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The 17-Minute Race: 
What a High School 
5K Actually Needs, and 
What It Frees You From
Nothing an athlete swallows at the start line reaches the muscle 

inside a 17-minute race. Here is the physiology behind that, what 

the guidelines actually say about events under 45 minutes, and 

the five things a coach can stop doing as a result.
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The 17-Minute Race: What a High School 5K Actually 
Needs, and What It Frees You From

Q U I C K  S TA R T

Start here
Nothing an athlete swallows at the start line reaches the muscle inside a 17-minute race.

T H E  M E C H A N I S M

Digestion is slower than the race

• Swallowed carbs must empty, absorb, circulate and then be burned.

• Rates that matter are reached deep into long events, not in minute two.

T H E  G U I DA N C E

Under 45 minutes, not required

• Position statements put in-event carbohydrate at not needed below ~45 min.

• A high school 5K is less than half of that threshold.

S TO P  D O I N G

Five things you can drop

• Gels for a 5K, carb loading a XC team, gut training for zero intake.

• Sports drink brand debates, and treating the last hour as the big one.

When to refer
Signs of chronic under-fueling or relative energy deficiency: stalled or reversing perfor-
mance,…

An athlete whose eating is visibly organized around anxiety rather than fuel — insisting they 
must…
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Any athlete or family asking about supplements for a 5K. The honest answer is that fueling, 
sleep,…

What actually decides a 17-minute race
Take the attention you just freed up and put it here, roughly in order of impact.

Take the attention you just freed up and put it here, roughly in order of impact.

1. Whether the athlete has been eating adequately for weeks. This is not close. Chronic under-fueling is the most consequential 

nutrition problem in high school distance running, it is invisible on race day, and it is the one thing on this list that can end a 

season rather than spoil a Saturday. It shows up as…

2. Whether they ate at all this morning, and whether it sat well. The bus leaves at 5:45 and nobody is hungry at 5:10. That is 

a solvable logistics problem — see The 5:45 Bus.

R AC E - DAY  F I LT E R

Protect the basics before you add extras

What creates avoidable race stress

• Trying new products close to the race

• Fixating on supplements while breakfast is still weak

• Skipping the race-week rehearsal

What usually matters more

• A familiar breakfast and timing plan

• Carbs and fluids that were already practiced

• A simple, repeatable bag and warm-up routine

What coach says
"We are not fueling the race.

We are not fueling the race. We are fueling the day around it." Said once at a parent meeting, that sentence saves a program 

hundreds of dollars in gels nobody needed and redirects the attention to the four or five things that actually change how an 

athlete races.
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What parent does
You get to stop worrying about the twenty minutes you were most worried about, and start paying attention to Tuesday.

You get to stop worrying about the twenty minutes you were most worried about, and start paying attention to Tuesday. The 

nutrition that decides a Saturday race happened over the preceding weeks. That is less dramatic and much more useful.

What this frees a coach from
This is the payoff, and it is a list of things to stop doing.

This is the payoff, and it is a list of things to stop doing.

Stop buying gels for a 5K team. They cannot arrive in time to matter. If athletes like the ritual, understand that you are buying 

a ritual, and price it accordingly.

Stop carbohydrate-loading a high school cross country team. Loading protocols were designed for events that meaningfully 

deplete glycogen over ninety minutes or more. A 5K does not deplete it. The week before a meet does not need a protocol; it 

needs the athlete eating normally and adequately, which — per the…
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Q U I C K  R E F E R E N C E

Key targets to keep in view
Use these as planning anchors when you turn the manual into weekly actions.

VA R S I T Y  5 K

About 17-22 minutes

Treat this as a decision anchor, not a trivia stat.

C A R B S  D U R I N G

Not needed under 45 min

Treat this as a decision anchor, not a trivia stat.

W H AT  D E C I D E S  I T

The previous weeks

Treat this as a decision anchor, not a trivia stat.

C OAC H  TA K E AWAY S

The honest footnotes
These are the cues worth repeating before the week gets busy.

� The mouth-rinse finding: Real, and it is oral and central rather than metabolic.

� Adults, about an hour, often fasted, on bikes.

� Why we do not teach it: A fed 17-year-old racing 17 minutes is not that athlete.

� Aspire does not put a rinse protocol on a high school 5K.

� Where the argument is: The 45-75 minute band is where the real debate sits.

� Your event is nowhere near it, which is why the rule is easy.

W H AT  TO  D O  N E X T

Use it this week
Tell the parent meeting once: we fuel the day around the race, not the race.

B OT TO M  L I N E

The fuelling problem at a high school meet is not the race; 

it is everything around it.

R E L AT E D  TO O L

Race week planner

Map the race week around the manual.

Source topics: 5k race nutrition • do runners need gels for a 5k • carb loading high school cross country • carbohydrate 

during short races • race day fueling myths • high school 5k fueling
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