be tested the same—against the standards,
(In addition, the Fitness School in its
research found no physiological reasons
to prevent women from doing as many
sit-ups as men can. In fact, the data
showed that women 1n the field were do-
ing as many sit-ups as men and in some
cases more.)

Under the new standards, soldiers will
no longer be able to pass the APFT with-
out training for it, and these standards re-
quire fitness levels that are more in line

with the fitness required of saldiers on
the battlefield.

Fitness is a dynamic subject with new
ideas always being developed. The Fit-
ness School therefore continues o eval-
ate all new research and literature for
its applicability to the task of improving
combat readiness. We pass these ideas on
1o the field through the Master Fitness
Trainers and through various briefings
and presentations.

It is equally essential to this effort that
the School receive feedback from the
field on physical fitness—what works and

whal does not, for instance, and wl .
altcrations get better results 1n war
weather locations or what adaptano
must be made for cold weather.

in all these efforts, our overriding co
cern is 1o 1mprove combat readiness. T
gether we can do it.

Lieutenant Catonel Robert J. Hoffman 1s assigr -
to the Soldier Physical Fitness School Praviously, -
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Physical Educalion at the United Slales Milite-
Academy
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