
FREQUENCY
Exercise five to six times per week. On your NOLS 
course, you will be active seven days per week, 
so exercising just a few times per week is not an 
adequate representation of what you’ll be doing. 
Getting into the habit of almost daily exertion is 
important.

TIME
As with frequency, it is wise to acknowledge what 
your course will be like and strive to build up to a 
similar level for time. You won’t be running for 
eight hours a day on your course, but you will be 
active for many hours every day. Aim to make each 
workout last for 60 minutes and try to incorporate 
some longer sustained workouts. However, if you’re 
not currently exercising at all, you should keep the 
sessions short.

INTENSITY
Exercise intensity is a subjective measure of how 
hard physical activity feels to you while you’re
doing it—your perceived exertion. Your perceived 
exertion may be different from what someone 
else feels doing the same exercise. For example, 
what feels like a hard run to you can feel like an 
easy workout to someone else. While your heart rate 
offers a more objective look at exercise intensity, 
measuring it requires you to repeatedly check your 
pulse or invest in a heart rate monitor. Fortunately, 
your perceived exertion correlates well with your 
heart rate. So, if you think you’re working hard, your 
heart rate is likely elevated. 

Initially, do most of your exercise at a low intensity, 
where you are able to have a conversation while 
exercising and be capable of sustaining the exercise 
for an hour or more. As you get closer to your course 
start, incorporate one or two higher intensity 
sessions per week. 

PHYSICAL CONDITIONING

PREPARING FOR                           YOUR NOLS COURSE
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START NOW! 
Even if there is not much time before the start of your course, or you are already in “great shape,” you will 
benefit from some focused conditioning.

One of the most frequent comments we receive from graduates is, “I wish I had spent more time getting into 
shape.” We are not trying to scare you. If you are reasonably fit, you should complete a NOLS course. However, 
the more fit you are, the more you will likely enjoy your experience.



TYPE 
It’s never too soon to start developing your own 
judgment, so we won’t actually tell you what to do. 
However, here are some general guidelines. 

Short answer: Just do something! Get up and get 
moving. Keep it simple so you’re more likely to do 
it. Anything you do that elevates your heart rate and 
makes you work hard will be beneficial. 

The longer answer: Most of your exercise should be 
aerobic. Aerobic exercises should involve the large 
muscle groups and be continuous in nature. Hiking in 
hilly terrain, jogging, running, swimming, biking, and 
cross-country skiing are all great. You are working on 
building endurance. Think lower intensity levels but 
longer duration sessions. Try to mix it up and don’t 
just do an activity you’re already good at. Some of 
your exercise should be devoted to building strength. 
Strength exercises may be kept simple with a variety 
of bodyweight exercises (e.g., push-ups, planks, 
lunges, burpees, squats, mountain climbers, etc.). 
You don’t need to join a gym or hire a personal trainer. 
The internet is full of suggestions and videos on how 
to do exercises like these. Strength training is very 
helpful, but should not be your primary focus. 
One to two sessions per week is a good target. 

FLEXIBILITY AND BALANCE 
This is an underappreciated and often underdeveloped 
area. Flexibility and balance will be helpful to you no 
matter what NOLS course you participate in, whether 
it’s backpacking, rock climbing, paddling, skiing, or 
something else. Time spent stretching or practicing 
yoga is time well spent. 

SPECIFICITY 
If you can only do one thing, this is it. Every activity 
uses different muscles, so mimicking the activity 
of your NOLS course will allow you to develop 
the specific muscles you’ll need and will result 
in less muscular fatigue and soreness during 
the early part of your course. If you’re going on a 
backpacking course, go for hikes and preferably in 
hilly terrain. Carry a light pack at first, and gradually 
increase your distance and pack weight. Some NOLS 
activities are harder to do on your own before your 
course. However, a bit of research into the muscle 
groups used for a particular activity will help point 
you toward the specific exercises to develop those 
muscles. Running hundreds of miles on flat terrain 
will certainly help your overall cardiovascular fitness, 
but it won’t fully prepare you to carry a heavy pack in 
the mountains or paddle a kayak.

THE BIGGER PICTURE
Improving your physical condition for your NOLS 
course is a wise thing to do. It also makes sense as 
a lifelong habit. 

We want to encourage, not intimidate you. NOLS 
courses are strenuous, but they are within the 
limits of a person in good physical condition. 
Increasing your fitness will not guarantee you an easy 
time on your course, but will allow you to perform 
at a higher level, recover from the physical stress 
faster, focus on learning skills, and enjoy the natural 
beauty of the wilderness and the companionship of 
your fellow expedition members. 
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TIME TO GET GOING!
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