RELAYS, TAKE-OVERS AND CHECK MARKS, SSAA COACHING DAYS, by Sandy Robertson.

Relay races are often the most exciting events on the athletics programme in that, in what is largely an individual series of events, they are genuine team events, calling for exceptional team work and purposeful, co-operative practice in advance of the competition.

There are a huge number of associated skills- the ability to sprint fast, giving and receiving the baton, merging with the outgoing runner’s speed, keeping lane discipline, adhering to a pre-arranged checkmark [or not in exceptional circumstances], keeping the head when all around are losing theirs. 

The Take-over Zone:  the zone finishes with a yellow line in the lane, preceded by a white, another yellow, and an orange, all 10m apart: the orange marks the limit of the start, and the outgoing runner must be within the demarked zone to begin the run: the first yellow line marks the start of the ‘box’ within which the baton should be passed: the white line simply marks the middle of this box, and the final yellow line marks the end.

The Rules: runners have to pass the baton somewhere between the two yellow lines: if someone drops it, he has an obligation to pick it up and proceed: if a runner exits the zone without the baton, he is advised to come back in for it in order to effect the change and secure some points for his team.

Check marks: runners use sticky tape to place an accurate checkmark by heeling and toeing a set number of feet from the orange line back round the track in the direction of the start: some place it in the centre of the lane, others work out which side of the lane the incomer will run over.
Deduction of check marks: the U17 boys SSAA team generally practise by placing their mark about 30 feet behind the orange line: having warmed up thoroughly, the incomer sprints in from around 30m behind this mark: the out goer sets off immediately the incomer crosses the mark, and close attention is paid to how and where the two sprinters merge, if indeed they do. Most observers will appreciate the ‘goodness of fit’ or at least be aware if the take-over was ‘long’ or ‘short’ i.e. did they threaten the furthest end of the zone, or did they almost crash into each other in a too early exchange: empiricism is king here – adjustments are made on a trial and error basis until they merge smoothly.

On the question of them not reaching each other off the 30’ check mark, the rule of thumb is to subtract 1’ from every metre of gap between them i.e. a miss of 3 metres reduces the check mark to 27’.

Of course, an accurate check mark is the icing on the cake…what about the cake itself?

Skills: Relay runners need to practise the hand position, shoulder-high, on the end of a long arm, palm up and open, thumb split away for target and grip. The incomer gives the baton downwards into this palm in an alternate, downward, non-visual exchange i.e. the first runner carries in the right, next left, then right, then left,  to give the inside berth to the first and third leg runners who negotiate the bends by the shortest legal route.

Practices: Standing still 1.5 metres apart: the runners stand on a line with the same foot as the baton-carrying hand i.e. right-left-right-left, so that the baton goes down in a linear, not a diagonal fashion.

Jamaican Relays: spaced 1.5m apart, but jogging 400m and keeping the integrity of this space, they can call a name and ask for the hand: this takes longer than imagined in the sequence name-recognition-palm up-baton down: the front runner can return the baton with a lob or by placing it down to his right on the track for the rear runner to pick up.
Races out of the zone: to present the accommodation of time and space, coaches will often let the out goers race each other out of the box from just off the orange line to the yellow limit 30m away: to ensure they’re full out, it’s timed, to use as the template for further ‘receiving’ runs by each individual.

Decisions, Decisions: Once the check marks are ascertained and practised a decision has to be made by the coach in consultation with the athletes on whether to use exactly that mark, reduce it by 1’ because it was off a 30m approach, and some runners will tire into the box, or keep it, perhaps because a 200m specialist is involved, and won’t tire: he will also want to reduce it by a similar distance for a breeze in excess of 2mps against the incomer, if he thinks he or she will tire at the crucial moment before the exchange.

SSAA Girls Win 4 x 100m Title at U.K. School Games in Gateshead.

With the boys practising from a start of 30’, the girls use 25’ as the starting point for check mark adjustments.

In Gateshead, Caroline George ran the first leg to Kathryn Christie then Emma Brown to Chloe Lambert.

There would be a breeze against Caroline as she traversed the bend, so the mark was cut by one to 24’.

Kathryn’s run would be wind neutral, sheltered by a stand, so the choice, after discussion, was to retain 24’.

Emma’s bend run would be wind assisted, so 1’ was agreed to be added to Chloe’s check mark i.e. 31’.

In the SSAA Technical Report, compiled by the team managers on duty at each change over, Caroline ran in hard to Kathryn, who went away slightly faster than in practice, and was just caught by a brilliant effort [the mark had been reduced, of course], Emma went off a fraction late for Kathryn’s big finish, but made up for it with her usual storming bend, and Chloe kept her head, and  her discipline to set off without falter to maintain the 2m lead the team had given her. With personal 100m bests of 12.13, 12.27, 12.71 and 12.22 totalling 49.33 seconds, they demonstrated  the benefit of team work and merging with a 1.71 second differential between combined times and relay time, 0.57 per outgoing runner, for their winning time of 47.62 seconds.
Yes, relay races are often the most exciting events on the athletics programme.
A. C. Robertson, BAAB Master Coach.
