
 
 

C25K Week 7: Science of Interval Training 
 
The Couch to 5k program is the easiest program to get beginners from couch potatoes to 5K 
distance runners in 8 weeks. Over 5 million people did it! The plan's structure prevents new 
runners from giving up and at the same time challenges them to continue moving forward. 
However, what is the reasoning behind why this program has worked for millions of people?  
 
The C25K trainer app uses a training called interval training in its 8-week program. Interval 
Training is a type of training that involves a series of high intensity exercise interspersed 
with rest or relief periods. The high-intensity periods are typically at or close to anaerobic 
exercise, while the recovery periods involve activity of lower intensity. Varying the intensity 
of effort exercises the heart muscle, providing a cardiovascular workout, improving aerobic 
capacity and permitting the person to exercise for longer and/or at more intense levels. 
For C25k specifically, every workout that is completed is made up of intervals of work and 
recovery. The work consists of running at a higher intensity for a period of time, while the 
recovery consists of moving at a slower pace to lower the intensity.  
 
The first week contains longer bouts of recovery in comparison to the work. Especially for a 
beginner runner, this will allow the runner’s body to accommodate to the stresses that are 
being put onto the body. Each week, the recovery time will start to become shorter as the 
bouts of work begin to increase in duration. This will allow the body to continue to adapt to 
the stress, and begin to build more endurance and stamina. By the final week of the 
program, there are no breaks for recovery. The runner at this point should have built enough 
stamina to go 3.1 miles without any breaks in between. 
 
A more specific style of interval training is High Intensity Interval Training (HIIT), which is a 
cardiovascular exercise strategy alternating short periods of intense anaerobic exercise with 
less intense recovery periods, until too exhausted to continue. According to the American 
College of Sports Medicine (ACSM), HIIT comprises activities that increase your heart rate to 
80-90% of your personal maximum capacity. The underlying principle of the workout is that 
the shorter the duration of the movement, the higher its intensity. The specific amount of 
time you spend exercising depends on both the activity and the intensity. Ideally, a HIIT 
session ranges from 10 minutes to 30 minutes. 
 
How does HIIT work? 
Short spurts of high-intensity exercise deplete the oxygen stores in the body and forces it to 
switch to anaerobic mode. HIIT also shifts the metabolism - so your body uses fat rather than 
carbs for energy. During the recovery period, the body reverts to the aerobic mode to 
restore the oxygen supply. Therefore, HIIT substantially increases both the aerobic and 
anaerobic performance of a person. 
 



 
 

What is the impact of HIIT? 
HIIT improves cardiovascular health, insulin sensitivity, cholesterol levels, blood pressure, and 
fat loss in the body. What makes HIIT one of the most sought-after methods of fitness is its 
efficiency: minimum amount of time yielding maximum results. 
 
Who can do HIIT? 
HIIT is highly customizable - you can adjust the intensity to match a range of fitness goals 
and parameters like age and fitness level. Whether you are a trained athlete or a cardiac 
rehab patient, HIIT can be molded to your specific requirements. 
 
The ultimate aim of HIIT is to make your heart and muscles work at their optimum capacity. 
Like most sports, HIIT may seem difficult to start with. Beginners, as well as people who have 
not worked out for three months or longer, should start slow. 
 
The Benefits of HIIT 
Improved Cardiorespiratory Function: 
Adding these workouts to your regular routine can effectively lower your lactic acid levels. 
You’ll have better endurance and will be able to log even more miles without feeling the 
added stress and fatigue. HIIT challenges the body to perform at the upper end of the 
aerobic training zone, which is called the second lactate threshold. When training at this end 
of the aerobic training zone, there is a shift from using aerobic metabolism to anaerobic 
metabolism to produce energy to fuel the activity.  
 
Shorter Workouts: 
HIIT workouts typically last 10-30 minutes and are extremely effective as long as the intensity 
level is high. From both a psychological and physiological perspective, it is easier to maintain 
a high level intensity for a brief period of time than it is over a longer period of time, greater 
than 30 minutes. 
 
Excess Post-Exercise Oxygen Consumption 
HIIT also increases caloric burn after an exercise bout through a process known as excess 
post-exercise oxygen consumption, or EPOC. Essentially, the body must consume more 
oxygen, which increases the amount of calories that are being burned, to return to its pre-
exercising state after an intense bout of exercise. Therefore, by incorporating HIIT training 
into a workout regiment, body composition may improve as a result of the greater caloric 
burn associated with HIIT training. However, it is important to note that body composition is 
not altered by exercise alone; nutrition plays a key role in optimizing one’s fat-mass-to-lean-
mass ratio. 
 
 
 



 
 

Different Types of Interval Training:  
Whether you are gearing up for your next race or just interval training running for weight 
loss, the options are endless. Using the standard work/rest principle, there are a number of 
different interval variations you can try on the track or treadmill. Play around with distance, 
repetition, and duration to keep your interval running fun and stave off boredom. These are a 
few common styles of intervals that runners love and swear by: 

• Ladders—progress from short to longer repetitions 
• Pyramids—up and down ladders 
• Ins-and-Outs”—accelerate straight ways, jog the turns 
• Cut-downs—preform increasingly shorter, faster reps 
• Tababa- 20 seconds of work, 10 seconds of rest/ 30s of work, 15 s of rest/ 60s of 

work, 30s of rest/ etc. 
• EMOM- every minute on the minute 
• AMRAP- As many rounds/reps as possible for time 
• Fartlek- (Swedish for “speed play”) –unstructured and alternates between moderate to 

hard efforts with easy efforts throughout. After a warmup, you play with speed by running 
at faster efforts for short periods of time (e.g., running fast to that tree then slow to the 
sign; alternating fast and slow between light posts on a paved path, etc.) followed by 
easy-effort running to recover. 
 

 


