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Profile Story 

 A young woman from Minnesota is training for Olympic gold.  

 Sara Ackman, 23, from Grove City, Minn., moved in October to California to train for 

the Olympic trials in 2012.  

She excelled in track during high school and college, and was offered the chance to train 

with an Olympic champion in California in order to prepare for the 2012 Olympics in London.  

Throughout her life, Ackman has followed the philosophy of “working as hard as you can 

to see how far you can go.” 

 “Just go for it. Go for the gold,” said Ackman. 

 Ackman first joined the track and field team in seventh grade. She had tried basketball 

and volleyball, but joined track and enjoyed it.  

 “I thought that it would be fun and it was something that I wanted to do for myself,” said 

Ackman.  

In eighth grade, Ackman started to throw shot put and discus more, and by the end of the 

year, she was on the varsity track team. She earned five varsity letters in track. 
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Ackman’s high school track coach helped develop her interest in track.  

“Coach Christensen’s main specialty is throwing. He encourages you to do extra beyond 

throwing, like weight lifting. Not a lot of coaches will do that,” said Ackman.  

After graduating from Litchfield High School in 2005, Ackman attended school at South 

Dakota State University (SDSU) in Brookings. 

She decided on SDSU because it still had a feel of a “rural town” and the “coaches were 

nice.” SDSU was also making the transition from Division II to Division I.  

In 2009, Ackman broke the school discus and shot put record.   

 “It was really cool and also exciting because I knew I was competing with bigger schools 

and SDSU was a D1 school now,” reflected Ackman on breaking the school record.  

The biggest turning point in Ackman’s track career came at a track meet during her 

sophomore year in college. When she threw that day, there was “no pressure.” 

“It felt more like high school. I just had that one throw that turned out to be the best one 

ever. I felt controlled and relaxed. It felt like dancing. I haven’t felt it again and I want that 

feeling back,” said Ackman.  

After graduating from SDSU in 2010, Ackman debated what she wanted to do. She had 

been suffering from back problems due to throwing shot put and hammer in college, but did not 

have trouble throwing discus.  
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“I didn’t know exactly what I wanted. Stephanie offered to help train me, and it was an 

opportunity I couldn’t pass up. I knew if I didn’t do it, I would have always wondered what 

could’ve been,” said Ackman.  

Ackman is currently training in Sacramento, Calif. with Olympic champion Stephanie 

Brown Trafton. Trafton competed in the 2004 and 2008 Olympics. In the 2008 Beijing 

Olympics, Trafton won a gold medal in discus.  

Ackman is still adjusting to her new training schedule, which goes six days a week. A 

typical day usually starts with a weight activity, a flexibility workout, an endurance activity, 

which usually consists of sprints and a cardio activity, and then an ab workout.  

There are several differences between her practice schedule during college and her 

current training schedule.  

“There are no classes now, so that makes it a lot easier. I don’t have to do it at a certain 

time to make it work around my class schedule. Practice is one-on-one now, so I am improving 

more technically. I am also getting more feedback, which is helping me to improve,” said 

Ackman.  

The trials are the final qualifying step before the Olympics. The track and field trials will 

be held in Eugene, Oregon, in 2012.  

According to ESPN’s website, the trials are “the largest national championship track 

meet in the world.”  More than 1,000 track and field athletes are expected to compete at the 

trials.  
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A maximum of three competitors in each event will go to the Olympics, if they have all 

achieved the “A” standard.  

The “A” standard is the automatic qualifying distance or time for a particular event. The 

“A” standard for discus is 59.00 meters, or 193.57 feet.  

If there are not enough “A” qualifiers at the trials, then competitors who reach the “B” 

standard earn a spot on the team.  

The “B” standard is the back-up qualifying distance or time. The “B” standard for discus 

is 56.24 meters, or 183.73 feet.  

Until then, Ackman will compete in track meets. It will help her to train and also get 

distance marks.  

Ackman considers her biggest accomplishment to date “completing college with a 

bachelor’s degree and competing in track.” 

“It takes a lot of determination and a lot of work, but you have to do it. You are gone a lot 

of weekends and there is not a lot of time for friends or to be involved with clubs or other 

activities on campus, but I learned a lot from my teammates,” said Ackman.  

Ackman enjoys music and playing piano when she has time off. She is looking for a part-

time job, which, along with her training, will help her figure out what she “wants to do” and 

what she “wants to avoid.” 

Although moving to California has been a big change, she is also enjoying trying 

different things, like T’ai-chi, yoga and kickboxing.  
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“It is a huge learning experience,” said Ackman. 

Ackman does not believe that she has thrown her furthest distance in discus yet.  

“I have really good throws in practice because I can relax and be calm and comfortable. I 

tend to over think my throws at meets. There are a lot of technical things I am working on,” 

stated Ackman.  

For now, Ackman is focusing on going for the gold.  
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